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| Cannot Myself

To come to this country,
my body must assemble itself

into photographs and signatures.
Among them they will search for me.

| must leave behind all uncertainties.
| cannot myself be a question.
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Beginning

| turn a corner and see your face.

QOur lives spool out from that glance.

| give up everything for this.

| remember everything I've left behind.

You pack your books on the shelves next to mine.

On an envelope addressed to me you write a list of
groceries.

You speak to me of your former loves.

You tell me | am your first love.

Before we start the middle of our lives together,
before we contemplate leaving each other,
ceding the subtle map of the bed,

let us linger on a beginning.
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Old Photographs

On my desk is a photograph of you
taken by the woman who loved you then.

In some photos her shadow falls
in the foreground. In this one,
her body is not that far from yours.

Did you hold your head that way
because she loved it?

She is not invisible, not
my enemy,

nor even the past.

| think

| love the things she loved.

Of all your old photographs, | wanted
this one for its becoming. | think

you were starting

to turn your head a little,

your eyes looking slightly to the side.

Was this the beginning of leaving?
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| Forget to Look

The photograph of my mother at her desk in the fifties
has been in my purse for twenty years,

its paper faded, browning,

the scalloped edge bent then straightened.

The collar of her dress folds discreetly.
The angle of her neck looks as though
someone has called her from far away.

She was the first in her family to take
the bus from Claremont
up the hill to the university.

At one point during the lectures at medical school,
black students had to pack their notes, get up and walk
past the ascending rows of desks out of the theatre.

Behind the closed door, in an autopsy
black students were not meant to see.
the uncovering and cutting of white skin.



Under the knife, the skin,
the mystery of sameness.

In a world that defined how black and white
could look at each other, touch each other,
my mother looks back, her poise unmarred.

Every time | open my purse,
she is there, so familiar | forget
to look at her.
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Poetry for Beginners

in the evening poetry class for beginners
in the community hall during the introductions

a girl looking down behind her hair
and a thick brown coat she doesn't take off

breathes in deep and risking
something says fast

my boyfriend's in prison and I'm here

to find out how to write to him
through the bars

and someone laughs

and she pulls herself back into her coat
and from inside looks past us

and the next week doesn’t
come back



