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I 



 5 

Whenever we find snakeseed 
Elizabeth bites down. To feel  
 
the pop, she says. She spits  
the shards like eggshell while we walk. 
 
I licked the leaf of a milk plant  
once but when she looked inside 
 
she said the unlucky number  
was still under my tongue. 



 6 

This morning came cold.  
We walked wayward, creaked  
 
the door. Rotting  
apples on the ground went  
 
silently underfoot. The smell  
mixed with my pillow breath  
 
and slowed  
my churning stomach. 



 7 

We were in the garden when she pulled  
a curve of broken glass  
 
from her pocket. She knelt  
and dragged it through the soft dirt. My name  
 
then hers. She drew a face like mine  
above my name. Her hair  
 
blocked my view  
but when she stood there  
 
was another face next to mine.  
A wrong face. The wrong teeth. 
 



 8 

The sky purpled through the afternoon.  
It swelled and spread as when a face  
 
has interrupted fists, as if  
the air itself was injured.  
 
Three geese overhead seemed late.  
We took shelter in a small metal shed.  
 
Rust-stained pelts covered the walls and the floor  
was littered with scattered nests of gristle  
 
fur, and blood-flecked bone. Elizabeth’s face  
looked lost. Not confused but simply gone.  
 
As if the girl beneath her skin had slipped  
away to join the storm. 



 9 

She cuts the cries straight  
from their throats 
 
catalogues every sin 
-uous, sinewy growl  
 
each stretch of cord and claw. 
I skulk in  
 
the shadow spots, wait for 
when she’ll put them to use.  
 
Still I wasn’t ready for the mask, how 
it clings to her cheeks so. 



 10 

The glass came down in wide streams, stained  
my slower hand red.  
 
I wrapped it in leadplants and cornflower petals. 
This was when Elizabeth’s face went  
 
wrong. Shallow pits  
she dug soon filled  
 
with small creatures, their mouths  
half-open and leaking. 



 11 

In my dreams she eats fistfuls. 
Eats every last one.  
 
She licks her fingers through  
the hole in her mask 
 
then bares the back  
of her neck. My face  
 
pulses. Flickers.  
It feels like fire  
 
ants crawling their way  
up to the surface. 
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In the after weeks I have  
tried to calm myself by counting 
 
my clouded breaths. I inhale  
the smell of maple escaping  
 
cracked bark, rehearse the rhythmic crunch  
of my boots compressing snow.   



 13 

We went out late, when the night  
was all moonglare and glasstooth.  
 
The wind snapped spines in the wheat fields.  
After a mile we found a coyote leaking  
 
tar from behind its eyes. 
Elizabeth pulled her mask down  
 
to sing it to sleep properly. 
As we walked home she complained 
 
about the water in her body  
doing its ever-present dance.  



 14 

She has been wearing the mask again. 
I’ve seen her  
 
outside in the middle of the night  
burying bits of glass  
 
and metal in the garden.  
When she climbs back  
 
into bed I dig  
my fingers into my ears 
 
and remind myself the most important thing  
I know. The fastest way  
 
out of the woods has always been  
the blood-drop trail. 



 15 

If she is wearing the mask tonight I will  
hide. If she sings  
 
my name three times and shakes  
her pocket 
 
full of broken glass, I will bite  
the insides of my mouth  
 
and I will hide. I cannot look  
her in the mask 
 
cannot stand  
the way her teeth crowd  
 
her mouth. It makes my legs go  
hollow  
 
and I cannot  
run and I need to be able to run.  
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II 



 17 

It seems that prior to her arrival, the patient became mute and did not 
speak for a period of three months.  
 
Her sister says she would occasionally sing despite her refusal to talk, and 
that she read a great deal and at times would write notes for herself. When 
asked about this period the patient would only say that it seemed as though 
she both couldn't and shouldn't talk. 



 18 

The patient was asked about her recent health. 
 
Oh my bones, these bones have always been my best feature but now their 
white hot glow is starting to scorch my skin. I rub myself with ice, ice and 
honey every night but then I’m up, wake up, and my bones are wrapped in 
cotton. No remedy, no thanks. I keep a square of foil between my teeth and 
inner cheek on the left side. Always on the left. 



 19 

The patient was asked to describe her social life.  
 
Wine and flowers, coffee and kisses. Home in limousines, dumped in a 
garbage can. On my hands and knees in the back yard with mother at the 
door, walking, walking, walking, walking. (Here the patient turned from the 
window and addressed the doctor directly.) You scribble and scratch while I 
am cleaning out the kitchen. I don’t like cleaning kitchens. I want to play the 
piano and get the keys all dirty.  
 



 20 

The patient will often concoct elaborate stories rather than answer a 
direct question.  
 
Asked what she had eaten for breakfast that morning, she replied, You know 
he killed her on the battlefields, stabbed her from behind. Fourteen people 
all in the same house, never anything so invited people there and said don’t 
tell your wife. A good time party. He never went there again. To him, to him, 
to him, to him, to him, to him, to him. (Here the patient began singing in a 
high, affected voice for approximately thirty seconds) Do you like the 
English? I love the English, their little vine-covered cottages and their 
clothes, their dresses are so nice, I love everyone. I love everyone who loves 
their husband, especially when they have sponge-cake for supper.  



 21 

The patient’s sister has been very cooperative, willing to confirm or 
clarify any inconsistent or unknown information.  
 
Most importantly, she provided us with copies of the journal in which she 
frequently wrote. These entries have been quite useful, though there remain 
several unresolved issues, most notably the mask supposedly worn by the  
patient. The sister's demeanor changed when asked if the mask could be 
brought in for examination. After several seconds' silence she left the room, 
claiming a forgotten appointment. 



 22 

She was on the floor with her back 
to me, rocking little figure eights  
 
when I entered. Her hands collapsed  
when I said Elizabeth, then— 
 
 I find my throat  
  too tired  
     to speak with you today.  
 
Too much singing? I asked. 
 
Singing is the only thing  
that makes the hum settle down. 



 23 

The patient was given the stimulus word Columbus.  
 
Columbus, Columbus, Columbus. Isabella sold her jewels so you should be a 
teacher in a boys' school. I try to explain, it seems to be something I'm trying 
to do. I've been a devil in a way, I would have liked to jump off. Oh yes, Miss 
D (referring to herself) is a very quiet girl. 



 24 

Yesterday the patient was sitting on the porch when her sister brought 
her a glass of water.  
 
She jumped up quickly, threw the glass over the rail and went inside where 
she lay down on a couch and began to sing. Suddenly she stiffened and 
became unconscious, remaining so for a period of two hours. The entire 
incident was very alarming, though she slept quietly during the night and by 
morning her speech had returned.  



 25 

The patient had been staring silently out the window for several 
minutes when she turned and addressed the doctor.  
 
Blue sky and balconies, it’s all around this, everywhere. Juliet in a balcony. 
Would you play Romeo to my Juliet? There is nothing foolish about it, you 
know. Juliet is a human emotion, every woman has it. I have a perfect right 
to it, I am a quiet girl. I won’t change nerves with anyone, they give me 
wonderful sensations. Married people know about such sensations. I think 
marriage is rotten, vulgar. The worst thing possible, terrible, horrible. I think 
it would be delightful to be married from the waist up. 



 26 

It seems she has been destroying  
her clothes in order to make nests.  
 
When I asked what the nests were for 
she said, for the acoustics. 



 27 

Today the patient complained of the cross she has to bear.  
 
A cross of flowers, a sweet cross even if there is a good deal of filth in it. But 
I don't mind following the divine after I have sowed my wild oats. It seems I 
am unable to obtain the poise of middle age. Since five years old I have had a 
fatal weakness for men. I would like to be a butterfly and light for a moment 
on every man's head. I do not believe in kissing a man till the engagement 
ring has been produced, and then only once or twice before marriage. I don't 
know if it is necessary for me to tell you if I ever sat on a man's lap. 



 28 

The patient continues to take long walks, usually in the evening.  
 
She is quite defiant if any attempt is made to dissuade her. Her sister 
accompanies her on occasion, and reports that the patient often talks of love 
and marriage in a bold manner, though she declined to peruse the notes we 
have made regarding similar sentiments expressed by the patient during our 
examinations. 



 29 

The nurse told me she’s been in the kitchen  
asking for a jar of honey powder.  
 
She refuses to say, or simply  
repeats her question when they ask  
 
what honey powder  
is or may be used for. 



 30 

The patient often connects her father with God.  
 
He was a good man, a wonderful soul, but no education or polish. I wonder 
sometimes if there are two Gods, yours and mine, one for those of polish 
and culture. Either God or Madam Curie are making changes in the world. If 
it's radium it's Madam Curie, if it's electricity it's me. (At this point the patient 
implied some electrical feelings in her body, chiefly in relation to the pelvis, 
but never brought up the matter again.) 



 31 

When I asked her to walk tonight  
she said she couldn’t go  
 
outside with the others after dinner anymore 
said the night has grown  
 
too heavy for the stars to hold any longer  
as if it were perfectly obvious.  
 
She flailed and chewed  
when I asked what she meant.  
 
The nurse said she’s been  
whispering to herself. 
 
I have no room for a second skin.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 32 

The patient shows great admiration for her father, often referring to his 
fine looks and physical strength.  
 
It seems she and her sister were always a little in awe of him, although he left 
discipline to their mother. He was clearly a religious man, and during his later 
years spent an hour each evening in solitary prayer. The patient remarked 
that, when drunk, he often took a rosary to bed with him. 



 33 

She asked today if I prefer the soft  
machinery of men.  
 
When I asked to what 
she seemed to shrink into  
 
the colorless room for a moment.  
A tired yes and she reemerged 
 
smiling. I gathered my things  
as she went back to her nests. 
  



 34 

III 



 35 

Dear Elizabeth, if we follow the fox tails curling  
 
around the base of every tree, your sister will never find us. When we are 
exhausted and cold will you sleep on my chest like a newborn? I feel like I’m 
supposed to be afraid of this place. There is an orchestra warming up in my 
lungs. If we stay here long enough we can tune our voices to their sound. 



 36 

Dear Elizabeth, when you finally woke up I wondered 
 
if I had never noticed the troubling width of your eyes, or if some new 
symptom had settled in. They’d popped open like parachutes. I thought to 
finger the plankton of sleep from their corners, but your ceaseless coughing 
kept me. Instead I took the last strand of pearls caked in ash from beneath 
your bed. I stripped the string and scattered them in the soil as a hymn 
hummed under my breath. 



 37 

Dear Elizabeth, what did you mean when you said  
 
you could feel the water in your body? I never understood your answers, not 
one whispered word amid the constant questions. Are you comfortable, 
Elizabeth? Should we turn your chair towards the birdfeeder for a while? Can 
I help you out of that beekeeper’s veil? We could try to take your 
temperature again. The doctors never diagnosed your inability to swallow 
salt, your attraction to sharp machines. 
 
 



 38 

Dear Elizabeth, the doctors make mistakes almost 
 
every other week. They write bursitis when they mean tumors, mistake 
depression for insomnia. Last night I read your chart and found out we’re the 
same. The same sixteen kilograms of carbon, sixty-one point eight percent 
water, roughly a gallon of blood. The same pulsing fists of meat beneath the 
same ill-fitting husks.  



 39 

Dear Elizabeth, as a small girl did you string beads 
 
neatly in sequence, speak fluent music by the fire? Wondering where you 
might be now makes the liquid in my stomach settle slower, reduces me to a 
jet-lagged traveler finally landing in someone else’s skin. My voice. My 
anchor. Slivers of ice between my teeth. Nothing works at this altitude.  
 



 40 

Dear Elizabeth, last night I dreamt your voice asking 
 
for another method, a new machine to sift the elements from ocean. Its 
shape seemed closer to constant than ever before, and when I woke there 
was a shadow of your syntax in every corner of the house. I tried explaining 
the golden ratio to your sister but her hands never left her pockets. I’ve been 
speaking in a funeral voice all day.  
 



 41 

Dear Elizabeth, as a child I fell in love with the lowest pitch  
 
a piano can make. Each strike unspooled a low-slung shift and I watched the 
room swell with its smoke and tremor. Some mornings I lie on my back at 
the frozen lake’s edge, hoping the space between water and white will 
unbrighten. The sky’s thin curve cues my eyes to close. In my dreams I hear 
hooves on snow.  
 



 42 

Dear Elizabeth, I sometimes think of you as a new kind of noise. 
 
Or not a noise but a thing from which the noise can come. A little three 
pronged tuning fork. Your tone is ankle crack, is wrung from treetops cased 
in week old ice. If only your metal stems could inspect my skin. My skin so 
warm and slick with oils. My appetite is wingspan, is pollen dusted skyline.  
 



 43 

Dear Elizabeth, I don’t remember where I read  
 
what it means to dream about losing teeth, but there was blood on my 
pillowcase again this morning. Sixteen scattered poppy seeds where the 
cotton had caramelized.  
 



 44 

Dear Elizabeth, I dream a cherry orchard on fire  
 
every night. The sound stains more than anything, though it changes with the 
seasons. Spring was a tablespoon of oil pooling across a hot iron. The wind 
pushes the sugarsmoke across my face, across acres until it slips into the 
open windows of the church where I was baptized. I end up always on my 
back beneath the water’s warm weight, submerged in the silence. 



 45 

Dear Elizabeth, I wanted to call the birds  
 
by their Latin names when I heard how I sound in your mouth. The 
intonation of two twigs scraping away a scrim of frost. With your fingers on 
my spine I can make the proper movements, but those moments only come 
so often. Since you want me to stop using the wrong things to measure the 
distance between, does that mean you’ve satisfied your itch to move to 
another latitude? That you’ll you help me adjust to the lower pitches in the 
air?  
 
 



 46 

Dear Elizabeth, I still don’t understand how you made  
 
the Fibonacci sequence sound like Mozart at a wedding, confusions of gold 
knocking around in the hollows between your teeth. Mine has never been the 
right way of listening but it is all I was ever offered. When your sister said 
you’d been hearing whales again I didn’t picture sonar swells against 
bedroom windows. I heard wails and panicked.  
 



 47 

Dear Elizabeth, will you know what I mean if I say my boxfire  
 
breaks quickly? That it splinters into small gaps? The colors swell too slowly 
to enjoy. When it is over, there is a sifting. A clearing away of. Soon enough 
there is simply me again, staring at my hands. Waiting for something whole 
to press its weight into my skin.  
 



 48 

Dear Elizabeth, every night the children  
 
run through the streets with their arms wrapped in canvas. They are playing 
bury-the-knife. I tried calling to them once but they hear a lower register than 
I can manage. Sometimes when they release the ghost it runs through what 
used to be your garden. When its flashlight was aimed at the proper angle, I 
saw the top halves of your pearls still lying in the soil, the rows and rows of 
flowers I planted so long ago. 
  



 49 

Dear Elizabeth, with my sternum above the water 
 
I’ve finally been able to start opening my voicebox, to begin approximating 
the broken sleep of children. When the aperture expands within range of 
your vibration, will your consonants become more malleable? My letters have 
never been constant. Sometimes the starts and finishes interchange, though 
it’s inexact. In the past I’ve heard once distant as one instant, and when you 
offered to help me up the stairs I only caught the middle. I coughed and 
echoed air. 



 50 

Dear Elizabeth, lately the weather seems perfectly 
 
calibrated to my ability to make connections. Sometimes it feels as if my 
body heat soaks through the sheets and stretches out in the open air. The 
memories of magnets help, though I still sleep in the greenhouse most 
nights. I hold your name in my mouth to distract myself, flex my fingers in 
the silence created.  
 
 



 51 

Dear Elizabeth, there is a little hum that sometimes lives  
 
in the middle of my head. A large bell struck with a rifle at the opposite end 
of a muddy field, the last audible second stretched endlessly on. Other days 
it’s slightly higher. Thinner. A plucked violin string ringing with vigor.  



 52 

Dear Elizabeth, your voice was a singing saw between  
 
calloused hands the night we met. When the music ceased I thought to 
speak, but my name began to break down as soon as it left my lungs. It 
ricocheted against my throat, letters landing warm and foreign on my tongue. 
I’ve been training myself to notice when breath solidifies into words, to see 
the steam that sometimes rises. 



 53 

Dear Elizabeth, I fear I am a little salt ghost stuck  
 
inside on a Sunday. Do you remember when you told me that? When you 
woke to low tones each morning and the taste of water made you dizzy? 
Your sister says you’re sturdy now, that your singing keeps you level. Lately 
my clothes seem too close to my skin. Is it summer where you are?  
 



 54 

Dear Elizabeth, the worst of it is when you are the almost ache.  
 
The black-scarved turbulence of winter rain. On my knees. The mongrels 
make their muzzle sounds as the pills in my cupboard turn to little piles of 
powder.  



 55 

Dear Elizabeth, will you ever meet me in the orchard?  
 
Will the bloodsmoke ever clear to reveal you waiting for me in a blue dress, 
your pockets full of cherry stems and matches? I’ve been sleeping in a new 
pattern since the trees unfolded. I reposition my pillow whenever trains 
announce their speed. My eyes seem to exhale when I cease concentration, 
when the movement of my body interrupts my thoughts enough. Sometimes 
it’s so easy to imagine stitches coming out of my eyelids, how new the light 
would look. 
 



 56 

Dear Elizabeth, If I were smaller I would want to sleep 
 
in one of your nests. Your little nests of paper and cotton and wire. My body 
so often fails to fit. There is no between, no within. Metal digs into my 
shoulder, plaster clatters into my hip. If I could curl, if I could coil my length 
along the rails, I think I might finally go silent for once.  
 



 57 

Dear Elizabeth, if you are the thoroughmeat 
 
I’m afraid I will always be the apple-stained plow boy. I like to think we once 
floated light shards on ponds, sipped strawfuls of syrup by hailstorm. Now I 
am combing through haystacks and leaf piles just for the smell. This is not 
elegy, is nothing so orderly. Prayers out the window like heat. 



 58 

Dear Elizabeth, I have finally stopped trying to trace  
 
the shape of your voice. I was always able to ascertain the taste of a swallow’s 
song, the way it stained the summer air, but I wanted access to your arc, a 
pitched platform on which to kneel. When I said wanted, I meant something 
similar to the way you shut your door, the speed with which your eyelids slid 
down.  



 59 

Dear Elizabeth, some mornings I’m convinced I’ve remembered 
 
all the wrong things. If dead moths keep accumulating in the windowsill, 
does that mean another month of buildings obscured by fog? I want to 
apologize for my lack of inflection. Was it me who was constantly waking 
you in the middle of the night? I only know that when it’s morning here, it’s 
your crescent moon just above sea level. It’s two deer at the foot of the 
tallest pine.  
 



 60 

Notes 
 
The poems on pages 14, 16, 17, 20, 21, 22, 24, 25, 27, and 29 make use of 
language found in the article, “A Case of Multiple Personality: Hysteria or 
Dementia Praecox?” from The Journal of Abnormal Psychology and Social 
Psychology, Vol 17 (3), 1922. 
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