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Preface

Taken as a whole, the poems in this book tell a story: A girl is born of a Chinese immigrant father and a black mother with a “passing jones.” The father leaves and the mother encourages her children not to identify themselves as black. The girl grows up and encounters abuse and neglect, she battles with ignorance and racism, depression and suicidal urges. She goes through several marriages. She starts to write. She starts to ask questions about who she is, who her father was, who her mother was, about the heritages that have formed her. She raises her children and manages to help them to grow up with a buoyancy that she finds striking, given their heritages. She moves through the death of her parents, the death of a last marriage. She discovers her love of women; she falls in love with a woman. She survives and flounders and flourishes. She continues to ask questions about who she is, about the bewildering cruelties and beauty of the world around her. She continues to write, past doubt, past uncertainties, past rejection, past the official guardians of literature. She persists on her journey. She will not be silenced.

And after you finish this book you will say to yourself, if you have any sense at all, this woman is a hero. This book is a gift. This book is a small and powerful miracle. If you read it with an open mind and heart, it will tell you much about America; it will tell you truths that are not there in our culture of mass media or in our canonized literature. It will tell you how complicated a thing it is to grow up in this country as a person of color with a mixed racial and cultural heritage. It will tell how much silence there is around the desires of someone who loves those of the same sex. It will tell you how, for certain people, so very few tools are given to speak about their identity, to find out who they are. It will tell you how those tools can be constructed, poem by poem, line by line— only with honesty and courage, only with tenacity, only with a fierceness that will not give up. Poetry was not given to Sherry Quan Lee; she had to go out and find it. She had to fight for it.

The poems in this book run a wide gamut of tones—sometimes lyrical, sometimes wry and biting and caustic, sometimes passionate, sometimes grieving, sometimes angry. They often move quickly and contain surprising juxtapositions of imagery and tone. They are alive and highly cognizant of the ironies of the poet’s experiences and her position in the world; they explore the misperceptions and censoring and condescensions and critiques and insults she has battled. At times there’s a surprising ability to find humor in the midst of difficult and painful situations, and this comes in part because the poet does not take herself too seriously. At the same time, this is not a wit that comes from distance or safety; it’s a wit created out of and within adversity. At certain points, there’s an aphoristic quality to the lines, a bit of wisdom or truth distilled and wrestled from experience.


Sometimes I feel like a boxer punching myself.

I reverberate.

The good thing is, some things shake loose.



Overall there’s an emotional honesty in these poems that I trust. I’m struck by how vulnerable this poet is, how willing she is to look at the pain inside her and around her with open eyes, unflinching. She knows that words cannot erase wounds but they do allow them to heal: “I turn my bruises into stories/ and watch them disappear.”

Like any reader, I have my own particular favorite individual poems in this book; they include Dear M.F.A. Faculty, Parthenogenesis, Chokecherry, Theun Wing, Vampire, Naming. But the individual poems also gather themselves up into something larger; they gain power from the vision and voice that they come together to form. Unlike so many volumes of poetry, at the end of this book you will leave with a strong sense of who this poet, who this woman, is. You will feel as if you have encountered a very real and complicated individual, a person who has made her descent into the underworld, as good writers must, and come back with her own particular vision, one balancing darkness with the light of articulation and the passion for clarity. You will feel a certain wonder and awe that one person has gone through so much and not only come through it, but has come forward to tell her tale.

—David Mura





IN MEMORY of MY MOTHER Mom, I Miss You

Sarah Ella Franklin Quan 1913-1999
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