
Tectonic 

 

Pope-Leighey House, Alexandria, Virginia 

 

The carved-out highway, 

hemmed on either side by upturned earth 

and thrumming with a grinding sound, 

folds against us like the forearm of the wind, 

curving along the house’s southeast slope, 

buffeting its scimitar garden, its cypress panels, 

its brick the color of a forest path. 

 

But here in the magnolia shade, 

there is a silence dangling, and the house 

is a mobile suspended above the ground, 

revolving as the shadows revolve. 

 

We stand under the low ceiling that forms 

the entranceway, its hands close above 

our heads, and know the house is older 

than the hill, as old as the air that moves 

around it, that has blown up from the river –  

the air that hides in clay and sandstone, 

smoothing the landscape. 

 

 

 

Rachel Adams 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Anchor and Cave 

Enslaved people’s quarters, Woodlawn Plantation, Virginia, 1820 

 

We lay side by side 

in the heat, in the night’s palm, 

the dried sweat of day 

thick upon our chests, like sap 

that hardens inside the dry grooves 

 

of sugar maple. 

This attic room is folded 

like a cowbird’s wing, 

and outside, the August air  

licks the roof’s back, hard, moving 

 

damp and slow along  

the grass of the rear garden, 

through cotton-choked fields 

and to the river, where the 

sycamores peer above the 

 

boxwoods, where the leaves have eyes. 

My husband shifts his body 

against the ropes of the bed. 

I think I see my own feet, 

he’d told me,  wiping his chin, 

 

more than anyone’s  

faces, carryin’ things up 

and down all those stairs. 

He’d tripped once, with a full tray, 

cracked his collarbone, scattered 

 

a pork stew across 

the foyer, and everything 

slowed for a moment, 

and our mistress scowled, slight, 

a line forming in between 

 

her eyebrows, and called, 

Henry, can’t you watch yourself? 

And I stopped folding 

the embroidered tablecloth, 

looked up, looked at them both, and 



 

thought of the hot night, 

in the attic, in that cave, 

when I would press my 

leg against his, lay my hand 

between his neck and shoulder, 

 

broken below the skin, pulsing 

like the flicker of a star. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rachel Adams 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

In Light 

 

Quaker Meeting House, Woodlawn, Virginia, 1848 

 

We build  

this meeting house 

in the filtering light 

that trembles in us all, that fills  

our hands. 

 

We know 

the space between  

us is part void, part earth, 

wooden beams stacked beside a field, 

part field. 

 

We know 

that speaking is 

asking silence for time, 

standing beneath a linden tree 

in sun. 

 

 

 

Rachel Adams 

 


