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“Happiness: We rarely feel it.
I would buy it, beg it, steal it,
Pay in coins of dripping blood
For this one transcendent good.”

~ Amy Lowell
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Elementary
You are a problem

I can feel sliding down my throat.
My tongue slips on your skin, roughly.
Your breath, once soft, brushes my fingertips

as you gaze into the bygone schoolyard,

eyelashes fluttering

in soundproof harmony.
The stench of ivy guards you,

leaks into your soul

the way your freckles crawl up my arm.
Like Aaron Clark’s scarious skin,

you come alone to Rock Springs,

destined to stand behind me

and watch schoolyard demolition.
But you are not alone.
We watched one sunrise together,

when you spoke of polymerizing like butter —

because you touched its fat, it killed you —

and while you lie around, I’ll come back again.
The obscene schoolyard chimney
strikes the eroding sky,

and we stare in disarray

at the flowers climbing the bricks

with their evil eyes.
As I gaze through walls you can’t see through,
I know the empty schoolyard beckons

silently.
Loneliness haunts the ground we stand on.
We watch violent ivy intertwine
with the ruin of Rock Springs,

and although memories don’t haunt us,
everything lasts forever to please its ghost.
“Don’t step on the vines,”

the ivy cries.

I step back away from them,
although they called to me first.
The chimney puffs black soot,
covering you while your freckles weep.

Lips
Your lips burn wild against chalky skin.

We dance so close your lips touch me:

purple brands on my forehead,

my cheek,

my hand.

Your mouth moves slowly,

waltzing in tune with our music.

Your lips burn wild and sink through my skin,

sink through the layers that lead to my blood.
Boiling blood makes my skin scream.

Your eyes scratch like sandstone.

You haven’t noticed I’m not crying as usual.

My eyelids are burned shut,

my eyes are glass that’s melted, seeped away.

It’s running down my arms and onto your lips.

Your lips burn wild

as your tongue waltzes heavily around my face,

spreading ashes like butter.

I can’t look at you with your sandpaper eyes

and gripping fingers,

won’t see your lips before they hit me,

can’t feel the blister as it caresses my shoulder.

The floor tilts. I fall,

cold against the burns.

Your lips burn wild,

but they have finished with me.

Fire-like, they turn gray to match your skin,

to match the ashes on your tongue.

You touch them but touch me instead.

I am in your lips:

I have claimed them.

You hover over me.

Music is quiet, waltz is complete.

I creep silently under your feet

and spring to steal the lips

from your body.

Now they are my lips,

my mouth,

my ashy tongue that crashes into you.

Your lips burn wild on me.

I can feel your skin:

It’s salty, stings, tastes like a cool

wet match.

Eyes

So many clichés 

about eyes:

Windows to the soul,

bottomless wells,

flames of passion,

expressive pools

(or dead lumps of coal,

as the case may be).

But you aren’t a cliché.

Your eyes aren’t

a web of mysteries

or a glimpse into the future.

They don’t burn with an inner fire.

They’re just eyes — 
not dead, not alive,

just vacant sockets

that try to suck me in. 

I’m scared of being caught
in the glare of your gaze,

trapped like a deer in headlights

(oh no, another cliché).

I’m tired of wondering

if you’ll cast your net on me,

wondering if you’ll

steer your ruthless stare my way.

If it happens

god knows a curtain will be drawn

over the windows to my soul,

lids will be nailed over

my bottomless wells, 

and two unlit lumps of coal 

will be centered on my face.

I’ll be waving an empty matchbook

like a white flag.

Pregnant Pause

Hold the plastic stick in one hand. 

Crouch in a ball on the closed commode,

eyes closed tightly to block the terror in the mirror.

Don't listen to the TV snippets in the next room. 

Don’t hear the click-click-click of paws against tile.

Don’t feel claws scratching into your kneecaps.

Don’t listen to your husband yell:

“Unlock the door, dammit, or I’ll take it down.

What the hell are you doing locked in there anyway?”

Feel the plastic stick clutched in pinched fingers.

Feel cold porcelain beneath you.

Feel wild fibrillation in your chest —

flutter-flutter-flutter.

Don’t try to take another breath.

Focus on the maybe-fetus.

Fetus.

Fetus.

Fetus.

Feel the word lose all meaning.

Feel your brain shrivel like the Sahara desert,

scorched beyond sanity.

Focus.

Focus.

You must focus.

No, it’s not time to check yet.

You’re not ready — decide which answer you want first.

Stay curled on the commode,

frozen body frantic mind cramped heart wheezing lungs.

Don’t pull on your hair.

Ignore the goddamn plastic stick daring you to look.

Jesus Christ, please just stop thinking for two seconds. 

Give yourself two seconds of pure silence:

No brain, no body, no plastic stick.

No fetus.

Silence. 

Feel the emptiness.

Listen to the stillness:

slow tick of the stopwatch,

clunk of the air conditioning,

creak of the floorboard.

Soak in the sounds,

feel them cascade around you like shower water. 

Let them fill you back up,

cleanse you,

make you new and full.

Revel in the stillness like a happy baby.

Open your eyes and look in the mirror.

Don't glance at the plastic stick.

Deep breath.

The stopwatch dings.

You unfurl your hand.

It’s time to look.

Reverb
This sound I make would sound like you,

except for its voice

like crystal granite,

its veiny eyes that are scared,

its ears that prick blood on my fingertip.

It would say that it loves you.

It would say that it hates you,

hates lilting the song that escapes

from my clenched white lips,

hates dressing itself from the feet down.

It would stand at your throne,

lily white and pure,

innocence spilt over like Laertes.

It would drench your feet

with words you’ve uttered while my ears bleed,

with words you’ve spoken

as my eyes pour out calluses that bruise

your marble body.

It would sleep at your toes,

whispering that it is yours,

while you hold my hand and kick my face

softly.

Being with you and being scared

is the same as being alone.

This sound — my sound — 
would taunt you, even in dreams.

After Infidelity

We thought we would be okay.

TV and movies make it look two ways:

Easy, as in: file it in the skeleton closet

and never discuss it again,

or hard, as in someone ends up dead.

In real life, it’s a million things in between.

I didn’t expect to still think about him.

I still dream about him,

dreams where we’re all friends,

eating dinner together.

He leans over to kiss me right in front of you,

and you don’t say anything, like it’s all normal.

You didn’t expect me to be an artful liar.

Fourteen years together

and you still have no idea when I’m lying.

Lies flow from my mouth like blood from a wound.

I’m not conscious that I’m lying. I’m just

protecting myself.

Protecting you.

Yeah.

I never expected to discover that I still love you.

I thought the love was long dead,

inevitable symptom of fourteen years

of monogamy,

fourteen years of toilet seats up,

empty soda cans on the counter,

cookie wrappers on the coffee table,

muddy boots on the bedroom carpet.

Fourteen years of you and me,

each day acting more like strangers,

forgetting how to be human beings.

I hurt you —

I can’t imagine how badly.

But you hurt me too. 

Feeling invisible will make a girl stray.

We thought it would be easy to pick up the pieces.

But most days we wade through wet cement,

our ragged lungs spent.

Some days we never touch other

no matter how far we walk.

I see you,

a blip in the distance.

If I squint hard enough,

I imagine you are someone else.

Critical

For Tigger

For two years I’ve watched

your breathing labor

more each day,

your rib cage swell
as your heart

spreads like a virus
through your body.

Bloodshot eyes stare at me

like twin rubies,
their sparkle all but expired.
Ten prescription bottles
line the countertop,

printed pill schedule
pinned to the wall.

I stuff pills into hot dogs
three times a day,

pour cough syrup
into whipped cream,
laugh as your tail wags
so hard you run sideways
to your bowl.
At night, I crawl into bed
and ghost my hand

over your belly,

lay my ear on your chest,

drawing comfort from your warm skin,

your fluttering heartbeat,

your fur soft like tiny breaths.
My nightly prayer
for you to sleep unhindered

is never answered —
can’t recall the last time
you or I slept through the night.

Two a.m., a cough. 
Three a.m., a whimper.

Four a.m., soft snuffs
as you roll on your back

and struggle for air.
I rub your belly

to calm us both.
Five a.m., you’re hungry,

off the bed huffing at me
to wake up.
You eat with uninhibited joy, 

as though you know
each meal could be your last.

For five minutes,
I pretend you aren’t critical,

I pretend your eyes
spark like a pair of matches,

your lungs suck in air
fresh as new snow,

your heart beats

a steady drum refrain.
For five minutes,

you are whole. 

I pretend your spark plug eyes
tell me it’s not time.

My hand hovers over you
as you lap at your bowl,

tail wagging in time to your tongue.
Too soon,
my five minutes are up.

Your eyes will turn

into rubies once more

as blood refills broken capillaries,
smothers sparkle.

I’m too selfish to look.
One day I hope
I’ll be able to read your eyes

without flinching.

One day my game

of pretend will be snuffed out

by your shallow breaths,

my scrawny heart

swallowed whole by yours.

Inheritance

You used to carry time bottled in your hand

like a game board,

a Monopoly-buy-the-house-on-Boardwalk

kind of time.

I could smell the hurry

hovering around you.

You used to laugh at me,

call me sweetie pie with a snide curl of lip,

slap my face for staring —

a huge purple handprint was my birthmark

for years.

Now you are dying,

already half-dead with disease.
I guess I’m happy —

I guess I can live without you.

The hours will crawl by,

the minutes dragging on the ground

without you to pick them up,
sprinkle them over your shoulder like salt.

I won’t miss you, in case you’re wondering.

I’ll just sit here and stare at your watch,

listening to the tick.

I’ll think,

you would love to slap me now,

you would love

to freshen that purple brand on my cheek.

Addicted

We never talk about the way music latches

into your skin and burrows

through the layers, munching on melatonin,

eating into your epidermis.

The notes make tracks up your arm

and you become an addict —

must have music to feed your habit.

Your headphones are implanted

in your ears. Mid-song, I tap you

on the shoulder — you finish savoring a note,

holding your breath and swirling your tongue

so you can taste the note completely.

When you look up, your eyes are misshapen pearls,

watching an allemande only you can see.

Late Autumn 

Late autumn, when the leaves begin to turn

on their gnarled limbs — brilliant red, vivid

yellow, dusty brown — we gather to burn

them in barrels, watch the fire dance livid

in flames snaking to the low, heavy sky.

Smoke permeates and the air turns acrid.

We wave as summer says a sweet goodbye,

continue raking crisp brown leaves amid

billowing smoke as it wafts up and out.

Winter wind kicks up to blow leaves under

our tired feet. We pull mittens tight about

our hands, watch daylight fade fast as thunder.

We douse the fire, begin to look around:

leaves like carpet, still covering the ground.

Myrtle

Eat a path 

through my body.

Ravage my leaves

with gaping holes,

red-rimmed edges

burnt with fiery saliva.

Ignore dried wood bark

spread around my base,

go straight

for my tender leaves.

Leave open veins

in your wake.

Watch my leaves

leak blood, 

yellow in protest.

Grip me

with your green thorax,

iridescent copper elytra,

cloaked tufts of white hair

tickling my stalks.

Extend clumsy wings

to hobble in flight

from shriveled leaf

to healthy one.

Unveil my brittle skeleton

stem by stem.

I wait,

paralyzed,

for an uncoiled hose,

for Sevin-dusted rain,

for my garden-variety

savior.

We Are Here

We are dots on an empty map, austere

landscape painted with numbness and neglect.

Right or left, we always end up back here.

Our dead end never looked so damn perfect.

Your solid yellow lines are always right-

turned away from my curvy climbing trails.

Lifetimes ago we delighted in white-

hot games of exploration: my still pale

skin once burned with your wandering fingers,

invasions now buried like gold treasure.

There’s no X on our map, no lingering

want, no chest to be found filled with pleasure.

We erased our map as we went along,

stopped at a dead end. All that’s left is wrong.

In Sickness and in Health
Your lips are mint juleps,

cool against my burning forehead.

In fever I’m blessed

with pressed kisses

from those minty lips,

cracked landscape like sandpaper

sloughing sick cells from my body.

You mix whiskey with honey

and lemon, hold my head

and hand as the liquor

ignites in my throat,

as whiskey burns my voice away.

You wipe snot and tears

with tissue, humming softly

as you sponge me clean,

dress me in old white robe,

pull greasy hair into a neat ribbon.

Smiling mint lips press

against my cheek one more time.

I burn with fever

as you pull the blankets away,

offer me in lawful sacrifice.

Cleaning Up

I say to you, Please pick up your skin.
I don’t feel like cleaning.

But you keep shedding, cracking,

like it’s nothing to lose yourself

in a pile of dirty flowered sheets

wrapped around a cherry bedpost.

I clean you up the way I always have.

You smell of Irish Spring,

barren and benign.

You laugh as I sweep under the bed.

I hear the false pity in your voice

as you patronize, close in on me.

I try to ignore you, hum loudly,

sweep you into the air vent.

When I’m done,

I lean the broom against the mattress.

You hover near me, skinless

and soulless as the bedpost.

I toss dirty sheets in the hamper,

wait to feel your breath against my mouth,

wait for you to steal more pieces of me.

Condemned
The sun sinks behind trees, and your shadow

falls across my lap. You can’t be real. No,

you’re a ghost, imaginary figment,

trick of sunlight, symptom of my dissent.

One broken vow, as easy as dying.

One broken vow, always underlying

the tension that smothered us like a glove.

Did we fit? Yes, once. Before push and shove

led to hard and no-hearted. There’s no way

you’ll ever free me — you won’t ever say

goodbye. Nightfall, your shadow will surround,

suffocate me, stealthy as an old wound.

You won’t be a ghost living in my head.

You’ll be my sunset, real and bloody red.

Saved

If the stick said positive.

I know what your reaction

would be:

Your hands on my belly

hot and sticky like honeyed scotch,

your wet open mouth

trailing greasy kisses

across my bare skin, worshipping.

This is my salvation, you’d say to me.

Pretend we’re redeemed.

I don’t want to open my womb,

offer it to you

as gift-wrapped incubator

just so your mother

can clasp her hands in false prayer

when her flock says she isn’t old enough

to be a grandmother.

I don’t want to spend 18 more years

with you, pared down

to a positive stick,

a bassinet draped

in our beatified identity,

your mother’s hallowed hands hovering

as holy water drips

from her small savior’s lips.

Happily Ever After
So this is what’s left: I pick up the socks

you’ve left slung over the radiator

in the garage, next to the car on blocks.

In your other car, I see your last whore’s

Kleenex, greasy with lipstick and corn chips.

You don’t even try to hide it from me.

I remember when the pull of your hips

entranced me, your long fingers a degree

away from delight. Now apathy keeps

me locked in a house where corroded car

fused with concrete after years of deceit.

Dirty sock in hand: this is what we are.

I turn the radiator up to ten,

sling your sock over my shoulder again.

Happily Ever After
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