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Red

I tell you this so that you know: There was once a body 
of a woman on the beach, with legs glowing white and the fabric

of her bathing suit bodice strained. I yelled mother at her 
from the water of a lake, my tiptoes barely puncturing the sand bottom,

my neck barely reaching air. I wanted her to float with me, 
be as I was, a suspended tensile weight. In that position 

there was no need for food or shelter, there would be no need 
for imagining things. In that position, there was that feeling that 

you could be all the things you weren’t, but she wouldn’t come, 
wouldn’t even look at my voice directed at her across the slow 

rolling Erie, wouldn’t even look when the life guard jumped in 
to save me. Shame, the kind caused by going to school with stains 

on your sweatpants, the same shirt for a month, for a year, 
sticks to your ribs like fat. We teach ourselves shame 

of our fat and breasts and muscles, too. My mother and I, little girls 
decades apart, keep walking outside of ourselves to get away. 

She was once a girl in a red dress, bony armed, wrists 
you could wrap a fist around, a chest of rosebuds, and a pile of adventure 

books by the bed she shared with her sister and all that a lit cigarette 
against her skin would later fail to deliver. For a day my mother had 

a new red dress, so pretty, so pretty, all other desired redresses 
of poverty and drunkenness forgotten for that tensile moment, 

she floated in happiness when she set the dress in the bathtub, 
poured out the bleach to clean it, a corrosiveness at hand

she didn’t recognize until too late. I tell you this so that you know: 
there are some absences of color I can’t get back for her, 
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even when I write red and red and red and red, even when I call 
out to her, mother, my voice pummeling through the silver 

prismatic light reflected on a lake, her body,
moving slow and so far away.
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Remembering Why I Wanted to Be Human

In the morning, I’m at the table.
The scientists in a magazine have me wondering
about toddlers and the acceptable amount of arsenic
in a sippy-cup full of apple juice.
And an artist is saying his process of working is to figure out 
how to survive life. I’m trying to look at myself as I am,
but the past has two faces,
golden and ungolden.
We were suffering
from a fissure, people who have fallen out of love sometimes
guillotine one another,
and your mother collects empty houses
because they’re safer. We don’t need heads
for this kind of loneliness, but the sculptor in the magazine says she needs 
her memories,
they are her documents. 

I never told you about when
on the back porch the woman who claimed to be psychic
said remember why you wanted to be human
said she could see my art everywhere, in the air
said star child, you have many exits.

Trying to remember why, I am lonelier than winter.
When I first met your mother, deaf from birth, 
I remember thinking you had two names, 
the one I would say and the sound of your name wrenching 
from her throat, a shadow of another
world, the phonetics of mouth motion, the guttural, 
the, to her, unheard.

She lined her empty houses out on shelves
and turned on the lighthouse lights.
I’ve been wondering about the shapes my thoughts make,
how I articulate them to myself in words, in sound,
in questions, what form do her thoughts take?
What would my lips communicate to her if she read them now?



8

I wish I was there with you,
moving the world outside the windows.
Do you have my memories?
All I want to know is
where the ground is.
Who your mother is.
Will you come back, love. 
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For Knives, Bridges, and Balconies

The pears I bought and put in the glass bowl are cinnamon stick red 
and rough. Pleasurable it is, the cutting them up and the looking.

Question: What couldn’t you help but do in a room where one wall 
is a window? Answer: See all the other rooms you’re not in. 

The improbability of probability is a law we know. One day it snowed, 
it hailed, it rained, but we were surprised when the sun shone.

Once you slept in a hotel room next to a balcony
and the back of your soon-to-be-ex-lover was a ledge. You are still
                      
backing away.

All this pathos looks the same. Even if she’s not 
the one who jumped off a bridge, she is.          
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Inside the House with the Upside Down    
   V-shaped Roof

This much is figured out: the thing about being a girl is that stuff is stuck 
inside you—but with a boy, stuff goes away and never comes back.
 —Gary Lutz

The sun is shining particularly bright on all that the girl is keeping. 
Hands stained purple with onions, a mustard seed hanging about a neck, 
the black and white cat with loose-jointed limbs that can’t stop falling. 
How we lumber, she lumbers.  The mythology of light, the cracks 
in the walls. Is he home? Or was that her own voice, catching? 
There’s a twenty-minute walk to the door next door and a reason 
why anyone would want to go there. There are tunnels under the ground 
carrying water to the spaces in a cup, and veins above the ground 
stretching through the leaves. Red and gold piles up, over the bodies 
of last year’s cats out back. Grey. Trying to sleep, but can’t, 
trying to close the inside eye, but can’t. 
It’s the one that wants and wants, collects and lines it all up. 
Jars of pennies, pastoral settings on stones, grease sputtering on a stove, 
boxes of plastic figurines made to play war, made to play house. 

In an unmade bed, I am not alone 
when the wind pushes the locust tree up to the window 
and shows me an unfurling face, 
a face that motions more than wind, 
a face that shows me more than the space available 
to affix the countenance of a girl, 
close-lipped, eye-lidded, and stuck.
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