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For Xanthippe*

[H]owever just her claims for our compassion may 
have been, her name has become a proverbial epithet 
(as in ‘a real Xanthippe’) for any nagging, shrewish 
wife.

—Hans Biedermann,  
   The Wordsworth Dictionary  of  Symbolism

   *Literally, “yellow horse”
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Today Show

Although I was up early, the yellow horse was already in the 

kitchen, fixing her own breakfast. She insisted: multi-grain 

toast, water. Put honey crisps on the list, she said. I brewed a 

pot of  coffee, fried a rasher of  bacon, a pasture of  hash browns. 

No, thank you, said the yellow horse. She’d grown since the day 

before. I barely had room to pull out the spatula drawer, though 

it might have been the new island too, the copper sink and 

blue Corian she’d wanted. She lifted car keys from the top of  

the fridge with her lips. I’m curious, I said. Don’t wait up, she 

mumbled. When she was gone, I turned on the TV and thought, 

maybe later, I’d muck out the stall.
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Uroborus

One day the milk snake managed to get out. Cookies began 

to disappear from the cooling rack. Don’t worry, I assured 

the yellow horse. It’s not poisonous, red rings touching black. 

Still, friends stopped stopping by. Then acquaintances. In the 

closet with the Christmas decorations I found a winter scarf  I’d 

thought was lost. In the bottom drawer of  the desk, a child’s 

drawing from first grade. I collected all the mousetraps, just 

in case. A house snake, I once read, can represent the blessings of  

departed ancestors. I poured vast bowls of  milk and left them in 

the most obvious places. 
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What Is I Don’t Know?

Come Family Night, we herded around the TV. Jeopardy was 

on. The category was “Tails to Tell.” Timid creatures, read Alex, 

they were said to have demonic and prophetic powers. Mice, said 

the yellow horse. What is mice? said the muskrat. You know 

perfectly well, she replied. Don’t they have to be in the form of  

a question? asked the muskrat. Don’t what? she said. I laughed 

out loud. It had been a long time since I’d thought about that 

old cartoon, the fat mouse and the thin one, their voices an 

imitation of  Abbott and Costello. When I was a kid—, I began. 

When you were a kid? the muskrat interrupted. That’s when the 

yellow horse stomped from the room. The muskrat shrugged. 

What’s up with her?  
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Of Trial and Error

When I came in from chores, the sewing machine was getting 

the best of  the yellow horse. She had ripped out a hem for the 

fourteenth time. Clearly, she could use a pair of  hands. But 

nobody budged. There are two kinds of  anger, the fox quipped, 

his tail a gleaming reflection of  something on TV. Misplaced and 

misappropriated. The yellow horse huffed. I shouldn’t have to 

ask, she said.
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Of Teaching and Learning

The dog raised goldfish as a 4H project and then trained them, 

using a few tricks she knew. They schooled, rolled over, played 

dead. But they would not speak, no matter what the motivation: 

cookies or shock collars. At the fair, the fish were awarded red 

ribbons nonetheless. Yet the dog was heartbroken. A failure, 

she whined. Some things are just not meant to be, I said, 

mimicking wisdom. It didn’t help. She would not be consoled. 
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Cat Nap

When you look at a poem too long it becomes something else. 

In this case, a tiger named Cat. Siberian, he says. Very rare. Still, 

I remind him, said to sleep often and long. What about a nap? 

You’ve been playing on the window seat for an hour, ripping 

pictures from the picture books. Big crash, he says, nodding to 

the capsized Fisher Price boat, Little People spewed across the 

floor. It was nearly snack time; my stomach began to growl.
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