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Living Under Water


 


You are very deep in an ocean.


 


If you swim


you can live a full life


while drowning.


 


You will get married


to a bottlenose dolphin


and wear a coral ring.


 


You will give birth


to yourself,


but it will be so tiny


that you lose it


in the water.


 


Your love will die first


and you will be alone.


You are a brave little swimmer.


 


*


 


Mechanization


 


Your appendages


will be lost


in a machine accident.


 


Steel limbs will


sprout from these places.


 


You will start creaking around


as your skin turns metallic,


and your new limbs jut out.


 


Your mother will eventually


have to oil you daily.


 


Soon you will be


more machine


than human.


 


You will walk into a RadioShack


and never come back.


 


*


 


Scarrings


 


"Scarrings"
first appeared in Phantom Kangaroo


 


Which is worse,


the girl who


cries after the abortion,


or the girl who


does not?


 


They will both be eaten 


by the same god, after all,


despite how well they may 


walk through their respective mazes.


 


Sometimes the shortest of distances


can be the most overwhelming,


with bodies that have grown too full


to be carried any further. 


 


These are the things that only


happen when nothing else can.


Like a stabbing,


you won't feel it until


they have already taken it out.
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Hunting


 


when you are nineteen and he 


is twenty-seven and you 


drive into the desert


together to watch the moon swim


around the dark


don't be shocked that when he


tells you to hate your parents


you do


and when he says you 


would look better with your


hair like this 


you put your hair like this


and when he claims 


no one ever changed anything


without killing someone first


you know you need to kill someone


first.


 


*


 


Water Deprivation Test


 


the mothers were wallpaper


between dark glasses and magazines. 


the ones without makeup knew where


swarms of bald children go so 


 


my mom turned to the woman next


to her who spoke first.


I was going to be a


soprano in the opera.


I got fat, had four children,


or the other way around. 


I clawed at my mom, asking for water.


my breath was wind on sand dunes,


my pee the same brown as my hair.


She stopped growing at three but


she can play with anything for 


hours. to prove it she talked


to the plastic bag in her hands.


 


that night she ran her hands


through my hair. when she fell asleep


plastic bags were white blood cells


and the blood I burped onto a colouring


book was singing arias.
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Four Week Anniversary


 


The smell of sweat and whiskey and my one-


sided declaration clung to the floral sheets. She


 


snatched my palm, turning it over like


an archaeologist examining a fossil. I love


 


your hands she said, tracing along my


scars with her pinkie. I got that one


 


as a kid. Swiss army knife. I watched her


pupils dilate: black globes ringed with


 


coffee stained tulips. She asked


what I was thinking and I said You


 


      
    really want to know?


 


I'm thinking that


your hands are smaller than mine, that


I could clench both our fists in my palm and


crush them together until our fingertips turned white but


 


I don't want to do


that I just want you


 


to crack my knuckles. To collapse


cavities of partial vacuum trapped


in the fluid of my joints.


 


*


 


Pallbearer At Twenty-One


 


My first thought was Where's a cigarette? I figured
the


flick of ash and scrape of smoke on my throat might be
cathartic or


some bullshit like that so I asked the first smoker I saw
but


his yellow polo and pastel pants reminded me of Matt's


preppy swagger but without that self-deprecating smirk


so I left for my dorm room and tried to roll a spliff but my


shaking hands spilled everything on the dirty carpet.


 


At the funeral the chaplain implored us not to question
God's will and I


laughed a bit too loud. Everyone stared at me like I had
been the one


hammered drunk, whipping around North Carolina backroads.
His brother


told stories of Matthew at thirteen, renting his DVD player
to his siblings,


raking in cash at low-stakes poker games. His sister choked
through


a memory of Matthew playing with their yellow lab.
"Matthew loved


movies and music and sports," his mother sobbed,
clutching at her husband's suit.


 


I wanted to tell everyone Matt's Ice Cream Scale for
evaluating women:


I will take her out to ice cream only if she's


Halle Berry, and even Halle Berry is getting a small
because


she needs to watch her figure. And definitely no
sprinkles.


 


After the service I stood behind his brother and


gripped the coffin like a wooden dumbbell, singing
"Sweet Caroline".


I wondered if when the car flipped into the embankment,
spilling


cracked sheets of metal and broken glass into the


bright green foliage of Durham woods Matt could hear


the soundtrack to his funeral, hummed halfheartedly


by the whole congregation, if he could see eight young men


readjusting his casket until the supports fell out, circled
by


frozen black bodies, struggling with all our strength to
keep his coffin


from crashing with a sickening splinter of wood and flesh
six feet below.
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Dolly Blue


 


That morning, she walked the kids 


to school, as normal, picked up a 


paper, some cigarettes on the way


home and put the washing out on 


the line. Perhaps it was the sight of 


the decree nisi which remained 


unopened on side table, the red electricity


bill she couldn't afford or the sight


 


of the washing powder containing the 


ultramarine she was no longer employed 


to produce at the dolly blue works.


At ten thirty-five she telephoned her sister 


(who had popped out for a pint of milk),


after a long pause, left a one-word 


message on the answer machine: "sorry". 


Five minutes later she stepped into the 


 


back garden with a can of petrol.


A neighbour called 999 when he heard


the screams as the flames burned her 


skin, crackled and cooked her flesh, he 


climbed the fence and tried to extinguish 


her using what damp washing had not been 


lit by the fire. She was still alive when the fire 


brigade and ambulance arrived at the scene.


 


*


 


Video Nasties


 


On Fridays I would come around to your house. 


You would still be dressed in shabby school skirt 


 


and jumper and your mother would always have 


retired drunk. Your step-brother (some years older 


 


than us) worked at the video shop and would take 


delight in bringing back video nasties. He had promised


to bring us Dark Night of the Scarecrows, but never
did. 


Our favourites were Zombie Flesh Eaters, Rosemary's
Killer 


 


and Videodrome. We would watch three or four films
while 


drinking your mother's black market vodka before falling
asleep 


 


together on the settee, waking a few hours later to the 


television's snowstorm. By the time your mother died, 


 


you'd had enough acceptable horror and were taken to a home 


where no scarecrows could find their way to the video
player.
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Crash & Fly


 


Airplane


Steel body. A coffin in motion. Can be torn apart like a
child's toy. Acronym names. Machines. Cold blooded. I never thought I'd get on one
again, step across the threshold to the rows of seats and feel that plastic air
breathing on my neck. I look out the small window, press my forehead against
the smooth surface. There are jets coming and going, unobstructed by fear. This
is just another day of work.  It is too warm out, the sun glints in hard
angles, but I shiver all the same.


 


Aviatophobia


Defined: a fear of flying.


See: January 6, 1994


 


Baggage


I feel like a stranger holding this borrowed brown leather
bag with only one change of clothes and a small bag of toiletries.  My
wallet is inside. An old lady in the driver's license photo with no smile.
Forty-two dollars and seven cents in change.  A half a pack of cinnamon
gum. A bottle of pills. Just in case.


 


Engine


The hum beneath my bottom and my feet. It rattles not just
me, but the boarding pass sticking out of the seat back pocket. Our life
depends upon those two turbines.


 


Exit signs


Will glow in the event of an emergency. But in the black,
the nothingness, the glow will be obscured. People will fall, along with
everything else plummeting down from the sky. A finger of air will lick away at
the open spaces, break everything apart.


 


Flotation device


There were teeth marks on the plastic coverings of the life
jackets. I read that in the paper, later. Were any of those marks mine? I
couldn't remember.


 


Gate


People lined up single file, tickets in hand, this morning.
I couldn't will my feet to move forward and stood leaning against the giant
windows that surveyed the runways. I was the last one. When the gate agent
looked up to me and smiled, I forced myself to walk. The ache of cold filled my
joints, my head. A dark rush of water flooded my throat and rushed in my ears.
I handed over my ticket and continued down the small tunnel to the past.


 


Hair


I had clipped a lock of her hair when she was born. She had
so much hair. My sweet, Adelle. I still pull it out sometimes and inhale the
musty scent of her. How can only this scrap of her remain intact?


 


Ice


Floating chunks like little islands. I still feel that cold,
icy numb. Part of me never warmed again. I couldn't feel my legs. Were they
still attached under the slurry?


 


Infant


That was what they called her, no name, just infant.
Stripping her name took the horror. Seventy-four dead, of those three children.
She was one of many, but my only one. The last recovered. Eleven days later
they pulled what was left of her body from the water.  Like being born
again.


 


January 6, 1994


A day like any other, waking to the muted light of daybreak
and weather bearing down.  Brush teeth, drink coffee, feed Adelle, change
her diaper. Hurry, Joseph. I turned off the lights as we left the house. It was
my flick of the wrist that made it dark, empty.  Would hiding beneath our
purple jersey sheets have changed the force of fate? Maybe the plane would have
landed in our living room instead.


 


Jet fuel


So thick on the water I could taste it on my teeth. I still
do, in my nightmares. When I wake the stench of it still suffocates me.


 


Lights


They were soft and twinkling amid the white swirls of
snow.  From the window, the warmth of being inside the plane with Adelle
sleeping on my shoulder, it looked pretty.


 


Pilot, error


If only we'd had another, like that hero who landed in the
water and all the people lived. Not just the ones who couldn't bear to live.


 


Runway


No other planes are around as we push back from the gate.
The engines roar, sounding just like a shrieking storm, and I wonder if it is
too late.


 


Shoes


The force of impact takes them from everyone's feet. They
float in the water like rubber toys, bobbing on the surface. I lost my
favourite pair of tennis shoes that day. It was the least of things, but still
counted in the list.


 


Snow


Gathered on the wing, sitting on the engines, coming down in
thick waves and blowing across the tarmac.


 


Take-off


My hands grip the arm rest, the fat man on the other side
gives me a quizzical look like I might bite or cry. I can't breathe enough to
cry. Fingers white, need blood. I close my eyes as the wheels leave the ground
and count the seconds in my head. One-Mississippi, two-Mississippi. 145
Mississippis. Finally, the tears come and sprinkle my shirt with a late rain.
I've already had the worst thing happen. There is nothing else.


 


X-ray


In security I wondered, can they see my fear, trapped in
shades of gray? Or the woman I used to be. Mother once. Mother lost. It must be
all there on that tiny monitor no one watches.


 


Zenith


The highest point reached in the heavens by a celestial body. 
If my sweet one became celestial, this is the closest I can get to her again.
Here, above the weather and the land where everything looks small. There is a
hole where the sky has opened and refuses to be knit back together again. I
wish I could slip inside that space and never touch the ground again.
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They Found You Hanging


 


From your shower. Jesus, Tom, 


no one does that. Hangs themselves. 


No one does that. Tom hanging. 


Christ. From your shower they found 


you. The gardenias didn't bloom 


that spring. My hands sore 


from all the weeding and I 


had to go see the baby elephant at the zoo 


without you. At the funeral, all I could picture 


was his small trunk hanging 


from your shower. Jesus. No one


does that to themselves. My hands


bled from pulling wild flowers, from


pulling that day they found 


you hanging from your shower.


 


*


 


You Left Peaches On My Doorstep


 


It was your skin left hanging. I'd already


run away. I want to find it still dripping 


when I return. You left


the peaches out for me, the door open.


The bed was unmade when I left-- 


you'd saved room for me against 


you--it was the only space. And they


were so golden soft. You could hold 


the comfort against your navel.


Those peaches--


the fuzzy skin, sinful against 


my tongue. You found me and I couldn't 


wait to drip against you. But now 


the fruit has grown bitter. I wish


I'd hung close against the soft 


curve. You're months away--I want to find


the peaches skinned, still waiting. I want to find 


your skin hanging, a place alongside.


I might have left myself, soft and tender,


hanging for you if there was more time. I might have


stayed longer for you. 


 


*


 


Autumn In Birkenau


 


Rain hanging in the air, leaves


blowing round, this cold, 


October morning Auschwitz 


was beautiful--perfect 


lines of trees along rows of houses. Against 


the wind, my hands, teeth 


trembled and my hair blew 


round my face. 70 tons of human 


hair was found here (not counting 


what was woven into cloth, 


rugs). It was early and even 


under block 11--scratchings on 


basement walls, cell after cell, frozen floors,


piling silence--there was something 


disturbingly organized, beautiful 


about this neighbourhood. Just walking 


by these autumn trees, orderly houses 


you'd never know. No one


would ever know.
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Safe As Houses


 


One day confidence slipped off me like a coat. In public
places my skin bristled, peoples' eyes embarrassed me, they knew what they were
doing. So I stayed indoors, wrapped myself in curtains and locks, hung keys
around my neck like charms. On the kitchen table letters sat un-posted, I ate
tinned soup for a month, the rubbish bin overflowed with disgust. In the garden
the plants grew a jungle around me, swallowing the windows, leafy tendrils
tried to communicate with the brick, tried to find a way in. I disconnected the
telephone spies, the plug holes were plugged, the taps were stuffed with
newspaper, the cat flap was sellotaped shut. Which reminds me, where is the
cat? Yesterday I decided the electricity had to go, I'm leaving nothing to
chance. From my arm chair I dare the doorbell to ring. Nothing can touch me,
nothing. I'm safe, safe as houses.


 


*


 


Musings Of The Stick People
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I am Stick Man sitting in the crescent of Moon Disable
Bodied At night Moon spins her lemon rays onto my sleeping legs I dream that I
stand up close the curtains Me Stick Man walking on two stick-less legs
Beautiful by the light of the Moon


 


[image: stick1.png]


 


I am Lady bearing Child looking down on sweet excrement I
Lady remember The One That Did Not Live, mouse shaped wrapped in tissue Just In
Case Nothing To Be Done Afraid MISCARRIAGE in hospital notes forever
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I am Man but inside I am Lady Queen of Sheba I am Trans
Person When I was born Stork lost Her Way My Soul was hidden inside Man's body
Sometimes angry he stares back at me in Mirror beautiful in Max Factor Red Lipstick
Maybe She's Born With It I watch his hand begin to tremor
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Less And Less


 


In the shower I watch blood


fresh from a broken scab


on my ankle form


faint spiders' legs in the water


as it fades


down the plughole.


Less and less visible,


barely discernible,


blood blends


with water


like how we're all trying


to claw an impression


on the world's clay.


Can you see me, mother?


Who can say?


 


*


 


The Woman I Love


 


I can't be certain


But I have a suspicion


That the woman I love


Has turned into a lizard.


Last night in bed


I brushed her thigh


And thought I felt


A crinkled lizard's hide.


She had a crest instead of hair.


A lizard's tongue 


Darted from her mouth--


It happened so quickly 


I barely spotted it


But I'm pretty sure it was there.


I know it sounds strange


But I don't have the answer


To the burning question:


Why is she an iguana?


I gave her my heart,


I really tried


To keep her at home,


But she left for the wild.


I don't know if she knows I know.


She sits silently on a branch


Staring down at me every night.


Her I love yous are now a croak.


In our bed a rainforest grows.
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Hands


 


Let us pretend that we have the same hands


and all day your hands are my hands.


When I wash my hair 


you find soap under our nails.


When I open a clementine you


wipe the juice from your fingers,


when I hang a portrait on a wall 


and drop the hammer I feel


our thumb grow as big 


as a little boy, 


and when I suck 


our thumb 


you remember that night in the forest. 


Where you held our hands 


and touched them to your genitals,


a different swelling 


my breasts your hands your thighs


my hands the moment the wolves came 


and chewed off our fingers. Writing and losing


our bodies at the same time. This poem I write


without my pinkie, this pen


difficult to hold. How you struggle


on the keyboard, how I love your little finger 


as only missing limbs can define.


 


*


 


Moscow Circus: July 23, 2009


 


I remember witnessing god at the Moscow circus. 


The moment a tiger named Ilya fell 


from his diamond footstool


and landed on his shoulder. 


Embarrassed and insecure


a bare-chested man in leather pants


turns to strike the fallen Ilya crying 


"remember me in Eden!" 


Ilya slicing the man's arm


like a carrot. children frantic


their faces painted like animals,


parents afraid of beasts. 


The peanut vendor sitting down


in his dirty pants ripping a bag


open with his teeth. 


The tiger lying on the ground


like a sack of potatoes, 


the pistol they shot him with,


a mess of the shells. 


The only time I really believed in anything, 


I'd have bet my soul on it. 


 


*


 


The Seduction Of Masha By Rasputin


 


Take this old


and tangled beard 


woven by spiders.


I found you years ago


in that gooseberry bush,


naked legs you were


just a child making up stories


for the insects. Pretending


you were a goddess 


fire ants in your hair, your face


covered in flames, your mouth


full of gooseberries.


Just a little virgin then,


caterpillar with two legs.


I'd love you like a man now.


Let us play chess the way the angels do,


without consequences or bodies. 


You see it's not easy speaking to God 


he's too busy watching the snow fall


through the corridor 


and only hears his own name.


So say it repeatedly. Scream it as many times as you want


glorious God, God all mighty, oh God of the ants.
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