Real Estate for the Blended Family (or What I Learned from Zillow)

The houses are photographed with light in mind:

The sun, they say, is shining here. The filter 

hints at lemons: fresh laundry on a quaint 

old line. The “den” becomes the “family room” 

where we’d play rummy and watch TV, the square
footage enough to hold all of our misgivings. 

Here I’d be the kind of wife who does not feel

resentment. I’d have a thousand cheeks to turn, 
and I’d never hold a grudge. Here I’d become 
a Carol or June, selfless and well-groomed.
When I moved in we built new walls to make 
more rooms, but Frost was right— we gave offense: 
new walls created doors for them to slam. 
When your children left, I whispered my objections, 
their fury like a suitcase threatening 

to burst. I want a house that holds no past, 
the gate unlatched, inviting us to enter 

well-lit, neutral rooms where we’d feng shui 

the bitterness, hide scars under photographs 

of us together, smiling. But in this house, 

I am a ghost: invisible, unwanted. 

Come Back and Sorry strain my throat. I want 

to fix this—douse this fire spitting: Good. 
Get out, my apron starched to armor. No 

recipe can quell the acid rising 

in our throats. Sometimes I dream of gardens—

that same dirt they kick from their cleats could feed us,

grow something to sustain us.  But it’s winter. 

The ground is cold, and I dare not leave this room;

I want to want to fix this— to love them

after all—but in here I am safe. I’ve space

to rage and pace, dark curtains and a door. 

Second Marriage
1.

Our bedroom light projects a screen 

against the backyard trees, green-
black leaves rustling. Velvet dark shushes

like an orphanage nun. A condenser hisses. 
Far away fireworks (or gunshots) pop. 

The stand of locust trees plots

its next move. I tell myself I’m safe.

I tell myself stories about force fields and fate—

as if any of us get what we deserve—

as if we’d want what we have earned.

2.

Even now— lost in separate reveries,

me in the winking darkness, darkest memories

almost lost in shadows of the looming trees,

and you in the kitchen oblivious to me,

grinding tomorrow’s coffee, tracking down

your wayward son— I know how close to drowning

I have been. I am grateful for the air

up here, the foxes’ screams, the fireflies’ flare,

and you, your puttering like a well-loved song.

I never thought I’d live this long. 

Panic Attack
No purpose to my days, I set small fires 

to pass the time. The hours

flex their muscles. The flint 

barely cracks a spark, a wink, a glint
that goes out too soon most times—
but when it does catch, the flames

devour themselves, growing great
with their own devastation. Fate

is just unintended consequences – 

let one ember ignite, and all sense

transmutes to ruin: a banshee

with curled fingernails; a gorgon, green

and merciless; a girl with a loaded gun
trapped inside a woman with her tongue 
cut out. Under my skin, they pace,

rattle me, give color to my face. 

Mercy 
1.

Clouds like gauze wrap the wounded moon. 

The breathing my doctor taught me fails 

to soothe, but Xannies slacken me, 
my own weight like a man’s insistent hands. 
Remember cigarettes, the ashy burn? 
This finger down my throat has become 
untenable. I decline all incoming calls. 
Your years on the farm taught you 

efficiencies of letting go: penetrating 
captive bolt or gunshot to the back 
of the skull—no passion in such release,

no question of right or wrong. 
2.

On the trail behind the city zoo 

a wounded squirrel trembles. You finish 
her off with your boot heel, but I am too 

far gone to hear her crack, just as when 

my father wrapped our hamster, disfigured

with tumors, in a plastic bag. I hid 

in the closet until he brought the hammer 

down and called me back to bury her. 
3.

There are places from which we can’t 
come back; we linger like ghosts 
or fingerprints. So much of me is somewhere 

else, I don’t think I’m here at all.
Grief in Parts

The scene of your death is cropped;
I see the sprawl of your legs, but stop

before I cross the threshold, cleaving 

myself to a version of you, sans the bleeding

wound, the skull fragments, the half-

drunk can of beer. This imperfect math

is all I can manage. I carry your memory,

our recklessness recast as quaint. I bury

your death under these curated lies. Your top half

so artfully arranged in the casket

wasn’t you, in spite of the plaid shirt, 

the vest like a life preserver. We deserted

each other, our last-ditch smoke signals

swallowed by weather. Your absence is a tunnel 

with no mouth. Skin glue sealed your lids, 
wax filled in the bullet wound, but I am all orifice;

there’s no procedure to keep me intact,

no angle that will bring you back.

