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For the houses who feel unseen,
never forget you are the light inside.






SHADOW
THIS IS what would happen if Disney threw a kegger. Sure, the Oxtown Fair looks wholesome on the outside with its craft tents and animal barns, but its midway is a total sketchfest. Flanked by food booths and games, the rides spin. I spin. I am the epicenter of a permanent sensory overload.
There’s also a fine grit that has somehow permeated the membrane of my sneakers. It gathers between my toes like a bunched sock, except it’s not a sock. It’s dirt. Fair dirt. And fair dirt is nasty.
Alison walks slightly ahead. She’s also wearing an Evergreen High School hoodie and jean shorts, but her footwear is much more practical. I consider the amount of force it would take to knock her to the ground and take her boots, then look for a bale of straw to soften her fall.
“Three throws, that’s all it takes!” a guy shouts from a booth nearby. “Three throws will get you a prize!”
Don’t look, I tell myself, but I can’t stop.
Delightfully disturbing catlike prizes dangle from the tent’s ceiling. They are fluffy and enormous, like a cat had an affair with a yeti. A very colorful yeti.
“Three throws to score!”
Alison makes eye contact with the guy running the game. He’s young and kind of hot, but he’s also a lot like the Disney- Not-Disney midway. His jeans fit perfectly, but his concert shirt is too cheap to be from a concert. He winks and grins; then his eyes drop south to graze Alison’s brown legs and tag her sensible footwear before heading north again.
“Three throws to score,” he repeats, placing an emphasis on the word score.
Alison pauses, her smirk an indication she’s having an internal debate over his hotness. But carnivals get around. I grab her arm to pull her away, but end up pushing her closer. The prizes loom. I spot a calico cat that’s fuzzier than the others. Its purple, white, and orange spots look like something from a magic mushroom trip. I point and say, “I will name that one Edgar.”
“Uh-uh,” Alison says, moving away.
I grab the dark braid hanging down her back. “You’ve seen me throw.”
Alison swats my hand from her braid. “I’m more than just a superior throwing arm, Penny.”
I look up at the cat. Its lifeless eyes mirror a kaleidoscope of color, but what happens when it’s not hanging here? I picture the cat being stuffed into a box, then picture the lid closing, all the cats getting trapped in the dark, and I say, “This is no life for a cat.”
Alison rolls her eyes to the game guy. “Can she kick it?”
He looks confused. “The dart?”
“Soccer player,” Alison says, pointing to my foot.
“Kick it with her foot?” he says.
Alison shakes her head, then looks at me. “What do I even do with that?”
Our friend Valerie appears next to Alison. Like us, she’s wearing a hoodie and jean shorts, but instead of a braid her ginger curls are up in a messy bun. She stuffs a cloud of cotton candy into her mouth.
I point to the calico cat. “Edgar Catzilla Pussington.”
“Nice,” Valerie says.
“Nope,” Alison says.
“But—” I try.
“Not happening.” Alison turns away from the game.
“You know she’s not letting this go.” Valerie stuffs another cumulonimbus into her mouth. “You’ve seen her throw. She sucks.”
“Right?” I say, reaching to pinch off a cirrus cloud. “And it’s my birthday.”
Valerie narrows her eyes at the only one of us who plays softball. “Don’t crush her soul. A girl only turns sixteen once, Ali.”
“And we’ll need it for Hawthorne House,” I add.
Alison looks confused.
Hawthorne House is one of the fair’s biggest draws. Its theme changes each year, but there’s always something haunted house-y about it. I gesture to Edgar. “A cat that size could come in handy if we run into trouble.”
“What?” Alison says, still confused.
“Like Demogorgons. They could be trouble.”
Still confused.
“It will be like Catzilla. Cat Kong. A kitty Mind Flayer.”
Valerie nods. “I can see that.”
“The Mind Flayer. Like from Stranger Things.” Alison looks up at Edgar Catzilla Pussington and shakes her head. “And you want to name it Edgar.”
“Everything deserves a name,” I say.
“At my expense?” she says. And when I don’t disagree, she sighs and looks up at the sky.
“I’m sorry,” I say. “Are you implying this will hurt your reputation?”
Alison extends a hand, the flat of her palm dangerously close to my nose. “My expense, not yours.”
“Who else do you watch Stranger Things with?”
“You mean, who will I be watching it with.”
I pretend to look offended.
“And when I’m watching Stranger Things with these new friends and laughing at the giant praying mantis from hell slaughtering everyone’s favorite characters, these new friends will look at me and think—”
“‘That girl is fucking crazy,’” Valerie finishes.
I nod. “I can see that.”
“I hate you.” Alison shoulders past me. “Both of you.”
“Liar,” I say, my heart expanding with hope.
Alison pays the guy running the game, and he hands her three darts. She holds two in her right hand and one in her left.
“You can do this,” I say.
“Better than you can,” she says, positioning the dart to throw. “Now shut up.”
I stare at the dart’s needlelike business end and watch its progression back toward her ear, then—the needle shoots forward, straight like an arrow. I don’t see the moment of entry. I don’t hear the pop. I don’t witness the balloon deflate. I just watch Alison repeat the motion, transferring dart number two from right to left, then pulling its business end back before— it snaps forward. Same with the third. The guy lets out a low whistle, and Alison says, That one, but her voice sounds far away.
I stare at her empty hand.
You good? she asks, volume still down.
Stop being weird, I tell myself. It was just a dart.
She gives me a funny look, then steps away. I have the urge to go for her braid again, but maybe that’s also weird. And as I’m marinating in my own weirdness, something even weirder happens. Alison becomes part human, part— “Kittytaur,” I say.
“Come again?” she says.
“Like a centaur, but instead of a human top, you’re all—”
“Cat,” Valerie says, popping a final cloud into her mouth. “Definite improvement.”
“Did I mention I hate you?” Alison says, trying to hand off Edgar.
The cat hits me and knocks me back.
Valerie laughs.
Then Alison turns and nearly takes out Valerie.
“Unfair,” Valerie says. “I was unarmed.”
I push myself into Alison while trying to wrap my arms around Edgar. “What the hell?”
“God, Penny,” Alison says. “At least try.”
“Don’t judge,” I say. “I have an inadequate wingspan.”
Alison looks over my shoulder. “A little help here?”
“What are you—” My sentence gets cut off as Alison rams me with Edgar while Valerie pushes from behind, but I still can’t get my stupid arms around the cat. Then Valerie steps back and Alison checks me harder. I nearly fall on my ass but manage to hold on.
“Finally,” Alison says, releasing Edgar. “Let’s hit the rides.”
“I not sure if I can—” I spin in a circle. Where the hell did they go?
I hurry in the direction I think is the midway, but Edgar is a lot. Each time I think I’ve got him, he slides and I stagger. I make it—I have no idea how far I make it before Edgar is lying face down on the ground next to a discarded pizza crust. I totally suck.
A pair of work boots appear next to Edgar, their leather like an overripe banana. The boots say, “Five bucks and I’ll chauffeur your cat for the next hour.”
This is not a horrible offer, but when I look up I see—Stop.
Beeps and shouts, whirs and clanks layer over lights and movement. The acridity of vinegar melts into the smoky sulfur of metal lubricants. I have no idea where one sense begins and the other ends. My muscles atrophy. Blood fossilizes. Skin petrifies. I’m like a doll suspended over a carnival game.
Then a hand lands on my arm.
Stop.
The hand tightens.
Once upon a time, there was a mother and daughter who tried. They lived happily in a house no one saw until a wicked prince brought an apple that made the mother sleep. She forgot the house. She forgot her daughter. As she slept, she ate all the air. Still, she tried. She did her best until one day she disappeared.
Even though she was still there.
I think a lot about this, about how a person can be here and not here.
A shadow without a form.
The hand on my arm pulls, then pushes, and Alison says, “Move.”
My feet feel heavy, but I force them to walk away from the man who is rotting skin, rotting teeth, rotting eyes. He is twenty- seven going on ninety. He is—I glance back, expecting he’ll be right behind me, but the midway has eaten his shadow.
I check on Edgar, safe in Valerie’s arms, then reach for my phone.
Don’t be dumb.
Keep reaching.
She’s not going to call.
This is a hard truth. I let my fingers land like I’m going to pull out my phone. Like I’m going to swipe the screen and see—see what?
Nothing.
I’ll see nothing.
Even though it’s my birthday.






REFLECTION
I CAN’T stop glancing behind me, expecting to see the addict, but all I see is the fair. Carnival rides spin and blink. People crowd into lines. There’s laughter, screaming, the deep whir of giant cogs and the snap of metal joints. If I wasn’t the epicenter of permanent sensory overload before, I certainly am now.
“I can’t see a fucking thing,” Valerie says, walking Edgar into Alison.
Alison looks annoyed. Then Edgar bumps Alison again.
“Mind Flayer Pussypants is seriously interrupting my feeding frenzy,” Valerie says. “I’m wasting away over here.”
Alison shoots me a look. “If she wants to go on rides, you’re going with. Not me.”
I shake my head, then pretend to vomit into my hands.
Valerie sees none of this. She says, “I think my ribs are starting to show.”
Alison shoots me another look, then grins. She tells Valerie, “Take two steps to your left, then head straight.”
Valerie careens into a trash can.
“You’re such a bitch,” she says. “Penny, you navigate.”
But I send her into a tent pole right before she collides with a crusty fair-groupie wearing a plastic cowgirl hat.
“I’m done.” Valerie places Edgar on a bale of straw and collapses next to him. Then she looks at her fingers. “I’ll always think back fondly and remember the days I could feel you.”
“What? No one thought to invite me to Valerie’s finger funeral?” Someone bumps me from the side, then catches me before I stumble into Alison. This someone is tall and broad. This someone makes my stomach flip like the ride whipping overhead.
I bump this someone back and he grins.
Lance has red hair and nice shoulders. I reach to poke one of his dimples and his grin expands. My eyes shift to the ride behind him, and I say, “We ride that first.”
He raises an eyebrow.
The Skydiver is the Ferris wheel’s alter ego. It’s what would happen if a Ferris wheel ate Pop Rocks and chased them with Mountain Dew. Def Leppard cranks from somewhere under the ride’s staging, and a hurricane of impossible physics stirs my hair, which has come loose around my face. I push it back and look for my friends. Valerie is in line for fried dough, and Alison has taken her place next to Edgar.
Lance tugs at my hand. The line is moving.
Our feet make tinny clomping sounds on the ramp. The wheel spins and stops, a car opens and people climb in, then the ride spins, another car opens, and we’re next. An attendant opens a car and we climb in; then he lowers the safety bar to trap our legs. The door closes and our car rotates right, then left. I grab the steering wheel thing and try to spin us, but it’s not actually a steering wheel. I tell it, “You’re useless.”
Lance says, “Excuse me?”
I ignore him and start rocking back and forth, but the car gives me nothing.
Lance laughs as the ride turns, comes to a stop, and our car flips.
“Yay!” I say, right before, “Shit.” I grab for my head as the elastic that was holding my braid free-falls to the midway.
“Troll doll,” Lance says.
“What?”
“What you look like right now.” His dimples gain more mass. “One of those troll dolls you stick on top of a—” He quickly rubs his hands together like there’s a pencil between them.
This is only funny because we’re upside down.
I try to push him and the car turns. I slide closer and our noses bump. Suddenly, my legs feel like that stress putty the guidance counselor used to hand out. This is bad. Really bad. At this rate, it will take at least a year to shape them back into something leg-like. That’s how long it takes a starfish to regenerate a leg. Not that I’m an echinoderm, but—
Lance’s hand lands on my thigh. My legs will never be leg-like again.
The ride turns and I spot the ground. It’s coming at us too quickly. Then the staging looks too close before we’re moving up and there is sky, stars, and Lance yells, “Prepare for hyperdrive!”
Best part.
Lance tries not to crush me, but he’s twice my size, and the faster the ride spins the less control we have in the car. I’m screaming, he’s screaming. Down and we’re free-falling. Up and we’re crushed to the side. At the top we’re upside down, at the bottom we’re upside down. The music is softer on the climb, louder on the free fall. Adrenaline rushes, safe under my skin. I’m the happiest troll doll ever. But then the Sky- diver slows, the car tips, and Lance’s weight is crushing, heavy in all the ways I can’t explain. When the attendant opens our door and we climb out, I’m relieved to find my legs still work.
The world dings and beeps, screams and giggles, yells the names of people I don’t know. Lance and I descend a metal staircase, and Alison appears in front of me.
“We’re heading to Hawthorne House,” she says, then points to Lance. “You carry Edgar.”
“Edgar?” he says.
Valerie hands Edgar to Lance, and Lance disappears. But not really. He’s just a kittytaur now.
We walk past another dart game, around an arcade, then down one of the fair’s many streets. The shadows deepen as the midway releases its hold. There are shadows between craft tents, shadows beside food booths, shadows inside shadows. Sometimes the shadows glow with small embers. They have eyes that watch but can’t be seen.
I jog-walk to catch up with Lance, then grab Edgar’s tail so I won’t get lost.
We pass the maple sugar shack, then a tent that looks like someone’s yard sale. Plastic bins with plastic things in plastic wrappers line the tops of folding tables, and I spot a wall of sunglasses and hats at the back. I picture us trying them on and laughing, then look for markers so I’ll remember the way back. There’s an overflowing blue trash can, a sign for the restrooms, and—oops. Lance takes a sharp left and I almost lose Edgar’s tail.
I hurry to catch up, but run into Lance’s back. It’s a nice back. Firm but also soft because of his fuzzy flannel shirt. It pains me to step away.
“Look at that line,” Valerie says, eyes growing wide.
I watch her pop the last bite of a candied apple into her mouth, then crane my head to see around Lance.
Hawthorne House looms at the end of the only road on the fairground that has a name instead of a letter. The night sky lines its steep Victorian gables, and light glows eerily from the window of its tallest tower.
Alison reads the sign hanging over the porch. “Welcome to the illusion.”
I worry for Edgar. “Do you think they allow pets?”
“We can leave Edgar at the front,” Valerie says.
“With a carnival person? A transient?” I’m shocked by her thoughtlessness.
“Penny,” she huffs. “My mother is not a transient.”
Right. Hawthorne House is run by locals, and of course Valerie’s mom is here. She is always here. Or there. Forever helping out. Never missing a birthday.
My fingers itch to grab my phone. The line moves, then stops. Voices buzz and screams echo in the distance. But there’s a quiet beneath the noise. I’m not sure I like this quiet.
We climb the porch. Like always, Valerie’s mom is there. She greets us and takes Edgar, then walks him into a shadow next to the porch.
My pulse picks up.
“He’ll be okay,” Lance says, resting his chin on top of my head.
I nod, but I’m not sure I mean it.
Lance squeezes my hand. Skeletons sit in rocking chairs around us. Some wear Evergreen High School sweatshirts like mine, some hold mirrors. The old-timey kind with handles and fancy etchings. I study the skeleton closest to me. It’s wearing a pirate hat and looking down into its handheld mirror. I wonder what it sees, if it knows it’s dead, if it sees flesh and bone, or maybe it sees the shadow of who it used to be.
An invisible chill moves up my spine. The line stretches out behind us, then disappears. It’s dark enough now for the shadows to hide, but I know they’re there. And I wonder— I reach for my phone just as Lance catches the pocket of my sweatshirt, pulling me over the threshold of Hawthorne House, where instead of a polished grand staircase, I see—I shake my head.
Everything seems distorted.
Lance steps in front of a mirror that makes him look like he’s been pressed into a different shape as Valerie and Alison point at their reflections and joke. I try to joke back, but I hate how the first mirror shows I’m too tall, the second I’m too short, and the third—“Shut up,” I tell it. “Stop that.”
But the mirror doesn’t care. The mirror has no ears. It tells me I’m too long, too skinny. Too much like—my heart speeds up. Sweat breaks out on my chest. Because my shadow. Where the hell is—
My phone buzzes.
I pull it out and swipe the screen.
lonely here
Lonely is a reflection. A lie. Like when you said you’d get better, when you said you’d be a mom. But you aren’t a mom. A mom would wish her daughter happy birthday. A mom would light a candle, put it in a confetti cupcake and sing Dear Penny.
My phone lights up again.
miss little doll
You say you miss me, but the missing is another distortion. Like how the corner where my friends just disappeared has a sharp edge that’s not really sharp. No one would put something like that in a fun house. It just looks that way. It’s sharp like how you texted on my birthday but didn’t say it was my birthday. Like how I still get that burning pinch behind my eyes.
Another text ribbon.
need help
Help. I’ve never known how to do this. The chasm between help and hope is too wide, the bridge made of love too treacherous, the path made of memories too twisted.
Help. I don’t know if I want to do this.
I turn and push through the people crowding into the house. I don’t know why they’re here. I don’t know why I’m here. I shove and bump and crash, but there’s no what the hell or watch it or crazy bitch as I push and push. It’s like they don’t see me. It’s like—I look back at the house, but the house does not look back. I hug myself to keep my hands from shaking as I picture a house that does. Then something shifts. The world feels foggy. The lights around me spin.
No one sees me as I pass the tent that looks like someone’s garage sale. No one says my name as I pass the shadows hiding inside the shadows. No one tries to stop me as I hurry through the midway, weave through a gauntlet of vendor booths, then slip through the main gate and onto the road.
I know where I need to go.
I know where I don’t need to go.
I just don’t know how it can be the same place.






THE HOUSE NO ONE SEES
I STAND at a familiar intersection. The sandwich shop behind me is named Pat’s, and its parking lot feels huge because the sidewalk and I are the only things in it. Pat’s is an antique two-story farmhouse, but its porch is newer and wide enough to have picnic tables. At lunchtime, the parking lot overflows and jams up the already busy intersection.
lonely here
The fair is also behind me. Its lights turn the clouds over Pat’s into pink and blue cotton candy, but the darkness in front of me is quiet. Goose bumps break out on the backs of my legs.
miss you
I would text my friends, but the traffic light at the intersection is saying stop. I shuffle in place but don’t look across the street. I can’t move until the light turns green. This is the rule. It’s always been the rule.
My phone vibrates in my pocket. I was an ass leaving my friends, not telling them where I was going. Guilt and shame wrap me in a familiar blanket. This blanket is both weighted and weightless, light and dark. This blanket doesn’t have a voice, and its seams have been sewn to keep its mouth shut. A blanket like this can never be warm.
need help
My feet understand the word need but hate the word help. They can’t step over it. They can’t walk around it. And here I am, a stupid girl standing at a sleepy intersection waiting for a traffic light to tell her what to do. Traffic lights and blankets can’t talk. Not unless you’re in a fairy tale. There, anything can talk. But who’s ever heard of a fairy tale with a traffic light. Maybe some crumbs or a kettle, a poison apple, a sliver of flax, or—the light turns green.
Go!
I inhale and look at the house across the street. I exhale and the house looks back.
It’s a traditional New England cape that’s been painted too many times. There are four windows in front and five on each of its sides, two of which are upstairs. The house has no dormers, and I find this sad. If I was a house I wouldn’t want to be like a bird, always looking at things from the side.
A breeze stirs.
I shiver.
Even though it’s dark, I can see the house’s scars. Like how one of its windows is cracked, and how paint peels from its clapboards and sills.
lonely here
I love the house.
miss you
I hate the house.
need help
This is where you are. In a house that should have been condemned, not because you stuck a blue tarp on the roof when it was leaking, and not because the tap water sometimes ran yellow, and not because its doors never locked or the paint peeled from its walls while its sills turned to sponges.
The house should have been condemned because it stopped being a home.
I step into the road as the breeze catches an abandoned chip bag like a sail. The bag rises up, then angles sharply before scraping over the pavement and skittering to get caught by a storm drain. Trapped, out of place. Like how my heart and stomach feel right now. Like they’ve switched places but forgot there’s a space in between.
I step over a faded centerline and avoid the cracks sealed with cold rubber glue. Maybe I could use some between my organs. Seal up that space. Because right now it feels like I could fall through it.
I get to the other side just as the traffic light goes from yellow to red, and stop.
The kitchen light is on. It shines dull from the house’s narrow ell, a skinny extension that used to connect to a barn. The ell’s covered porch leans toward the road like it’s begging someone to see it. Except they didn’t. And this is what I’ll never understand.
Go!
The light has always been pushy, but once upon a time its rules made life easier.
Gravel crunches underfoot; then dry, overgrown grass scrapes against my legs. I stop and stare down at my feet, wondering at their weight as I climb the steps to the ell and step onto a square of light. The clock on the town hall chimes, One, two …
I reach for the house.
Three, four …
My hand enters its light.
Five, six …
The doorknob is cold under my grip.
Seven, eight, nine …
I twist.
Ten, eleven …
The door swings open.



And this
is where my story
fractures.



I’VE SOMEHOW made it to your bedroom. I don’t remember the kitchen or the hall, but I know they’re there.
I know I’m here.
I think.
I sit on your floor, my back against the wall where your dresser used to be. You painted it pink because I wanted you to. This was before I sat here looking at the bottoms of your feet, dirty like the mattress. I want to touch them, but I’m afraid they’ll be too cold, afraid they’ll be too hot. I want to touch them even though they’re sleeping.
There’s a bruise in the soft, fleshy groove where your big toe meets the next. This must be where the spindle entered. The one that turned you into The Sleeper. And the more I stare at the red-green-yellow-blue bruise, the more I want to scream, Wake up! But I’m worried the house will hear. I’m worried the shadows will hear.
I’m worried you won’t.
The house shifts around me. I think it’s worried, too. But not because you’re sleeping. It’s used to that. Like me, the house worries about other things. Like how someone could enter, and how this someone could be a prince bringing you another spindle, or how someone could enter and not be able to help.
I guess that’s how the impossible works. And the impossible isn’t kind. It responds like muscle memory, poking through my heart and creating a hole for the memories to pour out. I hug my knees to my chest and feel hunger, loneliness, fear.
I don’t want to be like you.
There’s a stain on the ceiling. It’s yellow and brown with black freckles. Paint peels away in a starburst pattern, trying to escape the damage. I don’t remember it from when I was a kid. Maybe it’s new. Maybe it’s old.
Some things change.
Some things can’t.
Like you, on the bed waiting for another spindle. Except the prince is gone, and the spell has been cast, and we’re here, back in the impossible, the last place on earth I want to be.
I tell the house, “I hate you.”
It says nothing.
I try again. “I fucking hate you.”
More nothing.
This is another part of the impossible. Another muscle memory. And now the hole is bigger, the memories bigger, and I don’t know what to do with them.
But that doesn’t stop them from coming.






MEMORY
I am
an age I barely remember.
I am
the sound of my voice
standing in your room
saying your name.






YOU
I called you—
The Sleeper.
Her Sleeperness.
Princess Sleepy.
Sleeper the Grouch.
Sleeper Claus.
Sleeper Bunny.
Cindersleeper.
Mothersleeper.
Mom.
Mommy.
Mama.
Because I didn’t know which one
you would hear.






THE HOUSE
The house hid on a corner.
The house sat too close to a road.
Its skin peeled red under brown under white.
Its yard was salt in winter, dirt in summer
and I worried about the house no one could see.
No one saw its sleepy eyes, or shades
shut like eyelids. I ripped down the curtains
so I wouldn’t be alone. I ripped
and the road looked back, saw me looking
before day turned night turned into
the house on a corner too close to a traffic light
that winked at me watching, eyes wide open
while         you         slept.






YOUR ROOM
Your room was dark.
Your room was quiet.
Your room had eyes,
closed but not sleeping. I knew
because I watched you
like the traffic light outside
watched me.
Through the window
it blinked red-green-yellow
over your face.
Through the window
it blinked red-green-yellow
over eyes that looked
but didn’t see.
I watched your mouth open to take in air.
I watched your chest rise and fall,
and I pictured your heart thumping
under skin sleeping and pale.
And I thought
I saw air moving
creating color inside,
and I thought,
you must take in a lot of air
to keep your shell snow-white
and still have a kaleidoscope
inside.






YOU (AGAIN)
But you were my mom,
a kaleidoscope of colorful bits of glass
reflected and shifting
into sequences so beautiful
it was difficult not to miss
all the changing shapes
I loved.



YOU WERE a kaleidoscope. Your loose bits of colored glass reflected light, and when you turned, the colors would shift into something different but still beautiful.
Maybe that’s why my memories come out in verse. Because what’s poetry but a kaleidoscope of words?
Some poetry is pain, a needle in a bruised arm. Some poetry is love, melting warmth in a chest. Some poetry is release—itching, rubbing, burning, done. Some poetry is hunger, a cat trapped behind ribs. But the best part is none of it has to rhyme. It only has to make sense.
Maybe this is why I can’t look at you.
I try the breathing thing my therapist showed me. I try to picture my body. I try to feel my fingertips or toes, but all I feel is you.
Once upon a time, you were like me. You had friends and adventures. You played soccer. You had a boyfriend who invited you to prom, and you wore a beautiful pink dress and stood in front of Nana and Grandpa’s house. I know because I saw a photo that captured your light.
I remember that light.
Some days it shined like stars. Some days it hid behind the moon. Then one day it ate the sky.
My therapist says nothing can eat the sky, but she’s wrong. She’s right about most things, but not this one. Addiction can eat more than just the sky.
My therapist’s name is Mary. Mary says my memories are a maze I need to get through, but all I see is a labyrinth with too many corners. Their edges are sharp even though they’re not supposed to be. They reflect things I don’t want to remember. But Mary says these things are trapped. She says I need to pull them free.
These things.
They are mice in my walls. Mold in my ceilings. Rotted sills that break when weighted. And I hate these things, hate that I’m afraid—hate feeling that when I look at these things they’ll look back.
Because these things are also afraid.
These things are like me.
I knew this the moment they came out as fragments, poetic building blocks, feelings hidden inside metaphors held together by stanzas. A labyrinth of words searching for a way out. A story within a story. Me inside you. You inside me.
You.
I still can’t look at you. If I do, I’ll need to ask for help, and help means trouble, means you get mad, go away.
Don’t come back.
So I stand but don’t look at you as I walk to the window, my feet disturbing the dust as I slip into a kaleidoscope of memory.






ONCE UPON A TIME …
The bookshelves were a fairy tale
with no happy ending.
The shelves were full of books
and the books were full of stories
and the pictures replaced the food
that used to be on the shelves.
My stomach growled as I turned pages
that filled me with stories of America
and Jesus, and a stupid girl that wore
a beautiful dress and ate an apple.
The stupid girl fell asleep and got
trapped in skin snow-white and
I wondered if things would be different
if you hadn’t opened the door for
a prince with so many apples.






POISON APPLE
The prince’s name was Seth.
He had dark hair and blue eyes that came
after me when you weren’t looking.
He wore a hood like the witch from the story
and he fed you apples until you puked.
(but)
I didn’t know apples could fit in small plastic bottles.
I didn’t know there could be so many
bottles of apples.
(and)
I wasn’t supposed to eat the apples,
just watch you eat them and
get poisoned by the hooded person
who smiled and dragged me to sit
on knotty crabapple legs
while he taught me how to read
once upon a time.






RISE AND FALL
Seth taught me words,
then forgot I was there,
he was there, because
he ate all the apples
and couldn’t
stop.
He ate
as I stood (almost)
in your room watching
air move, chests rise and
fall

rise

fall

until

one

didn’t

rise.







SETH
He was the fairy in “Sleeping Beauty,”
the witch in “Snow White,”
every prince who thought girls
needed to be cursed to be saved.
(because)
He placed you under a spell.
He left you a snow-white sleeping beauty.
He left
but he was still there
frozen in time.






POP
I yelled,
Sleeper. Sleeperness. Princess Sleepy.
Sleeper the Grouch. Sleeper Claus. Sleeper Bunny.
Cindersleeper. Mothersleeper.
Mom.
Mommy.
Mama.
But you didn’t hear, so I stepped
and your dream went
POP!
a glass firecracker
underfoot.






WAKE UP
You were stuck. You were in a dream,
but you were no longer sleeping. You were on your knees,
but you’d forgotten how to speak. You were shaking Seth,
your mouth over his like you wanted his air,
and I didn’t know how to tell you
there wasn’t any left.






SOMEONE, HELP.
A phone slid from the skin of a yellowed sheet
and through the fingers of a blanket turning blue
because you had eaten all the air.
Your eyes were dark circles
from the empty glass you held
while you made sounds that weren’t quite
words telling me to call someone
(and)
tell them,
Seth ate the apples.
Seth is sleeping.
Seth won’t wake up.
(but)
I didn’t know which someone you meant,
so you just kept screaming, and then
the phone slipped through blue fingers,
hit the floor and blinked, then closed its eyes,
so I picked it up, answered questions,
and when you told me again to tell someone,
I didn’t know how to tell you
they were no longer there.



I LOOK down at my phone and past the screaming ribbons from my friends, then slide my finger over the screen and see the numbers that spell emergency. Three numbers for nine letters. It doesn’t make sense. It’s never made sense. How does a person know when to ask for help?
911. Where is your emergency?
I have no idea. I am frozen in dust, frozen in time, frozen in your room. I want you to wake. I want the house to sleep. But instead we’re trapped.
Here.
Always in the opposite.
I walk to the window. There’s an oak table in the corner. There are marks on it. Circular glass stains, concave indents in the shapes of spoons. I’m not looking at them, but I know they’re there. There’s a grimy film on the inside of the window. I look through it and it’s like my body shrinks. I look through it and into the past where everything feels smaller—my grip on the windowsill, my voice, my feet jammed into sneakers that used to light up. I watch the variety store across the street. There are people with boxes of pizza and bags full of sandwiches. Their hands jam crunchy, salty bites of food into their mouths as kids play on the variety store porch and men stand around the backs of trucks eating donuts. The men wear work boots and gloves and jackets and in winter speak in clouds of words.
But now it’s night, and the corner store sleeps.
A plastic bag spins around its parking lot. As I remember, I get younger. Then I get older. Then I forget I even have an age. Your pill bottle empties, your pill bottle fills, the glass changes and I forget how many pills were in the bottle, what color liquid was in the glass, how many times you asked for more. And I remember trying to make myself small.
So small.
Just never small enough.
I turn away from the window. The voices of the floorboards creak. Dust swirls. My words tail me as I walk past the end of your bed, then stop in your doorway and look out at the empty hall. I’ve never felt this alone. I’ve never felt—there.
A sound.
Something moved. Maybe in the wall. Maybe on the mattress. Maybe in my head. No, I feel it standing next to me, standing behind and in front. The house has always been here for me. Like a friend. A guardian. A nemesis. I both hunger for and fear its voice. Sometimes it sounds like you. Sometimes it sounds like a house. Sometimes it sounds too much like me.
I touch a sleeping light switch, then quickly pull away. I’ve been gone too long. If it wakes, I don’t know what it will say. I don’t know what I will say.
I need to get out of this house.
I step into the hall, but something catches my heel. Like someone is walking too close. I trip over nothing and everything. I trip over all the things I should have said and didn’t. To the house. To you. To Nana and Grandpa. To myself. And when I look down, I expect to remember words but see numbers.
Who knew numbers could take up so much space.






911
“911. Where is your emergency?”
We’re trapped in this house and

need help.

“911. Where is your emergency?”
We’re trapped in this house and need help.

It’s red on the inside and blue on the outside.

“911. Where is your emergency?”
We’re trapped in this house and need help.

It’s red on the inside and blue on the outside and

nothing will wake up.







SALT AND VINEGAR
Men came into the house.
They wore red and white and pushed
a blue bed.
One had a beard and carried a cross like Jesus.
The cross sat on his shoulder as he broke bread.
His bread was thin and tasted like fried potatoes
and came in a red, white, and blue wrapper
the colors of America—the colors of a dream
as the bed rolled empty into the house, then rolled
back full, the men in red and white pushing a blue Seth
through the kitchen while I stood with Jesus
thinking about red and white and blue. And then
Jesus put his hand on my shoulder and said,
“Everything
will be
okay.”








JESUS LIED
Everything was not
okay. If Jesus
had stuck around
for one hour
one minute
one second
he would have seen
things were not
okay.
Jesus gave me chips and left me
in the house no one could see.
Jesus gave me hope and left me
with a mother who never woke.
Jesus told a lie,
but I didn’t blame him for lying
or leaving.
If I was Jesus,
I would have left
too.






LITTLE DOLL
After Jesus left,
you sat on my bed.
One of your hands
stroked my hair
while the other
hid behind
your back.
Your voice
was a songbird
that called me
Little Doll.
And when I opened my eyes
I was looking back
at myself,
a Little Doll.
You said,
It’s a Cabbage Patch.
Her name is Betty.
Betty had dimples
and blue eyes
and big fat
red braids.
She wore
a pretty blue dress
and tiny shoes—
and I remember
she even had
socks.
That night,
you slept
with me.



LITTLE DOLL. That’s what you called me.
I’d like you to call me this now, but you’re too busy sleeping.
I look down at the numbers by my feet and consider picking them up. I know they’re just a memory, but that doesn’t make them any less real.
Then I feel a tug. Not like someone is grabbing my shirt, but like someone is standing behind me, tapping a finger against my heart. The someone urges me into the hall’s hungry mouth, except my feet are rooted, afraid.
My feet are smart.
There are too many shadows. They hunger in the corners, under the bed, between your toes, sleeping.
Or so I thought.
A shadow moves behind me. My heart drums against my rib cage. I think, Go back to sleep. But I’m watching from the side, and I feel—I feel so many things. Things I haven’t felt in years. They fill me too quickly. Like my bones are made of rain, my blood sand. Then a feeling steps forward.
Loneliness.
Once upon a time the house watched us celebrate birthdays and snuggle for Christmas movies. It saw you hurt your back that day you slipped on the ice. It watched your friends change. It watched the cupboards empty, the milk go bad. It watched you leave to get better. It watched Nana and Grandpa take me away.
Except I wasn’t always alone.
You weren’t always sleeping.
Sometimes we’d color at the kitchen table while eating boxed mac and cheese from the pot. Sometimes you’d read to me, then curl around me to sleep, the rhythm of your breathing familiar, predictable.
I miss your predictability.
I miss you.
But I need to get out.
I step over the three numbers that spell emergency and into the hall.
There’s a bookshelf against the wall. It’s tall and made of oak, and its shelves are weighted by more dust than books. On one shelf, a grouping of fairy tale picture books has slipped to form the peak of a roof. A Bible sits next to An Illustrated History of America on another. I place my phone on a shelf and kneel to straighten the picture books, their spines worn, edges soft.
Dust whispers to my fingers.
Shh, I warn, but the shadows rustle.
My fingers walk over the spines of the books as I picture us sitting on your bed. You hold a book, open but not begun, and I snuggle next to you, ready for a story. Your lips move. Sound comes out. And once upon a time, this sound was so much like breathing.
So much like you being a mom.
What happened to that?
I love you. I hate you. I want you to apologize. I want my happy birthday. I want—my hand comes down hard on the shelf.
Whack, shouts one of the books as dust explodes into my face.
“Shit,” I say, then slap a hand to my mouth.
And listen.
Once upon a time, Grandpa carved me three little monkeys. One had its hands over its ears, another had them over its eyes, and the last had them over its mouth. Grandpa thought they would help me understand it was okay not to look—hear—speak—but the monkeys just pissed me off because they were like me, like the house.
Maybe I am the house.
I’m the rotten boards on its porch. I’m its posts, worn and skinny, too sleepy to hold a leaking roof. I’m the door with the broken lock creaking open into a hungry kitchen. I’m the stink of a house abandoned. I exhale piss and mold and vomit dead earthworms onto my feet. I am the sound of silence, of nothing, of everything as I walk into and through myself.
I need to get out of this house before it wakes. I need—I deflate to my knees. I don’t know what I need. I feel like a doll. Like someone has to pick me up, move my arms and legs, pretend I’m alive.
I lean forward and press my head against a shelf. I wanted to be seen for so long that I don’t know how to see myself. And if I can’t see myself, how do I get up, walk down the hall, open the door and walk out. How do I—
Shadows shift around me. My heart skips a beat.
Welcome home, Little Doll.
The house is awake.






MEMORY
I am still
an age I kind of remember.
I am
the girl from a fairy tale
who never ages.
But I am
(still)
a girl who feels
too young and too old
at the same
time.






NANA
Nana was made of
roses and pressed powder
(and)
a hug that lasted
too long
(and)
I didn’t know if she was
indestructible like a saltwater wildflower
(or)
fake like a pressed-powder makeup mask
when her arms
wrapped tight
around
me.






GRANDPA
Grandpa was made of
shaving cream and sawdust
(and)
smiles that sometimes
reached his eyes
(and)
I didn’t know if he was
soft like whipped spice
(or)
sharp like the teeth of a saw
when the corners of his mouth
turned up for
me.






CONFUSION
I didn’t know why I was with them.
I didn’t know why you weren’t with me.
They came to the house and packed two bags,
then drove us to a building that looked
like a hospital and you were crying,
saying you’d get better, saying
you’d see me soon, but I didn’t understand
how you could love me if you were in one place
and I was in another.






MR. BUBBLE
The bubble bath soap
was in a pink container and named
Mr. Bubble.
Mr. Bubble popped
against my skin.
Mr. Bubble sat on a washcloth
I couldn’t use because my hands were
too busy gripping my shoulders while
my arms hugged a body shivering
in water too warm.
Mr. Bubble ate my tears
as Nana talked from the other side
of a rainbow shower curtain,
her words soft like the bubbles
while Grandpa talked from the other side
of a closed bathroom door, his words
cold like the air asking, “What did she do
to her?”
At the time, I didn’t understand
she was you, and her was
me.






CLEAN SHEETS
I was a sandwich.
SunButter and jelly between
sheets like slices of soft white bread
made of sun and wind
a touch of pressed powder and roses,
spice from the man who saw me,
a lonely earthworm trying to hide
under sheets too clean.
Grandpa sat patient and waiting,
soft at the foot of the bed holding
a book out far enough to read.
The bed was a stage, Grandpa an actor
a voice for every character,
pages turned, pictures were shown
but I wasn’t brave enough
to crawl closer to Grandpa
who read and showed me pictures,
not minding I was wrapped
under soft sheets, small in the corner,
wishing I was the character
in the magic book
he was reading.






STORY
Max was in trouble and he ran
away because his fur didn’t fit. He ran
away from a house with an empty stomach
because he was bad, in trouble, found an island,
where wild things waited for something—anything
to save them from themselves.
Max was king on this island where
wild things waited, searching for
kids who were lost and then
found like Max who wore fur
that didn’t fit because
he didn’t know
he wasn’t really
a wolf.
Max’s mother
didn’t eat poison apples
or hide from princes
but he still ran
with the wild things
at the foot of his bed
lonely and wanting to be
on an island where someone
loved him best of all, until
the wild things said they’d eat him
because they loved him most of all,
and Max went home, knowing
he didn’t belong on an island
no one saw.






MONSTERS
There was a dragon on my bed.
He sat between a bear and a
unicorn with a rainbow tail.
Betty sat across the room,
still wet from our bath.
You once told me
rainbows were for dreamers,
but I think Max would disagree.
Max would say rainbows are for kids who
want to run away from monsters.






MORNING
The light was magic dust dancing
a lazy beam over legs wearing
pajama-fur like Max.
The light smelled of eggs and salty
smoke drifting in the sunlight.
This light was a little girl
stretching safe from shadows
hugging a dragon named Barnaby.






BEFORE
The kitchen was a time capsule,
cabinets worn dark against walls
with painted wooden spoons,
the sink snow-white
(and)
sugar and flour hid in ceramic jars
on a counter that sparkled in the sun.
I watched through a door made of glass,
watched an old oak hold the rope of a
tire swing, and I remembered the before.
Before you were sleeping, we’d have
dinner with Nana and Grandpa on Sunday afternoons,
and I’d sit with legs curled over that tire swing,
Grandpa pushing me just enough
so I wouldn’t fall out.
I couldn’t wait to go back
to before.






HAIRCUT
I knelt on the kitchen chair, tall enough
to reach the sink. The faucet ran warm
but I shivered to remember, to forget
bath time as Nana washed flowers
into my hair.
My hair was clean and Nana was drying it
with a hot breeze on a summer day while
I sat in the chair shivering,
watching hair fall like peeling paint
onto a soft towel
wrapped around my shoulders,
confused how it could feel so heavy
or how I could feel
so scared.
It grew warm where I sat,
I was a shaking, shameful accident leaking piss
onto green linoleum while sharp silver scissors
sheared the only fur that’s ever fit.
And I was so
so
so
embarrassed.






LITTLE ONE
I sat in the living room
wrapped in roses,
crushed by pressed powder,
warm against an apron
Nana forgot to remove.
Muted lips moved on a flat
screen against the wall
as Nana held me rocking,
shushing, saying,
Little One,

 it will be okay.


Little One,

 you are safe.


Little One,

 no one will hurt you


here.











PICTURE THIS
After another bath,
I stood in front of the fireplace,
hands reaching for imaginary warmth
as I looked up and saw
you
trapped under glass
the sky blue
grass green
and trees
yellow and red.
Your skin was tanned
and you were smiling—
teeth white, cheeks rosy and full.
Your hair was night
pinned up into clouds
(and)
your arms were wings
outstretched and reaching,
from inside a pink dress
held up by delicate straps
attached to a fitted bodice
waterfalling petal pink
onto the ground where you stood,
a princess ready for your prince.
I raised my arms and stretched my fingers,
but I wasn’t tall enough to touch the frame,
break the spell

release the girl
trapped under glass.






AND I WONDERED …
Did Nana tell you the same things?
Did she wash your hair in flowers
before wrapping you in roses?
Why would you leave?
Why wouldn’t
you come back?
(until)
Once upon a time,
you did.



ONCE UPON a time, we were a family, and I miss this. I miss the before.
So do I, the house says.
But I don’t know how to respond.
I move quickly through the doorway across from yours and press my back against the wall, but the house just shifts perspective.
Stay for a few.
Light flashes outside. The traffic light is stuck blinking yellow. My heart sinks. Stay for a few. Like I have a choice.
It’s been too long, the house says.
And yet it hasn’t been long enough.
I walk across the room, stop near its center, and turn slowly. Walls that used to be bright purple are now a faded lavender, but the room still smells like piss.
Remember.
There was a dresser against the wall. I asked you to paint it pink like yours, but you only had enough to paint its sides. There were clothes in some of the drawers. I kept them because that’s what you do, you keep clothes in drawers. Sometimes I would take them out and fold them. Then put them back. This made me feel normal.
Even after they got too small.
I spent a week at Nana and Grandpa’s before the hospital released you. Grandpa wanted them to keep you longer, but the doctor said you were a good outpatient candidate. The doctor wasn’t lying, but she also wasn’t telling the truth. When she said this, her eyes darted to you, your hands twitching lightly against your legs.
This was the beginning of your addiction.
Nana and Grandpa spent two days calling other rehabs, searching for one that could take you, but they all said the same thing. There were no beds, which meant there was no room for you. And I wondered how many beds they needed—how many moms and dads needed them—how many kids needed their moms and dads to have them.
911. Where is your emergency?
I shake my head and sit hard on the floor, my legs crisscrossed underneath.
Okay. Will you please tell me your name?
“Shut up,” I tell the house.
Once upon a time …
My inhale is sharp. A dagger in my chest. “I just want to go home.”
Home, the house says. That hurts.
I put my face in my hands and shake my head. “I’m sorry.”
I kept you safe.
“I left you.”
I hurt you.
My hands fall into my lap. The house makes no sense. I tell it, “I’m leaving.”
You can’t.
“Watch me.” I crawl onto my hands and knees, then try to stand, but the kaleidoscope of memory spins inside. I lean forward until my forehead is pressed against the floor. “I don’t want to be here.”
You can save her, the house says.
“You lie,” I whisper, then look up.
The door feels too far away. I don’t remember my room being this long.
Remember, the house urges.
“Shut up.” I slide my hand forward and my knee follows. “I’m done talking to you.”
The house laughs. It knows me too well.






IMPOSSIBLE THINGS: TAKE 1
We were just a mother and daughter
sitting at a kitchen table smiling and talking.
I wanted to be a unicorn, and you
wanted to be a mom.
I was starting second grade, and you
were going back to work at the sandwich shop.
We were looking to the future.
My future looked like a new teacher
and impossible things—things like
making friends and learning how to
poop glitter.
Your future also looked like
impossible things—things like
support meetings and
being a mom.
We were full of hope.






FAVORITE DAYS
On the days you weren’t working,
we’d sit on the couch, arms and legs touching,
while television reruns played across the room.
Our favorite was Doctor Who,
a time-traveling scientist who
walked into a British police box and
came out somewhere other than the present.
At first, I wondered about this—wondered
what numbers he pushed,
if they were the ones that spelled emergency.
Sometimes, Nana and Grandpa joined us
to eat pizza and ice cream sandwiches and
drink too much soda. When they left,
the fridge would be full and there would be
a check on the counter to help with bills.
These were my favorite days.






HAPPY BIRTHDAY
You planned a party complete with
a glittery paper invitation,
flowers pressed and words fancy,
just for me.
You decorated the kitchen,
hung ribbons and streamers,
confetti-ed the floor with glittery constellations
that stuck to my feet as I walked.
You wished me Happy Birthday!
then lit candles in a giant confetti cupcake
you made in a borrowed pan.
You sang my name, then told me to make a wish
before I blew out the candles.
Wax dripped onto the cupcake and melted
some of the rainbow sprinkles as I picked
through all the things that seemed impossible.
Then I looked up and saw
you.
And I made a wish.






A YEAR LATER …
Grandpa was in the kitchen,
his voice a hot flame, words burning as he said,
What happened to the check?
(he left to help pay the bills)
The first week you said, “I used it for groceries.”
The next week you said, “I used it for gas.”
The week after you said, “I used it for a babysitter.”
(but)
The first week, the cupboards stayed bare.
The next week, the car’s tank stayed empty.
The week after, I stayed home alone.
(and)
Grandpa stopped leaving checks,
started paying our utilities directly,
so you bought a new lock, put it on the door,
and forced Nana to leave groceries on the porch.
(and)
You told them they were controlling,
you didn’t want them in your life.
They told you I was unsafe, then begged
to take me home.
You told them I didn’t need them,
didn’t want them, right before you told me
they were gone.
And I told you—
I didn’t tell you anything.
Your lie had trapped my words inside.






AND THEN …
A new Seth came once a week,
kissed The Sleeper awake,
made you remember
how to pray on a dirty mattress
that used to have a fitted sheet.
Naked mattress. Naked Mommy
confessing on sleeping knees.
Naked eyes. Naked mouth
spoke words like slugs
I didn’t understand because
I didn’t speak the language of
get the fuck away
or
why are you
still. Fucking. Here.
You’re nothing
but a little slut.
You’re nothing
but a goddamn mistake.






NOTHING
I was nothing.
Nothing but a house with wood beams holding its guts in place.
Nothing but a house like all the others.
Except there was a hungry cat
trapped inside my hungry house,
its ribs holding my guts in place
as

it

screamed.







HOT POCKET UNIVERSE
School was my lie because
everything was not
okay. I was not
okay.
A hungry cat was trapped behind my ribs
screaming and clawing and
fighting for someone, anyone
to give it a mouse.
School lunch.
A girl named Missy said, “Gross.”
A girl named Melody said, “Nasty.”
I said, “More.”
They didn’t understand because
they had always had
enough mice.






RECEIVER
The phone sat on the counter,
a little light telling me it was alive.
I picked up the receiver, held it in my hand,
stared down at the numbers that spelled emergency
as my body became an amusement park,
a racetrack winding through my head,
bumper cars crashing in my chest,
shadowy clowns creeping.
Dialing 911 meant
you got in trouble.

Dialing 911 meant
you got taken away.

So I pressed the silent receiver to my ear
and pretended I wasn’t alone, surprised
the voice on the other end sounded
so much like yours.






PRETENDING: TAKE 1
911. Where is your emergency?
      In my body.
Can you tell me what’s going on?
      My walls are too thin. There’s no insulation left.
Can you describe how it feels?
      Empty. The mice don’t want to share.
Little Doll, have you eaten today?
      Today, I ate the sun.
Did it burn going down?
      No. The sun was made of dust.






THE BACKPACK PROGRAM
My teacher handed me a backpack,
pink and black and full of magic.
When its teeth parted and it opened
the magic made my mouth water
and my fingers itch because it was better than
presents under a triangle tree,
chocolate eggs behind table legs,
a turkey stuffed too full,
and I wanted to touch the magic but I was afraid
others would see it and steal it.
And this was what I was thinking when my teacher rested
a hand on my shoulder and smiled.
I was thinking of the
sandwiches, chips, and fruit,
inside the magic backpack.






STILL THERE
I did what my teacher said
and left the backpack in my cubby.
I did what my teacher said, but I was
afraid to leave the magic—afraid
my cubby would eat it.
So I watched my teacher watch me
watch the yellow buses circle outside
then stop and open their mouths
to fill up with children.
I did what my teacher said
and walked out of school
carrying magic.






THE NEXT DAY
I did what my teacher said
and pushed the backpack into my cubby.
When I came back from math,
the backpack was still there.
When I came back from art,
the backpack was gone.
When I asked where it went,
my teacher said the backpack would change,
but the food would still be inside.
I thought she was lying,
but when I came back from lunch
the backpack was back in my cubby,
but this time it was purple and white.






CAT AND MOUSE
My teacher made sure the backpack
was always there, but that didn’t mean
I trusted her.
She saw me pick up the backpack,
but she didn’t see Missy and Melody
had become hungry cats.
She didn’t see
I’d become their mouse.



I CRAWL on my hands and knees across the floor, plowing through dust. The grit under my fingers feels like it’s sanding my skin.
I’ll never forget the day I became their mouse.
“They were awful,” I say.
You were innocent, the house says.
“I was nothing,” I remind it, remembering your words.
My knees slide forward, but the memories tether me to the room. The grit isn’t just dirt and dust. There’s old glitter. And hair. Maybe fur. The dust is really just tiny particles of memory too small to see. And I hate the dust.
I hate the memories.
I look up at the doorway, at the threshold impossibly far away. I wish I could move faster. I wish I hadn’t come here.
I wish the memories would stop.






CAT
The thing that had been scratching behind my ribs
was at the door. It was orange and white, its
belly fat and tail thin, and its ears like leaves
from the fuzzy plant my teacher kept on the windowsill.
I watched the cat circle outside my window. I watched
its silent mouth open in hunger. I watched
it lean against my hand as it ran gently
down the cat’s back, and I couldn’t help it.
My back arched thinking of your hands
and how they’d be if not attached to
a body with a mouth that called me
Nothing.






PRINCESS SLEPT
I named the cat Princess.
Princess slept at the foot of my bed
while you slept down the hall.
I still had the backpack, but
I didn’t share its magic with you
because you never shared your apples.
You just snored and shouted and sweated
until someone brought more.
But I did share with Princess.
We’d share SunButter and jelly and bread.
We’d share until we were full of magic, and then
we’d curl under my comforter,
purring and smiling,
paws and fingers
touching.






CONVERSATION WITH MOM
Little slut,
what’s that noise?

Sleeper,
it’s Princess.

Little bitch,
she sounds like a whore.

Sleeper,
what’s a whore?

Little slut,
don’t wake me.

Sleeper,
I didn’t.

You’re still sleeping.







BIRTH
One night,
Princess didn’t eat.
One night,
Princess didn’t sleep.
One night,
Princess cried and twitched
until there was magic.
Not like
the backpack.
Not like
anything
I’d ever seen.






CALICO/TABBY
	CALICO	TABBY
	I was a calico kitten.
I lay with eyes unblinking
at the foot of a bed.
	I was a tabby kitten.
I lay with eyes glued shut
at the foot of a bed.

	I was a calico kitten
brown and orange
black and white.
	I was a tabby kitten
striped and solid
orange and white.

	I was a calico kitten but
my paws didn’t twitch
my mouth didn’t suckle.
	I was a tabby kitten and
my paws moved absently
my mouth drank magic.

	I saw everything.
I heard nothing.
	I saw nothing.
I heard everything.

	I was cold.
I was bloated.
I was stillborn.
	I was warm.
I was hungry.
I was still born.








PRETENDING: TAKE 2
911. Where is your emergency?
      I need help.
Can you tell me what’s going on?
      I think my kitten is dead.
Your kitten?
      It isn’t hungry. It doesn’t see me.
      I don’t know what to do.
Little Doll, maybe you should bury it.
      I’m afraid it will be lonely.
Then bury it next to something special. Like the furnace.
And say some nice things.
      Okay.






CONVERSATION WITH MOM
Little slut,
what’s that noise?

Sleeper,
it’s the phone.

Little bitch,
don’t answer it.

Sleeper,
its battery is dead.

Little slut,
who are you talking to?

Sleeper,
I’m pretending.

Little bitch,
stop talking.

Sleeper,
Don’t worry.

They can’t hear me

anyway.







HOLE
I dug a hole
so the earthworms
in the basement
didn’t go
hungry.
I planted a dead kitten
because I knew
it wouldn’t
grow.
My doll Betty and I
said nice things
because we’d
miss it, then we
waved goodbye
even though
it couldn’t
see us.






JOY
The unplanted kitten
played at the end of
my bed.
The kitten was fed
at the end of
my bed.
The kitten was tucked in
at the end of
my bed.
The kitten was bathed
at the end of
my bed.
Its mother didn’t think
it was Nothing.






ELASTIC
Then one morning you woke as my mom,
and you told me to sit in a chair.
You held a brush in one hand, an elastic in the other,
a cigarette like a smoking gun between your lips.
Your fingers dug into my hair, warm and careful,
weaving as I closed my eyes and pictured myself a kitten,
loved and fed and cleaned.
I told you about the magic backpack,
but you just nodded,
forgot about the elastic,
and went back
to bed.






STOP
Missy and Melody were
a two-headed monster.
Missymelody wrinkled noses.
Missymelody made jokes.
Missymelody pumped soap
into privileged hands and rubbed it
onto my arms and laughed.
They said,
“Kitty smells like piss.”

“Kitty needs a bath.”

I said,
Stop.

“Kitty is crying.”

“Why is Kitty crying?”

Stop.

“Kitty hates water.”

“Kitty likes piss.”

Stop.

“Someone needs to feed Kitty.”

“Someone needs to clean Kitty.”

But I was the silent traffic light
they didn’t see turn red as they
rubbed and smiled because
all they heard was
GO!






TROUBLE
I called Missy
little bitch.
I called Melody
little slut.
I called myself stupid
even though
I didn’t understand
why I was the one
in trouble.






CLEAN
The next day I got rescued from gym class
by a woman who once gave me a Band-Aid.
I’m Mrs. Thomas. The school nurse.

(I know)
You don’t seem as clean as you used to be.

(green, yellow, red)
Do you own a cat?

(…)
Is the litter box in your room?

(litter box?)
Honey, you should move it.

 Wash your clothes

 bedding

 self.

And I nodded,
said okay,

said thank you,

turned green,

GO!







LAUNDRY
The knob read
soak
wash
rinse
spin.
The buttons read
cold/cold
hot/cold
warm/warm.
The options were
regular
quick rinse
delicate
hand-washables.
I picked
rinse
warm/warm
delicate.



I PULL myself up the doorjamb until I’m standing.
I’m tired of my setting being stuck on delicate.
I step into the hall to get away, but the hall is a tunnel of peeling skin. I reach out and pull. Brittle wallpaper cracks away, and I touch what I think is naked plaster, surprised to find another layer. I pull again, and the house’s skin peels away.
The house says, Ouch.
I say, “Sorry.”
The wallpaper in my hand is shaped like lightning, covered in tiny owls and pineapples. I wonder why it doesn’t burn. Maybe because it’s made of paper. Maybe because it’s made of me. I pinch the skin on my arm and wonder why it doesn’t pull away.
You are not a house, the house says.
“You’re wrong,” I say.
A girl cannot be a house.
“A girl can be anything she wants.”
But not a house.
“Then what am I?”
You are the labyrinth.
“How do I find my way out?”
You are the way out.
The house makes no sense.
I am the labyrinth that is my mother. I am the labyrinth that is the house. I am the labyrinth that is me. And a labyrinth inside a labyrinth inside a labyrinth that is a mirror will always move through the world in reverse.






GROWING
The kitten grew
its skin stretched
its bones caught up.
I grew
my skin stretched
my bones caught up.
But my fur didn’t grow
longer
thicker
to cover
skin
bones
shame.






THEN ONE DAY …
I opened the kitchen door and
there was no one there, but
there was something.
A gift from Princess,
who was curled in a ball
safe and warm, sleeping
at the foot of my bed.
Her gifts were usually lifeless,
left on the doormat,
small statues
cold and stiff
vole
mouse
chipmunk.
This gift was different.
Small and struggling
hurt and helpless
alone and still
alive
scared
breathing
(almost).
I wanted the gift to stop screaming.
But its fur—its fur was on the inside,
its blood and organs on the outside,
and I felt trapped inside the baby rabbit
with its skin like inside-out wrapping paper
snared by too much tape.
I didn’t know tape could scream,
but I’d scream too if I was a gift
that shouldn’t have been opened
and was.
The bunny twisted until
it was even more inside out.
It screamed for someone to help,
and I didn’t know what to do
until I held the shovel and used it
like Missymelody used words
striking
over

and

over

 until


 hurt and helpless


 alone and scared


the tiny rabbit





was dead.











PRETENDING: TAKE 3
911. Where is your emergency?
It’s dead.

Can you tell me what’s going on?
Bunny. It’s inside out.

It won’t fit back into its fur.

Did you put something over it?
I can’t look.

(can’tlookcan’tlookcan’tlook)

Little Doll, maybe you should bury it.
But then I’ll have to look.

Cover it up. Carry it.
Okay.







ONCE UPON A TIME …
I would have given anything
for fur that fit.






DRESS CODE
The next day I got rescued from gym class
by a woman I only saw
on the first day and the last
day of school.
I’m Mrs. Singleton.


(okay)

I’m the principal.


(oh)

Do you know why you’re here?


(not clean)

Your shirt is too short


and


we don’t allow spaghetti straps


and


you aren’t wearing anything …


underneath.





(underneath?)







LOST AND FOUND
My teacher walked me down the hall,
brought me to a big wooden box, and told me to dig
in search of fur that fit.
Sweatshirts
pants
hats
mittens
shorts
jackets
(so many jackets)
sweaters.
I dug and wondered
why anyone would abandon fur
they hadn’t outgrown.






INSIDE OUT
I was a mouse.
I was a rabbit.
I was turning inside out,
standing in the lunch line,
small and struggling
vole        mouse        chipmunk
alive and (almost) breathing
inside baby rabbit skin that was
snared from lost and found,
twisting to make myself more inside out
as Missymelody held the shovel
and brought it down
 down


        down …


 “Where’d you find that?”

(in the box)





“You stole it.”

(it was lost)





“You’re a thief.”

(I didn’t…)





“You took it.”

(I didn’t…)





“Give it back.”

(I don’t…)





“Take it off.”

STOP.






FUR THAT FITS
I pictured
fur that fit.
I pictured
all the right
textures

all the right
colors

all the right
sizes.

In none
of the pictures
was my fur
lost and
found.






SCAVENGER HUNT
It was the day before break,
and the teachers set up a game.
They turned the school into a maze
and gave us a list of things to find.
I thought a mouse who hid in a house no one sees
would have an advantage, but I didn’t know
there was a monster in the maze.
Missymelody followed me and took
everything I found—they took until
there was nothing left.



THIS IS how I feel now. Like I’m in the middle of a scavenger hunt. The house is showing me the things I need to escape, but there’s a monster somewhere inside, and I’m not sure how to defeat it.
I look around the kitchen. A Formica table holds court in the middle of the otherwise empty room. The linoleum underneath is stained but still brighter than the rest. A lonely chair is pushed back to face the fridge.
I look at the chair and think of you.
When I stand here, I remember how sorry you were. Even on the bad days you’d apologize. Then you’d walk across the street and get me a soda or a bag of chips or one of those candy necklaces too precious to eat. My favorite days were when you’d come back with gummy worms and ice cream, and we’d sit at the table making a mess, pretending worms could live in French vanilla.
Because you’d smile.
You’d call me Little Doll.
When we were in the kitchen, I remembered how much you loved me.
I sit in the lonely chair, but I don’t rest my arms on the table. I’m not sure how to sit here without you. I’m afraid my arms will be too heavy, or maybe they won’t exist at all. This is what happens when you’re a house.
You are not a—
“Shut up,” I tell the house. “I don’t even know what I’m looking for. There’s nothing left.”
You’re wrong.
“Show me.”
That’s not how labyrinths work.
The house is pissing me off. There’s nothing here but this table and some old-ass appliances. The stove has been pulled out, its top is a nest of burners. A set of pliers lies open in the middle of the burner mess like someone was trying to fix it.
Cold, the house tells me.
“I don’t want to play that game.”
The words come out, and I can feel the house grow sad.
“Sorry,” I tell it.
Then look.
But I don’t know where to rest my eyes.
The sink is quiet. I can’t remember the last time the faucet wasn’t talking to the drain. Maybe the water is turned off. I miss the steady rhythm of that drip. Like the house had a heartbeat.
The curtains are missing from the window over the sink, and the yellow traffic light flashes against its frame. I wonder where those curtains are now. I wonder how the window feels without them. I wonder if the house loved them as much as I did. They were covered in little embroidered coffee mugs and muffins, and there were small pom-poms dangling from the hem. Princess used to purr when she chewed them.
Cold, the house tells me.
I give up and deflate against the table. “There’s nothing left.”
There’s always something left.
But the fridge is the only thing left besides—
You’re burning, the house warns.
And I think it may be right.
The drawing on the fridge is faded, but its memory is too bright. The background was once a deep violet, and there is a yellow light in the upper right corner. A girl stands in the center, hands raised like she’s dancing. Her hair is long and dark. Her eyes are light. She wears a dress shaped like a bell. And I remember you thought the girl was a princess. You thought the light in the corner was the moon. You didn’t know it was a drawing of me. You didn’t know the light was a window I couldn’t reach.
Remember.
There were crayons and paper. They were new and sitting on the Formica table, and I was afraid to use them. Not because I didn’t want to blunt the colorful wax tips or mess up the paper, but because I didn’t know where they came from. But they were new. And it had been so long since I’d had anything new. So I opened the box, grabbed the first color, pressed it to the hungry paper, and drew you this picture.
I push back from the table, but a chair leg gets hung up on a strip of peeling linoleum. I want to touch the girl who needs to touch the sky. I want to tell her how a girl can be anything she wants, but—I look over my shoulder. The hall is quiet. Your room is quiet. I ask the house, “Is this what I needed to find?”
The house shifts.
“Is this the way out?”
Where is that window?
My pulse quickens. “I can’t reach it.”
You don’t have to reach it.
But the house can’t expect me to go down those stairs. It can’t expect me to enter the darkness. I won’t do that.
I can’t do that.
There has to be another way.
I look across the kitchen and into the living room, then stand and hurry past the basement door as the memories rush to keep up.






A DIFFERENT KIND OF PRETENDING
Knock, knock.
Who’s there?

Middle school.
Middle school who?

Knock, knock.
Who’s there?

DHS lady.
DHS lady who?

Knock, knock.
Shh.

We’re all still sleeping.







BUT THEN …
The impossible
became
too possible.






OKAY?
A woman sat across from me in an empty classroom,
a pad of paper on her lap with my name
printed neatly at the top.
“I’m from the Department of Human Services.”
“I’m here because people care about you.”
“I’m here to make sure you are safe.”
“I need to ask you some questions.”
“Some may be uncomfortable.”
“Some may upset you.”
“That’s okay.”
“You’re okay.”
“Okay?”






OKAY
I sat across from the woman,
feeling lost and found.
(you were the woman who knocked)
(how did you see the house)
(how did you see me)
(I don’t know you)
(I was pretending)
(you can’t know)
(I can’t know)
(okay?)
(okay?)
(okay)






ONCE UPON A TIME …
“You hit Melissa.”
 She calls me piss-girl.




“She hurts you.”
So does Melody.




“Says things.”
Touches me.




“And this hurts you.”
(pause)

“Do you have a favorite TV show?”
Maybe.




“What’s your favorite food?
What’s yours?




“Where is your mother?”
Home.




“Why doesn’t she answer the phone?”
She’s sleeping.




“Does she wake up?”
(pause)

“Is there anyone else in the house?”
A cat.




“Anyone else?”
(pause)

“Penny?”
Did you see anyone else?




(pause)

“You must be hungry.”
You have food?




(pause)

“Would you like an apple?”
No.










I REMEMBER THINKING …
I’m fine.
I have a backpack
to fill me up
I can go home.
I’m fine.
I have a cat
to love me
I can go home.
I’m fine.
I have a bed
to sleep in
I can go home.
I’m fine.
I have a place
to hide safe
I can go home.
I’m fine.






HOME
My teacher was crying
and I was scared because
it was her job not to cry
(and)
the DHS woman was talking,
saying I couldn’t go home
(and)
she said I needed a safer
en. vir. on. ment.
They spent a lot of time on that word
while I sat on my hands and watched
the door, the floor, the wall,
the whiteboard with the ghosts
of words erased but not gone.






WINDOW
My safer en. vir. on. ment
was Nana and Grandpa’s house,
but something had changed.
I spent too much time missing
the house, missing Princess,
missing you.
I spend too much time looking
out the window at a world
with too many missing pieces.






MISSING PIECE
On a Friday, I looked
out the window and saw
an orange cat watching me
through the glass.
On Saturday, I followed
Grandpa to the basement
and sat on the bottom step.
On Sunday, I followed
Grandpa to the basement
and stood in the corner.
On Monday, I followed
Grandpa to the basement
and I watched his hands
shape wood into magic.
On Tuesday, I followed
Grandpa to the basement
and he asked about
the orange cat in the yard.
On Wednesday, I followed
Grandpa to the basement
and told him about Princess.
On Thursday, I watched
his blue truck back out
and accelerate, gone.
On Friday, I saw
his blue truck pull in
and stop, home.
On Saturday, I watched
his blue truck back out
and accelerate, gone.
On Sunday, I saw
his blue truck pull in
and stop, home.
I wondered
where Grandpa
went.






WHAT I LEFT BEHIND
On Monday, I watched
Grandpa’s blue truck back out
after breakfast, and then
pull in before dinner,
carrying a piece of me
I’d left behind.






THE SHAPE OF MAGIC
The shape of magic was
orange fur under fingers,
a purring heartbeat
at the foot of my bed
next to a grandpa
who read me
and Princess
a story.
Even though
we were all too old
for fairy tales.






CONVERSATION WITH GRANDPA
Me: You went to the house.
(pause)

Me: There was a kitten.
(pause)

Me: It was in the house.
(pause)

Me: There was a kitten.
(pause)

Me: I swear there was a kitten.
(pause)

Grandpa: The kitten was gone.






OVERNIGHT
Princess started coughing
and had to spend the night at the vet.
I couldn’t stop thinking how
she might not come home.
I couldn’t stop picturing her
cold and lonely and hungry.
I couldn’t stop worrying her
fur would turn inside out and they wouldn’t
be able to stuff her back inside herself
before I could say goodbye.






SOMETHING FROM NOTHING
Days passed.
Princess didn’t come home.
(so)
Grandpa made me a special stool,
so I could reach the bench in his shop,
then cleared a space just far enough away
so I wouldn’t flinch when he moved.
(then)
He showed me how to hold a hammer
so I wouldn’t hit my thumb again,
and taught me how to shape the wood.
I built a bed for Princess.
I built an angel for Nana.
I built a heart for Grandpa.
And even though Grandpa took
his handkerchief out of his pocket to dab his eyes,
I’m glad he taught me how to make
something from nothing.






HEARTWORM
Princess had to take pills
to make the worms in her heart
stop growing.
Princess hated the pills,
but she took
one at night,
one in the morning.
She ate poison
to be sure
the weeds in her heart
would stop choking out the sun.






LITTLE SEED
Grandpa sat next to me on the couch.
He smelled of shaving cream and coffee.
Nana sat across the room in a chair.
There was a letter on her lap
that had been flattened too much.
Nana sighed
while Grandpa talked.
He said you were going home,
and I smiled because that meant I was
going home
(but)
Grandpa said,
Your mother needs to try on her own before—
he looked away like
it was too much,
you were too much.
I was too much.
And all that too much grew inside my heart
like weeds twisting to choke out the light.
Then Nana said,
Little seed,
you need to be watered.
Little seed,
you need to grow roots.
Little seed,
you need to find sun.
Little flower,
it’s time to bloom.






LITTLE WEED
I sat next to Nana and across from Grandpa,
unable to tell them how no one
wanted me in their garden because
I’d never bloom,
I didn’t have roots,
and my arms would never reach the sun.
I didn’t know how to tell them, so I said,
“Nana, I’m just a weed.”






AND GRANDPA SAID,
“A weed is just a flower
someone left alone
to grow.”



A WEED.
That’s what the mirror over the mantel reflects. A weed standing alone in the near-empty living room.
There’s a chair on its side, broken beside the fireplace. One of its legs is charred.
Cold, the house says.
But it’s not funny.
There’s a crushed beer can on the mantel. Five-cent deposit. I can’t believe someone missed it. There used to be framed photos of me, of you, of Nana and Grandpa, of us. But those memories got packed into a box, and that box got packed into Nana and Grandpa’s attic.
I step closer to the mirror, but it doesn’t tell me I’m too tall or too short. It doesn’t tell me I’m too skinny. Instead it remembers how you were.
You look like her.
I step back.
She was vibrant, joyful.
“Stop,” I tell the house.
Remember how—
“Please.”
—she used to dance.
I close my eyes and an invisible rhythm fills my head. You’re in the living room swinging your hips to the bass, your arms spread like wings, and you’re spinning, smiling, happy. You grab my hand and I’m spinning with you, my hips too young to match your rhythm. But I loved the spinning, the smiling, your laugh.
Before the pills.
Before the needles.
The house remembers you—not now-you but past-you, but when I look into the mirror, all I see is that kid. The one no one knew what to do with. The one everyone wanted to fix and couldn’t. And as I look at my reflection, I don’t know where I end and you begin. Because so much of me reminds me of you.
I reach to grip the mantel, and my fingers send something spinning. It hits the wall and stops. The something is too big and too small, too wide and too skinny, but it’s not an illusion. Even if it is part of your fairy tale.
I pick up the glass slipper in the shape of sleep. The syringe rolls against my palm. The liquid inside is an ugly brown. I should put it down. Walk away. But instead, I carefully press it to my ear and say, “911. Where is your emergency?”
And the syringe says, I am full of possibility!
But so am I. That’s what therapist Mary says. She says I’m lucky because the number of babies born to opioid exposure is five percent higher in Maine. And like me, some kids get taken in by grandparents, but more go into the foster care system, move onto the streets, end up living their own fairy tales.
So I’m lucky, right?
Mary says opioids are an epidemic. Like a disease. A plague. She says the prescription drug companies gave free opioids to doctors, who then gave them to patients like lollipops after you get your teeth cleaned. She says the drug companies knew rural workers lived hard lives, and hard lives meant medical issues, sore backs, sore hips, carpal tunnel syndrome, and sometimes depression.
But there was an answer.
A magic pill.
It was so great.
If it didn’t turn into another,
then another,
then turn into heroin,
then meth.
I look down at the syringe. “Will you help me?”
I am full of possibility!
Again, I press the syringe to my ear. I picture the sound of help on the other end, but all I hear is—lonely here. miss little doll. need help.
 help.

 help.


My memories spin like a merry-go-round missing a brace. I run beside them, try to hang on, but I lose my balance and my feet come out from under me.
But not really.
It just feels that way.
I drop the syringe and step quickly back. I expect it to hit the floor and shatter but—nonononono—I kick out my foot—ohmyfuckinggod—the needle’s point is stuck in my sneaker. Did it break through? Did it puncture my skin? I’ll have a billion diseases. I’ll have a red-green-yellow-blue bruise.
I’ll fall asleep.
I kick my foot and the needle laughs.
I kick and the needle lies.
I am full of possibility!
So I stomp and kick, spin and dance until the needle launches from my sneaker. I expect a hole where the spindle entered, expect to feel its poison spreading as I bleed and bleed, but there are only memories.
And the memories hurt.






I THOUGHT …
I thought
I was fine.
I thought
I could care for myself
(but)
I forgot
how to do simple things like
brush my hair
toast bread
open doors
because Nana and Grandpa started
doing things for me
(and)
the more they cared, the more I realized
I’d never been able to care for
myself.






SUPPLIES
Nana carried a letter
telling us what I needed
for the first day of sixth grade
(and)
our basket filled with
pencils and pens,
highlighters and stickies,
a binder with paper
and pocket folders,
a pencil sharpener
(but)
when the basket was full,
there was no room left for
a positive attitude.






SWALLOWED
Grandpa drove slowly down School Street
and parked in front of Anderson Middle School.
The school had a brick face
and clear window-eyes that watched us
walk up the sidewalk and disappear
into laughing-yelling-welcome noise.
We got swallowed by
a locker-lined throat and barfed
onto a main office counter where
a smiling secretary introduced me
to a girl too pretty to be a weed.
I looked back and saw Grandpa in the doorway.
He was waving and trying to smile as I pretended
to be a flower, but I knew he was also pretending
because his face was too smooth.






NORMAL
I was
a normal girl
carrying a schedule
like everyone else.
I was
a normal girl
assigned a locker
like everyone else.
I was
a normal girl
with a lunch box
like everyone else.
       Except …
I was


a normal girl


without friends.


I was


a normal girl


who sat in the middle


of a normal classroom


scared because she was


in the middle.


I was


a normal girl


who missed tech class


so she could see Miss Bell


who had an office


instead of a classroom.


I was


a normal girl


adults watched


as if


she wasn’t


normal.








MULTIPLYING
The teacher had hair curling
dark over a yellow sundress.
Her arms were splotchy from the heat,
and she wrote numbers on a whiteboard
younger than her hands.
Then she passed out a test
she said didn’t count,
but when she passed it back I saw
x x x x x x x x x x x x x x,
and knew the teacher had no idea
what actually counted.






NARRATIVE
The teacher had brown hair and a red cookie duster—
that’s what he called his mustache, a cookie duster.
And his humor made me think he was okay,
made me think he saw me
three rows in, four desks back,
but if he’d seen me he wouldn’t have handed out
notecards and asked us to write and draw
stories about who we were, who I was,
sitting in the center of his classroom
surrounded by camping trips and
dance recitals, fishing trips and
soccer games, and all the things
that could make flowers bloom
and weeds stand out.






SOCIAL STUDIES
The teacher had bright eyes
and wore a blue bowtie with
yellow spots that reminded me of tiny suns.
He told us history was about cause and effect.
He told us we could learn from the mistakes
of others, which made me wonder what I’d learned
from you.
I remembered the effect but forgot
the cause, then I remembered the cause and forgot
the effect. And while I was doing all this remembering,
the teacher asked a question I couldn’t answer
because I was too busy thinking about mistakes.






WRONG
PLEASE SELECT the best line to complete the sentence. Fill in the oval beside the correct answer. Please make sure to fill it in thoroughly. Ovals not filled in correctly will be marked as incorrect.
1. Penelope is:


 A. a little slut.



 B. a little bitch.



 C. Nothing.



 D. that kid.



 E. All the above









TRICK OR TREAT
There were pumpkins and bales of straw,
witches and ghosts, the words BOO! and
HAPPY everywhere, even at the church
where they used to burn witches. I know this
because our social studies teacher took us
on a field trip to the cemetery, and we saw
the unmarked grave where the witches were buried
after being strapped to stakes and set on fire.
As we walked, I asked how people who were persecuted for being different
could turn on others who were different,
and if Jesus thought that was okay.
My teacher was quiet in the way adults get
when they aren’t sure they should answer,
then he surprised me by saying, “You know,
Penelope. That’s a good question. I’d like to think
Jesus was better than that.” And in that moment,
me walking with Mr. Lewis so far from the group,
the wind whispering to the branches overhead,
I wanted to confess how I’d met Jesus in my kitchen,
and how Jesus shared food while the angels took Seth away,
but then a girl pointed at my long dark hair,
suggested I dress up like Sleeping Beauty,
and I wanted to burn her alive.






SEVEN DAYS
Grandpa left every day like he did before,
except this time he was searching for you.
On Saturday,
I listened to Nana talk on the phone,
hoping someone had seen you.
On Sunday,
Grandpa left the house in his truck, stayed out past dark
while Nana paced, worrying about you.
On Monday,
I went to school and tried to be normal while I worried
about Nana and Grandpa worrying about you.
On Tuesday,
I did the same thing as Monday except I worried
what would happen if you came home.
On Wednesday,
I went to school worrying I was a horrible person for worrying
about what would happen if you came home.
On Thursday,
I fought going to school because I was a horrible person
who wasn’t sure she wanted you home
even though she loved you.
(then)
On Friday,
I was tired of being a horrible person, so I decided to run away.
I packed a bag, snuck out of the house, made it to the end of the driveway
before Nana whisked me up and dumped me into her car,
then drove to a building where Grandpa met us
and we handed over a bag of your clothes.
On Saturday,
I still felt like a horrible person.






THAT KID
It was the
wrong answer
but
you didn’t
care.
I was
a distraction
to the
learning
environment.
I was
an accident
waiting to happen.
I was
that kid.






ANOTHER SEVEN DAYS
Monday,
People treated me like that kid
and that’s what I became.
Tuesday,
People treated me like that kid
and I ran down the hall, out the door,
and around the building
until cornered.
Wednesday,
People treated me like that kid
and I hid on top of the lockers
while people stood and talked about
how my mother screwed people for drugs,
how I was probably still abused,
how I’d just end up like you.
They didn’t know
how good I was
at listening.
Thursday,
People treated me like that kid
and I lay down, right there in the hall.
They joked I was a land mine,
but it wasn’t funny.
Friday,
People treated me like that kid
and I became a dragon, throat opening,
breathing smoke and fire,
burning everything down,
waiting for the rain.
Saturday,
Nana treated me like a normal girl.
As Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday
leaked from my eyes, she told me she loved me
no matter what.
Sunday,
Grandpa took me to his woodshop,
and we built like there was a tomorrow
that wasn’t Monday.






911.
Help.

There’s a shadow.

It follows me at school.







SHADOW
A woman followed like a shadow that wasn’t mine.
She said she was there to help, but I thought she was really there
for all the kids who smiled but didn’t mean it.
I thought this,
but I was wrong.
When I ran, she ran with me.
When I lay down, she lay down nearby.
When I hid, she stood watch.
When I screamed, she made sure the walls didn’t yell back.
And when I cried, she’d hold the tissues close,
but not too close.






MS. WILSON
My shadow was Ms. Wilson.
She was older than you but younger
than Nana. Ms. Wilson was divorced from
a man she said gave her two good things,
but these things lived Too Far Away.
Ms. Wilson had a dog named Rupert
that came from a shelter in Georgia. Rupert
was a little over a year old, and when he came here
he was afraid of shadows and carpets and hands
that touched.
I decided,
when I was older,
I’d adopt a Rupert
and show him
there are people
like Ms. Wilson.






911.
Help.

There’s a creepy woman in the back of my classroom.

She watches but never talks.







LADY IN THE BACK
There was a lady in the back
who watched.
She wrote things

on a pad of paper

while she stared.

I told Ms. Wilson


the woman was a stalker.


Ms. Wilson laughed and said


the woman was there to help.


But when I smiled the woman didn’t




smile back. She just kept writing on her little pad of paper




like she didn’t even see me.










JUST LIKE YOU
The doctor gave me a special vitamin
that made my brain fuzzy.
It made me feel like I was
moving underwater, my motions slow,
my thoughts sleepy, and I wondered,
Is this how it begins?
I’d take one special vitamin and it would lead
to another special vitamin that would lead
to a poison apple made of sleep.
Because all I needed was water
 to wash it down


 to wash it away.


Just like you.








GOBBLE GOBBLE
There was something dead in the sink.
It was plucked by hands that didn’t care.
Nana washed its featherless skin, tweezed quills,
pulled out its neck and liver, pulled out its heart,
cut it to pieces, plated it for Princess,
who devoured it purring.
The liver looked like a bloody present wrapped in white.
Nana pinched the liver to pick it up, then wrapped choking fingers around the turkey’s neck and dropped both into a small pot.
The night before, we mixed flour and water,
sugar and salt, rolled it out in layers
of pastry skin we stuffed with real apples.
We cubed bread, chopped celery and
onions, put it all in a huge bowl and Nana
let me sprinkle on the Bell’s Seasoning,
which came in a little box that had a picture
of a turkey, still alive.
Nana spread the turkey’s legs and crammed
it full of stuffing until it couldn’t take any more,
and I thought about Sleeping Beauty. Not the story
you read from the bookshelf in the hall, but
the original story I found online and read
while I was supposed to be adding fractions.
The story I found was about a girl cursed to sleep,
then raped by a king and left to rot in a tower until her baby
sucked the cursed flax splinter from her mother’s skin.
When I told the boy next to me, he said,
“That’s nasty.”
When I told the girl next to him, she said,
“That can’t be true. Disney wouldn’t write that.”
But as I stood in Nana and Grandpa’s kitchen,
I wondered how much truth Disney
gobbled up.






SANTA
There was a tree in the living room that
left wood-honey on my fingers. There were
boxes next to the tree labeled X-Mas and
Decorations and Lights in Grandpa’s
thick slanted cursive. Nana said
we couldn’t open the boxes until
the tree drank enough water
and its branches settled.
When Nana opened the boxes, she lifted out
gold and green pixie-dust bubbles made of glass
she said her mother bought in England.
I reached, gently touched England, and swore
I could feel the great-grandmother I never knew
sinking into my skin, and I worried about the tree without roots.
I wanted to put it back in the ground so
it could find them, but Grandpa said that wasn’t
how it worked.
Princess liked to sleep smiling, legs
outstretched, her belly a furry festive ball
under the tree. Sometimes I snuggled with her
and gazed up into branches glowing with magic.
Grandpa also put lights on the trees out front.
At night they became fairy traps, and when it snowed
the branches became sparkling cities I wished
I could visit.
The day before Christmas, Nana and I
baked cookies in the shapes of trees and
stars and angels, decorated them in green and red snow.
At night we drank thick milk Nana made from eggs.
She sprinkled it with nutmeg and put something in Grandpa’s
that made him wink at Nana as we sat and worshipped
the tree, and I wondered if Jesus would call us assholes
for drinking unborn chickens sprinkled with nutmeg
on his birthday.
Nana broke out the cookies right before bed, and I placed one tree, one angel, and one star on a plate with a gold rim, then poured milk into a matching glass while I thought about
how dumb it was to invite a stranger into the house
and offer him cookies.
The wind blew harsh outside as the furnace hummed,
its heat tick-tick-ticking through copper pipes and exhaling
warm into my room as I hugged Barnaby and listened
for footsteps on the roof, all the while wondering
what I’d done to make Santa stop coming to the house
no one could see.






AFTER SCHOOL PHONE CONVERSATION
Little Slut Doll,
How are you?      (do I know you?)

Little Bitch Doll,
How was your first day?      (do you know me?)

Little Slut Doll,
Are you there?      (are you?)

Little Bitch Doll,
Not talking?      (are you?)

Little Slut Doll,
It’s your mother.      (Sleeper?)

Little Bitch Doll,
I’ll be home soon.      (home?)

Little Slut Doll,
I’m getting better.      (better?)

Little Bitch Doll,
LUV U.      (you do?)







“MOM?”
I said your name too late.
You were gone, and the phone
was dead in my hand.
You were there on the other end,
but I was too confused to talk
because this time I wasn’t pretending.






EMPTY
My lunch box sat
empty
on the counter.
My shoes sat
empty
next to the door.
My backpack sat
empty
on a chair.
My agenda book sat
empty
on a pile of papers.
Parent.
Guardian.
Signature.
Math journal.
Class novel.
Composition notebook.
Pocket folder.
Binder.
Broken pencil.
Broken girl.
My heart sat
empty
in my chest.
My head sat
empty
on my neck.
Just like
a little doll.






RESIDENTIAL FACILITY
The doctors at the rehab hospital
liked to pretend it wasn’t a rehab hospital.
You were in a residential facility,
and this residential facility was working
to help you overcome your disease, your addiction,
the reason you couldn’t be a mom.
The residential facility said I should write something,
give you words to wrap your hope around, but
I didn’t know how to stop calling it a rehab hospital.



Dear _______,
I don’t know what to call you …
Dear _______,
I can’t remember your face …
Dear Sleeper,
I hear you’re waking up …
Dear Sleeper,
I don’t understand why it’s taking so long …
Dear Mom,
I don’t know how to write something that will make you care …
Dear Wastebasket,
Crinkle, crush. Crinkle, crush. I’m glad you’re hungry.
Dear Rehab,
I’m sorry I don’t have more to fucking say.






MAKING FRIENDS
A boy screamed
then darted away from the radiator under the window.
A small spider, its legs scrunched down
watched through too many points of view.
My classmates wanted to kill it, but I stood guard

over the small spider and said, Can’t you see it’s scared?

Then a girl stepped around the crowd


holding an empty snack container.


She nudged, the small spider crawled,


and then it was safe and covered.


 The girl looked at me and smiled,


 pointed to the door and we walked


 down the hall to another door


 where we set the small spider free.








VALERIE
The girl’s name was Valerie.
She sat with me in art class.
She sat with me at lunch.
She asked me to play soccer at recess.
Valerie had a crush on a boy
who played soccer with us. She said
it was because he liked climbing trees
in her backyard, which was half a mile from mine.
She said I should come over and climb trees.
I worried she was pretending. I worried
she didn’t really like me. Then I told her this
and she told me to shut up, right before she asked
if I want to trade my cookies for her cheese sticks,
and I said yes.






SLEEPOVER
I felt normal when
Valerie painted my toes.
I felt normal when
she curled my hair.
I felt normal when
we climbed trees.
I felt normal when
she whispered about boys.
I felt normal when
I waved goodbye from the window
of Grandpa’s blue truck.
I felt normal when
we drove away and
I stopped feeling normal.






LIBRARIAN
Miss Humphrey was a book pusher,
handing me book after book,
hoping one would stick.
One day she gave me a book that was different.
She called it a graphic novel because it had both words and pictures,
but not the kind that made me feel dumb.
The pictures helped me see what the characters were really feeling.
They weren’t like the books my teachers handed out
where emotions were trapped inside sentences
too complicated to infer.
(so)
I finished too quickly.
I couldn’t get enough.
I asked for another
another
another.
I was hopelessly addicted.
I read at lunch,
on the bus,
between classes,
in class—I got in trouble
for hiding the book under my desk,
reading while my teacher
was teaching.
The girl behind asked
how a book could be so good,
so I showed her and she showed
the girl beside her and she showed
the boy in front of her and Miss Humphrey
had to buy more books.






AND THEN …
The phone rang.
Grandpa answered,
“Hello?”
Grandpa listened.
Nodded.
Listened.
Nana watched.
Sat down.
Watched.
I listened.
Worried.
Listened.
Grandpa said,
“We have space over the garage.”
Then he said,
“I understand, but she’s my little girl.”
My heart opened.
I stopped worrying.
Then he said your name,
and I stopped listening.






ME/GRANDPA
	ME	GRANDPA
	“I’m your little girl.”
“You picked me.”
“A beautiful weed.”
	“She’s my little girl, too.”
“I will always pick you.”
“That someone left alone—”

	“She left me alone.”
“She wouldn’t wake up.”
“She didn’t care.”
	“We left you alone.”
“We couldn’t wake her up.”
“We cared.”

	“Then where were you?”
	(pause)

	“I was hungry.”
	(pause)

	“I was cold.”
	(pause)

	“I was alone.”
	“We should have been there.”

	“But you weren’t.”
	(pause)

	“I don’t want her here.”
	“She needs help.”

	“She doesn’t care.”
“She doesn’t belong.”
	“Maybe this time.”
“This is her home.”

	“I don’t want to be here.”
	“This is your home.”

	“You don’t care.”
	(pause)

	“Or you wouldn’t do this.”
	“This is our job.”

	(pause)
	“To protect her.”

	“So she can do it again.”
“She doesn’t know how.”
“She’ll never know how.”
	“So she can stop.”
“We will teach her.”
“We will love her anyway.”

	“I hate this.”
“Hate her.”
“Hate you.”
	“It will be okay.”
“We will keep you safe.”








SORRY
I’d spilled something
that looked like me.
Same frame
same skinny legs
same colorless skin
dark hair
bright eyes
freckled cheeks.
I’d tipped it over
and there weren’t enough handkerchiefs
in Grandpa’s drawer
to absorb all the words
I shouldn’t
have
said.
But still, it was Grandpa who said,
“I’m sorry.”






FOR YOU …
Grandpa prepared the room over the garage.
He installed a bathroom and pine paneling
that smelled like Christmas, and I picked out dark
curtains with small stars. Nana and I hung
the curtains while Grandpa rolled out
a soft carpet.
We were told to lock things up, so you
wouldn’t steal them, sell them, fall asleep again.
Grandpa made room in his gun safe where
Nana placed jewelry and a silver hairbrush,
Grandpa placed credit cards and his father’s watch,
and I placed a wooden bed and a doll named Betty.
If the gun safe had been bigger,
I would have crawled in with her.






CLOSED
There was a room in the house that had been yours.
Its door was always shut.
Sometimes,
I’d stand outside the door.

Sometimes,
I’d hear the memory of your voice.

Sometimes,
I’d hear your words.

Little bitch.

Get the fuck away. Why are you

still. Fucking. Here? You’re nothing

but a little slut. You’re nothing

but a goddamn mistake. You’re nothing.

Was I really nothing?






WOODEN GIRL
I spent days in Grandpa’s shop
where I made a small wooden girl.
I painted her shirt red and pants green,
her shoes yellow and hair black.
I thought she was the house no one saw.
Then I thought she was the traffic light.
Then I thought she was you.
But when the sunlight glowed off her carefully carved face,
I wasn’t sure who she was.



I’M ON my knees in front of the basement door. I have no idea how I got here.
“Okay, okay,” I tell myself. “You’re okay.”
Even though I’m not.
I should take off my sneaker and look at my foot. I should call for help. What am I even doing?
My hand is sweaty on the doorknob. “I don’t want to do this.”
The keyhole watches like a rusted eye. I wonder what the basement sees. I wonder how close I can get before I’m looking back.
“You’re okay.”
Such a lie.
I slide forward and press my eye to the keyhole. I squint, then blink, surprised by the memory on the other side.
You’re getting out of Grandpa’s truck. You’re about to walk up the steps and onto the deck. You’re nearly through the kitchen door.
And I can’t breathe.
When I run by Nana, she thinks I’m running to you, but those words—Mom. Home. They don’t fit anymore, so I run to the only place I feel safe. Grandpa finds me later, trying to be small behind the wood box. I would crawl inside, but there is too much wood.
I still see you in my memory. I’m not looking, but I know you’re there. When you came home, you brought the shadows. They skulked under your skin and when I looked at you the shadows shifted, and I’d have to look away.
But then you spoke.
You called me Little Doll.
And I remembered how much I love you.
lonely here
“Fuck you,” I tell the house.
miss little doll
I buried it.
need help
I buried too much.
You don’t have to reach it.
The house is talking about the basement window. The one from my drawing.
You just have to find her.
But the house is asking the impossible.
I use the doorknob to help me stand, then rest my forehead against the door and twist. The basement flexes but doesn’t give. In my mind I can smell it—must, mold, dirt and damp, dead kitten, dead rabbit rotting underfoot. I left these things. I left and they stayed here. And I’m sorry.
I’m always fucking sorry.
This is how it is when you watch the world sleep. When you can’t wake it up. When you’re stuck in someone else’s dream. Everything’s a trigger. Everything’s your fault.
“I don’t want to do this,” I whisper to the door. But my hand turns, the knob turns.
The door swings open.
I wait for the basement to hit me—the smell, the taste, the contradiction of fear and safety. But it’s quiet as I step down onto the first step, and I think, Eight steps. There are exactly eight before the light disappears. I know because I counted them. I counted so many times I lost track.
“Okay, okay,” I say again. “You’re okay.”
Stay in the present. That’s what Mary said. But as I count two-three-four-five, my mind descends into the past.






IMPOSSIBLE THINGS: TAKE 2
We were just a mother and daughter sitting
at a table in Pizza Hut smiling and talking
about school. I was going to be a freshman.
You were going to be a freshman. I was
going to high school. You were
going to the community college.
We were looking to the future.
My future looked like regular education classes
and impossible things—things like trying out
for the soccer team, making friends, belonging.
Your future also looked like
impossible things—things like support
meetings, therapy appointments, waking
with the sun and sleeping with the moon.
We were both
aiming high.






RULES
You always hated rules, but the ones at Nana and Grandpa’s
really pissed you off.
Rule 1: Do not
 enter the house unless one of us is there.
Rule 2: Do not
 leave the property without an escort.
Rule 3: Do not
 talk to Penny unless one of us is present.
Rule 4: Do not
 go back to the house (no one sees).
Rule 5: Do
 make all of your appointments.
Rule 6: Do
 get a job or go back to school.
Rule 7: Do
 make new friends.
Rule 8: Do
 try.






CONSEQUENCES
You always said rules had consequences,
and that’s why you hated them,
but I thought rules only had consequences
when you broke them.
I guess I didn’t understand the rules.
Consequence 1: You entered
the house when we were there.



Consequence 2: You left
the property with us.



Consequence 3: You talked
when Nana and Grandpa were present.



Consequence 4: You went
back to the house with Grandpa.



Consequence 5: You made
all of your appointments.



Consequence 6: You went
to talk to admissions at the local college.



Consequence 7: You made
new friends at your meetings.



Consequence 8: You tried
but you were pretending.









HOLDING ON
We sat with Nana and Grandpa at the kitchen table.
There were glasses of lemonade and plates of blueberry muffins.
Grandpa’s plate was pushed aside
to make room for a pocket folder
he opened when he began to talk.
The folder was from a place called
The Kinship Program, and it was for families
who wanted to help care for related children
who might otherwise be unsafe
endangered
abused or neglected
exposed to drugs or alcohol.
As Grandpa talked,
he spoke about my safety and stability,
and how Nana and Grandpa wanted guardianship
because they were financially able
physically and mentally sound
emotionally bonded
and already caring
for me.
As Grandpa talked,
your fingers gripped the table like a vise
turning red and then white.
But then you smiled and nodded,
said this made sense and thanked them
for helping as your hands
continued to lose color.






TECHNICALLY
You didn’t break the rules,
you just found a loophole at the end.
It took you awhile to get there, maybe
this is why we thought things were better.
You slept when the stars came out
and woke with the sun, and your eyes
were brighter, your skin tanned, and
your hands no longer shook in your lap.
You started driving again and got a job.
You took over making dinner, and you
watched movies snuggled under a blanket
with me and Nana.
Technically, the consequence
was one of the rules.






A DIFFERENT KIND OF HUNGER
The college was a brick castle
whispering possibility,
filled with magic
I could taste and
my stomach should have growled,
with how hungry I was
for the future.
I listened as you talked to admissions
and wished it was my voice.
I watched you fill out paperwork
and wished it was for me.
Then the woman handed you a course catalog
thick with possibility, and I hoped
it was enough to fill us up
(but then)
the admissions woman asked for a deposit and
you nodded and smiled, fished around in your bag
for a check that was there and not there
as you told the woman you must have left it home,
and I felt
a different kind of hunger.






FRESH START
You woke me on a starlit night and told me to be quiet,
we were leaving even though I was still in my pajamas.
I should have asked what you were doing,
but there was sand in my eyes and fog in my head,
and you trapped my words inside
your hushed voice and hurried movements,
so I grabbed my little wooden doll,
her clothes like the traffic light,
to help direct the words jammed up at our intersection.
There were bags in a car you said was borrowed from a friend.
I should have asked why we were leaving, why we had to walk,
why you parked so far away—why you didn’t stop to look
at the shrouded sky and wonder
at all the lights peeking through.
Because I knew your friends, and your friends would never
let you borrow something for free. What did you promise?
What did you have left to give?
I asked the little wooden doll, but she couldn’t hear the words
stuck inside, needing to come out,
ashamed because I was too afraid
to speak.
As you drove, my hands shook in my lap,
shook around the little doll, also afraid to speak.
But your eyes were clear, and your smile was clearer
when you said, We need to let go. Move on. Bury the past.
Your grandparents don’t understand. When I look at them,
I see the addict reflected back, and it’s a reminder—always
a reminder—of who I never wanted to be. Then you said,
We can start over. Start fresh. Go somewhere
I’m not an addict.
But you’d always be an addict. That’s what people said.
They said addiction was a disease, chronic and haunting.
And I knew this. I knew it and still went with you, running
under that sky of hopeful stars you didn’t look up to see.






THE BURIAL
The house hid on a corner.
The house sat too close to a road.
Skinpeeledredunderbrownunderwhite.
Day turned night turned green-yellow-red.
You said let go, move on,
start over, start fresh.
You said when Nana and Grandpa looked at you
you saw the person you never wanted to be.
(but)
When I looked at the house
that’s exactly how I felt,
like the person
I never wanted to be.
I gripped the little doll hard enough to crush her voice,
crush mine as you said, Sorry we can’t stay, Little Doll,
then you looked at my hands, your smile dried up.
(and)
I knew Nana and Grandpa weren’t the only ones
who made you feel like a person you didn’t want to be,
and I was sorry—
so sorry that I smiled as I opened the door and slid from the car.
I smiled knowing you would follow as I climbed
the porch steps, walked its worn pine planks,
and opened the door.
When the house exhaled, I forgot how to breathe.
I expected it to speak, to welcome us home, but it was quiet
like the doll, like me as I looked down at my feet and remembered
small and struggling, hurt and helpless, alone and still
alive, scared, breathing,
a rabbit turned inside out.
(but)
The house knew we were there.
I could feel it watching you, studying me, and maybe
hoping we would stay, so
as you gathered the things you couldn’t live without
I opened another door and descended, my head screaming
dark basement molecules into the house’s musty, decaying heart,
and I buried the little doll inside.






ALMOST NORMAL
The place we moved to had too many houses like me—
a forest packed so tight the light
had a hard time breaking through.
The air smelled like cabbage,
the paper mill running and not running at the same time,
but things were different—you were different.
And still you were the same.
You got a job working at a grocery store,
you made friends whose shadows
walked behind instead of in front.
One of these friends was Helen, who lived down the street
in a house with a small vegetable garden.
She was older and reminded me of Nana.
I told myself I didn’t miss Nana, but whenever I visited Helen
my heart remembered roses and pressed powder
and craved a hug that lasted too long.
You enrolled me at the town’s summer camp, and I met
a firecracker named Andrea who preferred the name Andy.
She had untamed red hair and brown eyes that
sometimes looked yellow in the sun.
We exchanged bracelets that said our names.
We built dams in the stream behind the grocery store.
We lived in the same apartment house.
We became best friends.
Life was (almost)
normal.






(BUT)
It wasn’t long
before you made other friends.
It wasn’t long before
I started sleeping on Helen’s porch.






LIGHTS OUT
Andy and I weren’t the only ones who had things in common.
I should have known this. I should have seen this.
And I should have grabbed Andy’s hand and run
from all the things awake and sleeping—
run from the man who got Andy’s mom’s shadow
to walk in front instead of behind her,
the man who said he loved her, then knocked on our door,
and shared the spindle that woke the sliver inside you.
His name doesn’t matter. I’m not even sure he had a name.
He was a shadow that blocked the sun,
an eclipse that stole Andy’s words,
because one day she was a firecracker,
and the next day her eyes no longer looked like the sun.
I tried to run away—run back to the things I’d left behind.
I made it to the next town before
Helen’s compact car pulled up,
you in the passenger seat, angry and worried,
pretending things were normal.
But Helen knew. It was in her eyes.
Like their blue had changed tone,
become a crayon color called Sorrow.
But your eyes, unmistakably familiar,
were the color of faded green apples,
the color of Lights Out.






SEALED
Andy sat on the steps of the apartment building.
She did this every day, even when it rained.
She still wore the bracelet I’d made her, the one
that said her name, said we were best friends,
but when I tried to get her to build a dam or climb a tree
she just shrugged and told me she didn’t feel like it.
I’d sit beside her and look out at the world. Cars passed,
people biked, dogs walked on leash—all that life
and here was my friend, faded like a little doll.
Little doll—it was this thought that made me notice
the colors I’d picked for Andy’s bracelet. Green-yellow-red,
I told my friend about the traffic light
and the house no one saw,
then I told her about the little doll I’d buried,
and how I wondered if maybe I’d cursed us both.
I wondered, and then Andy spoke,
asked me why I’d buried the little doll,
and I didn’t know how to tell my friend
it was really me, scared and abandoned,
entombed in a basement that used to feel safe.
That night I snuck down into the apartment’s basement,
certain I could find the thing Andy buried inside,
but when I stepped onto the basement’s
impenetrable cement floor, I knew
I was never breaking through.






REWIND
Knock, knock.
Who’s there?

The past.
The past who?

Knock, knock.
Who’s there?

The darkness.
The darkness who?

Knock, knock.
Who’s there?

Your words.
My words who?

Knock, knock
Shh.

It’s a trap.







TRAP
I slept in Helen’s sunroom like a cat curled at the foot of a bed,
a cat afraid to leave the house and cross the street, afraid I might
get hit by a car, lie cold on hot pavement, and watch my light go out.
(but)
Once upon a time you snuggled with me on the couch
watching movies and eating pizza. Once upon a time you
made me a giant cupcake and celebrated I was alive, and
I missed our once upon a time.
(so)
I texted, how are u
You texted back, miss u lil dol
And I walked across the street,
hoping we could go home.
(but)
Your door was opened by a billion stolen suns, then a smile made from apples and spindles pulled me inside, cornered me
against the refrigerator, knocked off magnets in the shape of letters, pressed me into their absence as hands moved and tugged, trapping mine against my sides.
(and)
I remembered how I wasn’t supposed to eat the apples,
just watch you eat them and get poisoned by the hooded person
who smiled and dragged me to sit on knotty crabapple legs
while he taught me once upon a time.
(but)
Seth didn’t steal my sun.
He didn’t rip at my clothes.
He didn’t expose a crabapple leg
to hurt me, or make me feel small,
or make me feel seen
in all the wrong ways.
(then)
I don’t remember what happened.
I just remember feeling like a wooden doll—
the kind you find hiding inside another, then another,
but then you were there shoving back the shadows,
pulling me free, holding tight as we ran to Helen’s
where I thought we’d be safe except
your words were a smile made of apples and spindles,
as I took in my torn shirt, touched my shorts still intact,
and felt shame, anger, hurt at how you could pretend
another girl hadn’t almost lost her sun.






911
“911. Where is your emergency?”
I’m trapped in this house and

need help.

“911. Where is your emergency?”
I’m trapped in this house and need help.

There’s a house inside a house inside a house.

“911. Where is your emergency?”
I’m trapped in this house and need help.

There’s a house inside a house inside a house, and

I don’t know how to get out.

“911. Where is your emergency?”
And then they actually picked up,

but all my words were gone.




I DON’T know what happened to my words. It’s like they got trapped inside.
It’s like you got trapped inside.
I stand at the bottom of the basement stairs, afraid to step onto the floor. This is where the memory is. The one I buried to keep myself safe.
The one the house wants me to find.
Once upon a time, I dreamed of impossible things. I dreamed you went to lunch with me and laughed. You stood on the sideline of my soccer game and cheered. You sat at a dinner table and drank soda. You raked leaves into piles and jumped. You baked a giant cupcake for my birthday. You braided my hair. You only slept at night. And when you looked at me, you knew I was there. And that’s what made it impossible.
I remember the apartment building, the smell of cabbage, of fear when I called 911, but I guess even words know when to hide.
The police found me using GPS. Then Nana and Grandpa showed up to take me home, and you went back to rehab. This time you were gone longer, and Nana and Grandpa whispered like I couldn’t hear. They talked of when you might get out, how they didn’t want you at the house, how they didn’t want you to see me. There was something wrong with me. Something no one could see. I went to doctors. I went to therapists. I went to psychiatrists. I took pills to fix all the things that weren’t broken.
But at the same time, they were.
One of these broken things was a birthday. I can’t remember which one, but we planned to walk across the street to the variety store. We were going to sit at one of the window booths. The one in the corner. It was our favorite because it didn’t have a view of the house. Here, we could pretend.
“Stop it,” I tell myself.
But I also remember how you were going to cut my cupcake into quarters, and I was going to place my napkin on my lap, just like we saw the rich people do in that movie we watched under a blanket, snuggled together on the couch.
“Stop.”
But the memory keeps rolling, and in it I hear someone knocking on the door. I see the apples in hand. I hear you laugh from the other room, your laughter like bubbles before they pop. I climbed the counter and got my cupcake. The candle was in it, but I didn’t grab the matches. If I burned down the house, I wouldn’t know who I was.
Wouldn’t know who I am.
And I’m not making sense. I’m confusing the past with the present. This is what happens when you’re stuck in your own trauma narrative. When you’re stuck watching yourself watch yourself. And it hurts. My heart hurts.
And I’m done.
I turn to walk back up the steps, but then—
You visited.
I stop and look into the darkness, and the darkness looks back.
You wore a beautiful dress, it says. Pink with white lace. You took off your flats so they wouldn’t get ruined. You stood barefoot on my floor.
“My feet were so cold,” I tell it, turning back.
You were safe here.
“I was never safe here.”
You visited me.
“I was so fucking scared.”
You buried things so I wouldn’t feel alone.
I look down. My hands look too bright in the darkness.
I picture the little doll in them. Her pants are green, her shirt red, her shoes yellow like the traffic light.
You left a part of yourself.
My heart skips a beat. My skin breaks out in goose bumps.
Find her.
I open my empty hands and lean forward to search the darkness. “This is impossible.”
Still, I can feel her. Her silent voice speaks to the things inside. These things make me feel too young and too old, too empty and too full.
These things watch as I walk into the darkness.






ROOM
I was still that kid except everything felt amplified,
everything hurt. Not like a cut but like road rash.
Time had frozen. I felt too young, too old,
too tall and too short, too distorted and undefined.
I stood looking into your room. Not the one in the house,
or the one above the garage, but the one from when
you were my age.
The near-empty room seemed sad, and I thought
it was waiting for you to come back, fill its walls
with music, lie on its bed and dream of a future.
And I wanted to hug the room,
but I just couldn’t get my arms around it.






DOOR
I loved the grocery store, so when Nana
asked me to go, I said yes.
I loved Nana, so when she parked
outside a strange brick building and
asked me to go inside, I said sure.
I trusted Nana, so when she said
this doctor was different, I let her
grab my hand and lead me through a door
too heavy to open.






MARY
The doctor’s name was Mary,
she was small and wiry
with dark hair and light eyes.
(like me)
And I thought Mary
was full of shit.
(kind of like me)
But I thought all doctors
were full of shit
giving me meds
giving me tests
giving others tests
to measure damage
ask hard questions
tell me how to breathe
when all I’d ever needed
was air.
(so)
I thought Mary was full of shit until
she handed me a journal and pen and told me
the words were stuck inside.






CHICKEN SOUP
“You have to tell your story,” Mary said. “Picture it like
chicken soup. Normally, it’s good for you, right?”
I had no idea what she was talking about.

“You are the pot holding this soup, except
your soup has too many ingredients.”
I didn’t even like chicken soup.

“And when you look at the ingredients,
it doesn’t feel like they belong in your pot
of soup.”
Mary leaned forward.


I leaned back.





“Sometimes the ingredients make harsh sounds,
have shadowy shapes, painful textures, and you
don’t know how to fish them out of the you-pot.
This journal—”
Mary tapped the blank book.


“This journal is an enormous spoon
you can only hold if you tell your story.
It’s the only way to fish out the things
that don’t belong.”
And I got it.


I wanted that fucking spoon.








NARRATIVE 1
I was supposed to write the facts,
but I didn’t have the facts.
I just had feelings and shapes,
thick shadows pressed into memories.
But Mary wanted
who,


what,


where,


when I didn’t remember.








WHO
Seth
Jesus
Kittens
Shadow People
Missymelody
Girlwitheyeslikethesun
me






MEMORY: YOU
I remembered the first time you came home,
you sat outside, awake at the picnic table.
You weren’t doing anything. Just sitting there,
leaning forward, listening
to nothing and everything.
When Grandpa got his new hearing aids,
the doctor said his ears would have to remember
the sounds he used to hear. This wasn’t easy.
Sometimes he got frustrated, and I wondered
if Sleeping Beauty felt this way when she woke.
I wondered if she heard a small voice calling
Mother!   Mama!   Mommy!






YOU
The Sleeper.
Her Sleeperness.
Princess Sleepy.
Sleeper the Grouch.
Sleeper Claus.
Sleeper Bunny.
Cindersleeper.
Mothersleeper.
Mom.






WHAT
lost and found
planted kittens
oak lap
Jesus
the room down the hall is dark
the room down the hall is quiet
the room down the hall has eyes
earthworms are lonely
bunny is inside out
fur doesn’t fit
shovel
frying pan
empty glass
opioids.






SPEAK
(“Mom!”)
(“Mommy!”)
(“Mama!”)
(“Wakeupwakeupwakeup!”)
(“Wakeupwakeup!”)
(“Wakeup!”)
“911. Where is your emergency?”
But when I opened my mouth,
the sound came out
sleeping.






MEMORY: MIRROR
I remember you sitting like a crack
in Nana and Grandpa’s driveway.
You weren’t doing anything. Just sitting there,
legs pretzeled underneath, fingers spring-loaded against gravel.
The sun was setting, the window was becoming a mirror.
Your hair was dark like mine, melting into the night.
Your skin was pale like mine, escaping into the moon.
And even though I knew it was coming, I wasn’t ready
for when the Sleeper disappeared and reappeared,
reflected in the window’s glass as me.






NO ONE SEES
the kitchen
the basement
the bedroom
the window
the light
the house
me






MEMORY: UNTOUCHED
I remembered sitting in the living room, legs curled under me,
my side pressed safely into Grandpa’s recliner, watching you
at the kitchen table, your fingers touching an untouched glass of milk.
And I remembered feeling like I was the house
hiding on a busy corner, perched too close to the road,
skin peeling red under brown under white,
my yard salt in winter, dirt in summer.
I closed my eyes so I wouldn’t be alone.
I opened them and the road looked back,
leading from the couch to an empty kitchen chair
and an untouched glass of milk.






WHEN
birth
death
sleep
wake
now
then
before
after
next
once upon a time






MARY SAYS,
“Your words are magic, but
the next spell is harder than the first.”
“Instead of a pot of soup,
you’re a scrapbook filled with
who    what    when    where.”
“Flip your pages,
remember the moments,
record what you see.”






AND THEN I ASKED MARY
“How can I be a scrapbook
when I haven’t even found
my fucking spoon?”






FADED
my mother was
a glass of milk
the couch was an oak lap
where I read
America was
a bag of chips
Jesus was the dirt
in my basement
I was a gurney
weighed down by
earthworms
my mouth
bleeding
words
mommommymama
wakeupwakeupwakeupwakeup
you braided my hair
forgot I was sitting there,
flushed and the water ran
into a glass filled with
get the fuck away
why are you
still. Fucking. Here.
You’re nothing
but a little slut.
You’re nothing
but a goddamn mistake.
and you were dead
you were dead
dead
but still breathing.






MEMORY: BLUE
I remembered watching out the window
as you climbed into Grandpa’s truck.
It rolled back over sleeping cracks, back
into the road, and then forward, disappearing
behind the trees.
I found Nana in the kitchen, also watching
out the window, safe behind glass.
She didn’t look, but she knew
I was there because she smiled, asked
if I was hungry, and handed me
a red, white, and blue bag.
I opened the chips and became
a tangy cloud in endless blue.
Blue uniform.    Blue blanket.    Blue hands.
Blue face.        Blue Seth.


I was the only thing
that wasn’t blue.






THEN MARY SAID,
“For this step, you need to place the you-pot
on the stove, turn the burner all the way up,
rip the photos out of the scrapbook, and
add them to the soup.”
I opened my mouth, and she held up her hand.
“And I know what you’re going to say:
How can I be a me-pot and scrapbook when
I haven’t even found my fucking spoon?”
I smiled. I couldn’t help it.
Mary used swears like fine china,
which made this a special occasion.
“This is the spell to conjure that spoon,
but to cast it you must drag the past into the present,
and that is going to suck.”
My heart hammered in my chest.
“You once told me you were good at hiding.
Well, that skill will come in handy.”
I knew what she was going to say,
but I didn’t want her to say it.
“This memory is most like you, Penny.
It’s the one that knows when and where to hide.
It’s the one that avoids the light. The one
that doesn’t want to be seen.”






MEMORY: GRANDPA’S POCKET
I remembered sitting in Nana’s favorite chair—
the one in the corner that looked like it had wings.
You were on the couch staring at yourself,
at the photo on the mantel, an untouched glass of milk
wearing a pink dress held up by delicate straps,
attached to a fitted bodice water-falling pink petals
onto the ground, ready for prom.
I said, “When I was a little girl,
I thought you were Sleeping Beauty.”
I said, “When I was a little girl,
I was too stupid not to believe in fairy tales.”
And you said, “When I was a little girl,
so was I.”
And Nana said, “We all were.”
But Grandpa said nothing.
He just kept reaching into his pocket
for you,

for me,

for Nana,

for himself.

And I remembered thinking, only Grandpa
could fit so many handkerchiefs
into a single pocket.






TRAUMA NARRATIVE
The room down the hall was dark.
The room down the hall was quiet.
The room down the hall had eyes,
closed but not sleeping.
I was the traffic light outside
blinking green-yellow-red
onto your eyes unblinking,
unseeing of your
little bitch
little slut
little girl.
I held a phone.
My fingers looked too small,
the numbers too big
and I couldn’t read
the letters that meant
HELP.
Help Mommy.
Help the fucking house.
It was alone.
It was peeling.
And its halls were raw
from the sound of its roof
crashing into its
basement,
crashing into
you.
I beat your face
with small fists
but your shades were broken
and your windows
couldn’t see the traffic light.
It blinked red-green-yellow
over eyes that looked
but didn’t see
me
beating a bushel of apples
filled with too much
poison.
I hated the fucking apples.
I hated the naked windows.
I hated that my fists
were too small
to help.
They were tiny droplets
raining against your chest.
Tiny droplets
filling a glass you couldn’t drink.
Tiny droplets
with tiny fingers
belonging to a tiny body
with a tiny mouth
too small to ask
for
HELP.
I was a house
no one saw.
I was a house
crushing
my mother’s chest.
I was a house
crushing the bushel of apples
and turning them into
oxygenated
magic
blinking over eyes unseeing,
a mouth opening to take in air,
a chest rising and falling
a mother still alive
helpless
under skin sleeping and pale
as your small kitten
curled to sleep
beside you.






AND THEN MARY SAID,
Nothing.
She just cried
and held me
close.






BURIED
After this, I thought a lot about
the things I’d buried.
I missed the little doll.



“LITTLE DOLL!” I call out, but my voice gets eaten by the darkness.
The basement floor is cold and damp against my knees. My fingers are raw from digging. I don’t know how many holes I’ve dug. I can’t remember where I left her. Near the furnace? Under the stairs?
“Little Doll!”
I say the words, but all I hear is you.
You moved into what Nana and Grandpa called an apartment but was really a room they paid for in a halfway house that cost more than what your government insurance would cover. Nana got a part-time job in the school cafeteria, and Grandpa opened an online shop to sell his birdhouses and carvings, but only after I agreed to run it.
It hurts to think how hard they tried.
It hurts to think it didn’t matter.
“Little Doll,” I say, this time barely a whisper.
I can still feel her. She’s like a weight pulling on the corners of my mind. But there are other things, too. The kitten, the rabbit, the lonely earthworms, the crumbs—I look down at my hands in the darkness and wonder how many of these things I’ve unearthed. I picture small bones scattered around me like a chaotic maze, and the more I think about it the more I think the house was right. This was never your fairy tale; it was mine. But instead of getting lost in the woods, I’m lost in this house.
Lost in myself.
Find her, the darkness says.
“I can’t,” I say, my voice raw. “I’ve buried too much.”
Still, I crawl forward. My fingertips sting with each hand fall. None of this was my fault. I shouldn’t have to work this hard to find myself. I shouldn’t have to hurt this much to find my way out.
I dig my fingers into the floor. I dig like I’m trying to hurt the house. “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t—”
Light hits my hands, unblinking and green, impossible. I look up at the basement window and remember the girl with the outstretched arms. I remember how she wanted to escape, how she would have done anything for that light.
And the darkness says, I always did love your light.
My light?
I breathe in and look down, then move my hands. The green light makes the floor seem darker, almost black. Is this where she is, buried under all that darkness?
I look behind me and—shit. I’m too deep in the basement to see the light from the stairs. I’ve gone too far to—no, there, I can just make out the path of my feet. The one I made dragging them from spot to spot, digging into myself to find myself.
I touch the cold dirt in front of my knees, but instead of light coming from outside, it looks like it’s coming from me.
I once lived a dream of impossible things. I once was the labyrinth that is you, the labyrinth that is the house, the labyrinth that is me.
I look down at the solid packed earth and continue to dig.






IMPOSSIBLE THINGS: TAKE 3
We were just a mother and daughter sitting
at a fast food restaurant eating fries and talking
about the day. You thought it was going to rain,
and I thought it would clear up.
The future looked different. You looked different.
There was something about you that wasn’t quite right.
Like you were Peter Pan and had sent your shadow
someplace other than behind you.
I was going into my freshman year of high school,
and you were trying to stay awake. You told me
it was hard for you, but what you didn’t tell me
was even harder.
You didn’t plan to come home. You didn’t plan
to be a mom. You didn’t want to stay awake.
Not completely. Because there was a part of you now
that would always be sleeping. Maybe this was where
your shadow went.






AND
I missed you.
So much.
Even though you were sitting right there.






TRYOUTS
I was standing on the porch, a duffel at my feet.
I was wearing flip-flops and shorts,
a blue tee shirt you gave me that had
the image of muddy cleats, a soccer ball,
and the words, Play like a girl.
Nana and Grandpa drove you over to see me off.
You stood behind me in the driveway. The sun
was shining, but I still couldn’t see your shadow.
Valerie’s mom pulled up, the minivan door
zipped open, and my friend smiled and scooted over.
I tossed in my bag, and you said, “Little Doll,
you’ve got this.”
But I didn’t know what “got this” looked like.
I just knew you were awake and here, so I watched
until you grew smaller, but when I waved
it was too late for you to wave back.






GOOD ENOUGH?
Valerie’s mom pulled up
to the high school soccer field.
We grabbed our bags and stepped
onto a field where there were
too many people—at least thirty girls
gearing up and chatting, and Valerie said,
“We’ve got this.”
Got this. I still wasn’t sure.
Valerie and I walked behind the fence
and crossed the field, my sport sandals
thuck-thucking against my heels while
damp grass collected between my toes.
I sat and pulled out shin guards, socks, cleats,
mouth guard, water, and then I grabbed my doubt
and stuffed it into my bag. Still, I couldn’t stop
the voice in my head that was wondering
if I’d be seen.






SPEAK II
I was handed a book on the first day of school.
It was about a girl who couldn’t speak.
The girl was a house no one could see,
and her voice was stuck inside.
Her voice had been trapped
by a prince who thought girls
needed to be cursed to be saved.
The girl went through hell,
but when she finally found her voice
I thought, I am also fifteen.
I am also a freshman in high school.
I also forgot how to speak.
I can also find my voice.
And I did.






SEASONS
Fall
I read a book
and realized I wasn’t
alone.
Winter
I joined a club
and realized I had
a voice.
Spring
I played lacrosse
and realized I was
a badass.
Summer
I heard you speak
and call me
Little Doll.
And I couldn’t believe
you were still awake.






VARSITY
The next season, Coach summoned me to her
sidelines court, her throne a wooden bench
held together by metal bolts and metal arms.
She smiled, set her clipboard down, and leaned forward,
elbows on her thighs, hands dangling,
she said,
There’s something in you that fights


harder        longer        stronger


than others.


(pause)


And I think the something in you


is similar to the something in me.


I looked at my coach, her blue eyes,


melting        freezing        flowing


and I saw me in her, her in me, as she said,


Welcome to Varsity.








FIRST VARSITY GAME
I waited through warm-ups.
I waited though halftime.
I waited into overtime.
I waited through dinner.
I waited through sunset.
I waited into darkness.
But you
did not
show
up.






WHY?
be a mom
eat apples
forget me
forget yourself
miss parent/teacher conferences
celebrate my birthday
leave the door open
lose your job
make me a giant cupcake
snuggle under a blanket
call me slut
call me bitch
call me little doll
try recovery
come home
pretend
leave






GONE
You left me a letter
but it didn’t mean
you were sorry.






THE LINOLEUM GRIEVES
Your letter was poetry that didn’t
make sense. You said weakness was a disease
living in your bones, bending to walk,
bending to take you to a different place.
I hated you for letting me down,
except you didn’t really let me down—
you let me bleed out,
gory and abraded on a kitchen floor,
a warrior grieving on a linoleum battlefield,
my bones bending, fetal and vulnerable
inside an empty memory of us.






SORRY
You carried me
in a sleeping womb
and I was born to night
fighting stars
behind clouds drifting
through white
Sleeper
skin.
You brought me into a world
of green-yellow-red
Wait …
Stop.
Go!
You called me little bitch, little slut, and I wanted you to say you were sorry,
but never in a million years did I want you to write,
I’m sorry I’m alive,
Penelope.






RETURN TO SENDER
I wrote you letters,
mailed them to every address we’d ever had,
but they came back.
Return to Sender was
a needle in a bruised arm,
a mind left empty,
a cat trapped behind
hungry ribs.
Return to Sender was
pain
need
love
release
hunger
It had
no rhyme
no reason
no return address
but mine.



MY FACE is wet, my eyes raw from wiping it with dirty hands. I have no idea how long I’ve been crying. I have no idea how long I’ve been digging. My fingers hurt. My knees hurt.
My heart hurts.
Because you were sorry. Sorry to be alive.
The thing in my hands feels heavy. Maybe because she’s covered in dirt. Maybe because I left her when I should have saved her, saved myself. I rub a finger over her shirt, wonder if it’s still red, then stop. Dirt falls away and rolls down my legs.
I tell her, “I’m sorry.”
But she doesn’t respond.
I run a finger over where I think her mouth should be. More dirt falls away. “Please say something.”
I shift her to my other hand, then roll her between both hands. Dirt rains onto the floor. Maybe she’s afraid. Maybe she needs—I turn and walk to the bottom of the stairs. The rectangle of light shines onto the eighth step and stops.
This is where she needs to be.
I climb until my feet enter the light, then the light grows like a sunrise up my legs. I blink at the kitchen’s sudden brightness. The basement has let go, but the darkness is still here. It stands beside me as I look down the hall to your room. I expect it to speak, but it remains still. Like the house, my feet. The little doll.
She sleeps in my hand as I walk to the fridge, but just in case she’s pretending, I hold her so she can see my drawing, see the girl reaching for the light.
“Please wake up,” I beg.
I slap my hand against the fridge. Something tips and rolls. I don’t have to look to know it’s a ceramic cookie jar shaped like a horse. And even though I’m not looking, I can feel it fall, right before the horse head crashes into the linoleum and shatters. Then my drawing comes loose. One of its corners reaches for the floor.
911. Where is your emergency?
There are magnets.
Can you please describe what is happening?
These magnets spell words.
H BDAY
LUV LIL DOL
I reach out and touch the U.
You once ate the air in this house. You ate so much that there wasn’t any left. And that’s how I feel right now.
H BDAY
LUV LIL DOL
You did this for me. This is what I wanted. Because a mom would wish her daughter happy birthday. A mom would light a candle, put it in a cupcake, and sing the words Dear Penny. And even though you didn’t make me a cupcake or sing me a song, you remembered.
You remembered.
I wrap my arms around my body and hug it to keep my furniture inside. I wonder what’s left. Maybe a broken chair with a charred leg, a half-full gallon of milk. Maybe some lonely earthworms, a threadbare couch. Because you were awake and now you’re—
911. Where is your emergency?
Fear tastes like iron and smells like an extinguished match. Fear looks like memories leaking from the foundation of a house no one sees. Fear is the sound of words turned to screams as I run through myself to get to you.






DRIVER’S SEAT
Right hand at two o’clock, left at eleven
I sat behind the wheel of Grandpa’s truck.
Grandpa watched me watch
the red light turn green, but
there was a house on the corner
and I could see its skin and muscle,
old siding under green paint peeling
onto a summer tundra yard,
its roof a shredded tarp of blue nylon hair.
The light turned green and


I took my foot off the brake,


released the clutch and pressed


down on the gas, right hand


at two o’clock, left at eleven,


happy the house


looked nothing


like me.








SIDELINES BOY
You missed another game,
but there were still three fans.
(maybe)
Nana was wearing a giant floppy hat,
and Grandpa was wearing sunglasses
that fit over his eyeglasses and took up
his entire face. They were the most
embarrassing best fans ever.
But there was another.
A boy. He had red hair and nice shoulders,
and he removed his normal-sized sunglasses
to squint in my direction before talking and laughing
with one of his friends, and something about him
made the crowd feel less empty.






MY JOB
I worked at a bookstore,
its floors old and slanted,
all the stories running to the same wall
and pooling into a lake of words
that somehow made sense.
Before we opened at 9:00,
one of the owners handed me flotation
and I drifted up and down the aisles,
my hands diving between books
that parted like water molecules as I
scooped cups of hydrogen and oxygen
and passed them to thirsty customers.






ACROSS-THE-ROOM BOY
The boy with the red hair and nice shoulders
was in my calculus class. I sat three rows in and
four seats back. He sat five rows in and four
seats back. I thought he looked at me.






LUNCHROOM BOY
The boy with the red hair and nice shoulders
was in the lunchroom. He sat six tables over
and closer to the windows. He sat with juniors
that seemed different from others. They were
all shapes and sizes and colors, all varying
textures of clique. He made me feel
warm and cold, heavy and light,
but mostly light because
Valerie thought
he was looking
at me.






SHOULD I …
look back
smile
look away
laugh
hide
Will he …
approach
talk
smile
laugh
hurt
Do I …
ignore
pretend
open
close
try






SUBS
I was in the cookbook aisle when I spotted you
walking toward me, smiling. Instinct told me
to check behind you, to look for your shadow,
but it was just you—a person disguised
as my mother.
“How are you doing, Little Doll?”
You shifted from one foot
to the other, rubbed the backs
of your arms and asked me
if I was cold.
I told you no, but I didn’t tell you
it was because I was wearing a sweater
and you were only wearing a shirt.
I asked where you were living,
and you said, “Oh, you know.”
I asked when you were coming home,
and you said, “Oh, you know.”
You asked if I wanted lunch,
and a pocket of warmth kindled inside
when I told you my break was in an hour.
You smiled, said you’d have to borrow
some money.
You said you would buy a coffee,
hold a booth while you waited, and
this was a good idea since there was
never enough room at lunch.
I gave you a twenty, told you
I’d be there at 12:30, and you said,
“Thanks, Little Doll.”
At 12:30, I forgot my jacket and rushed
next door. The bell jingled as I swept
in with the cold, eyes searching
for dark hair and eyes like mine, but
the booths were full of everyone
but you.






HALLWAY BOY
The boy with the red hair and nice shoulders
passed me in the hall. His nice shoulder
brushed my average shoulder and I didn’t flinch
because his smile was soft and warm and directed
at me until it was gone.
And I wished my remote had a rewind,
so I could smile back.






AT-MY-LOCKER BOY
The boy with the red hair and nice shoulders
had nice eyes. They were green and blue
planets with yellow halos around black cores.
When he smiled the universe closed around
the planets, and stars entered his atmosphere.
But he was standing at my locker and his mouth was moving
and he was saying things in a language I didn’t understand
until my friend Alison hit the back of my head and I became
a smiling robot programmed to act normal.






WITHDRAWAL
I was in the children’s aisle when I spotted you
walking toward me, smiling. I glanced behind
and still, just you.
“How are you doing, Little Doll?”
You shuffled and sniffled and looked
sleepy, but for once you didn’t pretend.
You just said,
“I could use some help.”
Then you asked,
“Do you have any cash?”
And when I told you no,
you just walked away.






STANDING-IN-MY- DRIVEWAY BOY
The boy with the red hair and nice shoulders
was standing in my driveway talking to Grandpa.
Grandpa was a foot shorter than an average
doorframe, and the boy with the nice shoulders
was two inches taller than Grandpa, who was
standing beside a red muscle car.
White stripes ran over its hood and roof, down to
the rear bumper. The boy and Grandpa moved closer
to the red car and opened its chest to looks at its heart
and lungs and kidneys. I stood safe behind glass
and watched Nana bring them iced tea and
the cookies we baked the day before. The boy with
the red hair and nice shoulders glanced
at the house before accepting the cookies,
and I stepped back from the window. A normal
girl would have butterflies hiving in her tummy
as she walked through the kitchen, out the door,
and into the yard. A normal girl wouldn’t move
like she was afraid of the dark, hands outstretched,
balance off. She wouldn’t distance herself from
the boy who smiled and offered his cookie to her.






PIZZA
The boy with the red hair and nice shoulders
opened the door of his red car and I got in. He
drove to the pizza place in town where he
opened my door and smiled.
His name was Lance. His parents called him Sir Lance
because they had a thing for medieval festivals,
and his mother was an excellent sword fighter.
I told him you used to hold a sword,
but you’d stopped fighting, even for me.
The boy with the red hair and nice shoulders got quiet
and studied his hands. One of them twitched, then moved
across the table until his skin neared my skin, his hand larger,
stronger, with small bursts of red-blond fur where his joints
bent to rest a single finger on top of my hand, on top of a blue vein
that pulsed as he said, “You’d be dangerous with a broadsword.”
And I couldn’t remember a time
pizza had ever tasted


              so good.









STILL-AROUND- AFTER-A-WEEK BOY
Lance held the shopping basket
I filled with    snacks
mittens        envelopes        pens
notebook    pink and black backpack.
He didn’t ask any questions, he just
held the shopping basket and hummed,
the backpack slung over his shoulder.
I tossed the bags in the back of Lance’s
car, and he told me he’d forgotten something
inside. While waiting, I grabbed the envelopes
and started addressing them
to myself.
Lance came back and added a stuffed animal
to one of the bags.
It was an orange cat.






GOODNIGHT BOY
The boy with the red hair and nice shoulders
sat next to me on my front steps. His leg
was dangerously close to mine, and I could sense
his breathing, his heartbeat, his uncertainty,
all through the fabric of my jeans.
When he turned to speak, his leg came close to my leg,
and the almost-touching spot began to smoke.
He said,
“I always feel like you want me sitting here.
As much as you wish I was someplace else.”
When he stopped speaking, his leg was actually pressed against mine, and our point of contact burst into flames.
Then he said,
“Shit. I don’t know how to do this.
I don’t know how to show you


I’m better here than someplace else.”
And even though I felt the same,
I didn’t know how to tell the boy
with the red hair and nice shoulders that
once upon a time I smelled like piss.
Once upon a time, my fur didn’t fit.
Once upon a time, I hit my mother
because I thought she was dead.
And there was all this silence I didn’t know how to fill,
but then he asked:
“Are you okay?
Is this okay?”


I wanted to tell him yes, but he was closer
and the fire had become an inferno
burning up my lungs because his lips were night air
moving softly, the temperature just right as he paused to rest
his forehead against mine.
I guess I surprised us both when I said,
“I don’t want you
to be anywhere else


but here.”











BACKPACK PROGRAM
I was by the newspapers when I spotted you
walking toward me, your jack-o’-lantern smile
carved and ready to light.
And you weren’t alone. You’d brought a shadow
that walked in front instead of behind you.
I’d once seen a video of these Japanese drummers.
They had this one drum the size of a small planet,
and when they hit it the whole universe
got trapped inside my chest.
This is how I felt when I scooted behind the counter,
then met you in the card section, careful to avoid your shadow.
You didn’t look like my mom. Your mask
was too big for your face and there were angry sores
on the hands that grabbed the backpack filled with
snacks        mittens        pens        paper
envelopes addressed to me.
You were confused when I told you
it was magic.
You were disappointed when I told you
it could be exchanged tomorrow.
You left when I told you
it was all I had.






TIME CAPSULE
I sat at the kitchen table with my open journal,
staring at my once upon a time, staring
until the words had fewer vowels,
staring until Grandpa appeared with a box.
He placed it on the table, then opened it
like a time capsule, pulling out artifacts,
telling the story of a girl who once escaped
the impossible.
There were pictures she drew,
notices for special meetings,
detention slips and awards,
pamphlets on addiction,
lists of phone numbers,
all framed by Grandpa’s
thick slanted cursive.
I looked through these artifacts
trying to connect plot to character,
then got overwhelmed by
the mountains she had to climb
the swamps she had to wade
the rivers she had to forge
the monsters she had to slay.
And Grandpa asked,
“What do you see?”


I said,


“A mess.”


He laughed, then said,
“A very special mess.”


I said,


“It’s still a mess.”


He asked,

“But what do you see?”


I said,


“A mirror.”


He asked,

“And what does it show you?”


And I answered,

“Me.”








LOVING WORDS
I looked up from the cash register and saw you,
a scarecrow standing in the romance aisle
wearing a princess wig.
I said,
“I have a boyfriend.”
You said,
“Don’t get knocked up.”
Then you turned edgewise
and disappeared.
And I wondered
if you were ever
really there.






DISAPPEARING
I’ll never forget the day you disappeared, the day you became
one of the shadows. I didn’t want to admit it was coming.
I didn’t want to admit a person’s shadow could change.
But it can.
It’s funny to see a shadow shift. It’s not like Peter Pan.
His shadow could leave and come back.
Your shadow could not.
I don’t remember when yours started to shift.
Maybe it was always shifting, and I just slowed the process.
It started as a reflection of your light walking behind,
mirroring your ever move before it shifted
to walk beside you, watching
to see if you'd notice.
Sometimes you did, and you’d push it back,
but it always managed to keep up.
Until the day it took the lead.



The day I saw your shadow walking in the light was the day
my heart broke into a million pieces. This was the day I knew
you were gone. The day you came into the bookstore, told me
don’t get knocked up, and I felt like a mistake,
shattered on the bookstore floor, lost in its carpet pile,
waiting to be vacuumed up.
I sat and cried until the bookstore owner
turned the open sign to be right back,
and we became a yellow traffic light.
She sat with me, but didn’t try to talk,
didn’t try to lie. She just sat,
a box of tissues between us,
safe between walls of books.



I STAND in the doorway to your room. I look at you and see me. I look and see—
Help.
You disappeared, but you were still here—you are still here.
I look down at the little doll. Look at her traffic-light colors, faded yet bright. And I hear her voice, not from my hand but from me.
“Help.”
I turn to the bookshelf and trade the little doll for my phone. My hand shakes as I press the three numbers that will bring help. Then a voice on the other end says, “911. Where is your emergency?”
Are you really there?
“911. Where is your emergency?”
Maybe?
“Hello? This is 911. Where is your emergency?”
Say it.
“I’m in my house,” I whisper-shout. “My mother won’t wake.”



ICR # 20-39921
Digital Statement 911 Call
OXTOWN COUNTY SHERIFF’S OFFICE



TRANSCRIPT OF 911 CALL FOR SERVICE
OCTOBER: 12:43:32 A.M.
HS: Hillary Sandborn, OCSO Dispatcher
PR: Penelope Ross (Minor)
HS: 911. Where is your emergency?
PR:
HS: Hello? This is 911. Where is your emergency?
PR: I’m in my house. My mother won’t wake.
HS: Okay. Will you please tell me your name?
PR: Penelope. Penelope Ross.
HS: Penelope, are you alone?
PR: I think so?
HS: Penelope, can you please describe what is happening?
PR: My mother. There are pills. She took them.
HS: How old are you, Penelope?
PR: Sixteen.
HS: Penelope, can you—
PR: I went to the fair tonight.
HS: Can you give me your physical address?
PR: I’m in the doorway.
HS: Penelope, where are you right now?
PR: You can’t see me from the road.
HS: Are you at a residence?
PR: There’s a light on. Inside.
HS: Penelope, what do you see outside?
PR: There’s a traffic light. And a variety store. It has a porch.
HS: What’s the name of the variety store?
PR: I’m at 32 Miller.
HS: Okay, Penelope. Can you tell if your mother is breathing?
PR: I don’t know.
HS: Penelope?
PR: She won’t wake up.
HS: Penelope, is your mother bleeding? Can you see any visible signs of injury?
PR: 
HS: Penelope?
PR: I don’t think so.
HS: Does your mother have preexisting conditions like diabetes or a heart issue?
PR: I don’t know. I don’t live with her.
HS: Does she take medication?
PR: It’s not prescribed.
HS: Are there any medication containers near her?
PR: There is. But just one.
HS: Is there a label?
PR: Maybe.
HS: Are you near your mother now?
PR: It didn’t have words. What do you think she—I can’t—Are you really there?
HS: Okay, okay, Penelope, I’m here.
PR: She’s just—
HS: Did you touch the bottle or anything around your mother?
PR: 
HS: Penelope?
PR: No.
HS: Okay, now listen. I know this isn’t an easy request, but please do not touch anything.
PR: Why?
HS: I’m sending help now.
PR: She’s not—I don’t know if—Are you really there?
HS: Yes, Penelope, I’m here. And I’ve got people coming.
PR: When?
HS: They’re on the way now.
PR: How long?
HS: Well, maybe—
PR: I went to the basement.
HS: Listen, Penelope. I think you should wait outside. Is there a place where—
PR: My hands are bleeding.
HS: Honey, listen to me. You—
PR: I found myself.
HS: Penelope, I need you to listen.
PR: 
HS: Penelope, I’m going to need you to stay on the line.
PR: 
HS: Penelope?
(Call ended: 12:45:22 A.M.)



THE TOMB is here. Take a right out of the kitchen, walk down the hall, third door on the left.
911. Where is your emergency?
“My mother is dead.”
That’s what I should have said, but it was never part of the fairy tale. If this was a fairy tale, I wouldn’t have made the call.
Too late.
Got to the house.
Too late.
I look at you, but I know you’re not there. I look at you and see me. I look at you and remember the illusion, remember your text, remember walking. How long ago was that?
An hour?
A lifetime?
I look at your white legs.
I look at your blue knees.
I look at the pill bottle on the nightstand.
I look at you.
I look at you and think you loved me. I look at you and think I love you. I shake you, beat you, drown you in tap water, my voice gushing:
“Mom!”
“Mama!”
“Mommy!”
This is where they find me. Holding you. Using my words. And there are hands. So many hands. They fall on you, on me. They lead me out of the room and into the kitchen. And I’m screaming, telling them I’m the house, telling them to get the fuck out. Telling them they can’t
fucking

see me.


I scream until my voice is no longer mine. I scream until I’m pulled into a hug, held by a stranger who’s not a stranger, and I’m cradled like it’s the end of the world.
I recognize Jesus. He’s older, but he’s still Jesus. He releases me and nods. A woman takes his place rolling the gurney. She thinks his name is Bud. They talk in code about you, about the dimensions of your deadness, then the woman touches my shoulder before fading around the corner and into me.
Jesus-Bud’s beard is gray, and the cross on his back looks heavier than before.
I say, “You’re older.”
He says, “Don’t remind me.”
But I remember.
He shared a bag of salt and vinegar chips with a little girl who buried too much. I expect him to pull out food, but instead he pulls a little wooden doll from his pocket. Her pants are green, her shirt red, her shoes yellow, and her hair is black like mine.
Jesus-Bud holds her out. “Did you make this?”
I shrug.
Then he sees my hands. “Whoa, what happened here?”
He sets the little doll on the counter, then gently reaches for one of my hands. He takes in the wrecked fingernails and hundred tiny cuts and gives me a look made of question marks.
“I buried myself,” I tell him.
He lets out a breath, and his question marks form a cloud around his head.
“Then I dug myself up.”
He nods but doesn’t speak as he trades my hands for a large black medical bag, which he sets on the counter next to the little doll. The bag’s zipper makes a weird sound. It’s probably the sound zippers always make, but tonight it sounds too loud. Jesus-Bud fishes inside the bag, sets some things on the counter, then rips open a small square packet and starts to clean my hands. The sting of the antiseptic feels good.
Jesus-Bud’s eyes are a clear blue. Starburst lines escape over his skin from their corners. And as I look into his eyes, I wonder, “How can you—” I stop. This is a stupid question. Of course he can see me. We’re in the house.
He wraps my hands, his movements confident and gentle.
“You’ve done this before,” I say.
“A few times,” he says, his words heavier than they should be.
Someone calls his name, and he makes a face. He quickly finishes taping my hands, then says, “A sheriff will be here soon, and I’ll check on you when I’m done.”
He disappears into another part of the house, and I’m not sure what to do. I look at the little doll, then grab an antiseptic wipe. I get most of the dirt off before I notice the small scratch on her head. It looks pretty deep, so I grab the bandaging stuff, cut off a small piece, and gently but confidently wrap her wound. Then I look down at her and say, “Thank you.”
For what? she asks.
“For letting me find you,” I say.
And the little doll seems to shine.
I pick her up and walk to the fridge. Your words are still there. I’m not sure what to do with them.
H BDAY
LUV LIL DOL
Did you know you were going to take too many pills?
Did you think I wouldn’t come back?
Does it matter?
I grab the magnet that spells U. It’s cold in my hand. Maybe because U is a funny letter. It’s a vowel that’s not usually seen—a vowel that’s mostly silent. Like the other letters feel they can steal its U-ness. I squeeze the U until it starts to feel warm, then open my hand and realize the U is green.
Go!
I walk to the door and grip the doorknob. There’s an emergency vehicle in the driveway. Its lights confuse me because they’re stuck flashing red. But then I see blue.
A sheriff’s car pulls up in front of the house, but the sheriff does not get out. I picture this sheriff checking the GPS and thinking, I swear this is where they told me to go. Where’s the goddamn house?
I reach up and wave.
The sheriff’s car is joined by two others.
Their doors open, and one sheriff walks quickly toward the house while the others spread out. The sheriff is almost to the steps. I should open the door, but I’m afraid he won’t see me. I’m afraid—I twist the knob, step onto boards that used to be green, then stand in a square of light.
The sheriff is built like a bulldog. His handlebar mustache twitches when his eyes meet mine, then a blanket appears like magic. Like he grabbed it before he got out of the car. Like he saw me looking out.
“You the girl who called this in?” The sheriff drapes his blanket over my shoulders, then snugs it tight in front. “Is this your residence?”
I grab the blanket from the inside to keep it closed, and the warmth—the weight—I let his words sink in.
Then I look at the man who sees the girl.
I look at the man who also sees the house.
He asks again, “Are you the girl who called this in?”
I open my mouth, and my words bridge the space between us. “Yes. I’m Penelope Ross.”
He looks at me like he might recognize me.
“This used to be my house.”
“Are you okay?” he asks, but his question is too big. He seems to realize this because he changes it to, “Are you hurt?”
But this question also feels too big.
He reaches out like he wants to snug the blanket tighter, but his hands pause. They hover in the space between us with our words, then his mustache twitches as he offers a small smile. This smile touches his eyes, but not in the way I expect. Instead of softening them with laughter, it opens something deeper. Something inside the man that maybe other people don’t see.
Something like light.
My chest empties and my arms go limp. The blanket falls open and he catches it. But I’m not worried about the blanket, I’m worried about my legs. The bones inside feel like they’re melting, and my chest—I press a hand to it and try to breathe, but my lungs have collapsed into my heart.
Then the illusion shatters.
It’s not loud like I expect it to be. It’s more like being hit by a million silent rocks. My pieces crack and fall away, and when I look down I see myself reflected back. Not just sixteen- year-old me, but every me. Age four me and age eight me, age six and age thirteen me. Hopeful me and scared me, joyful and sad me.
A kaleidoscope of light.
Once upon a time, I thought I was a house no one could see, but I was never rotten boards or worn, skinny pillars. I was never rafters too sleepy to hold a leaking roof. I was never a door with a broken lock creaking into a hungry kitchen, or the sound of mice in walls—the sound of silence, of nothing.
Once upon a time, I walked into and through myself to get to myself, and now I see. I was never the house.
I was the light inside.




THE TOWER is a symbol of the labyrinth. When pulled from a tarot deck, the card’s intensity depends on the attitude of the individual, the difficulty of the journey dependent upon the labyrinth within the person who pulls it. Though, regardless of individual perspective, it is inevitable the Tower will fall away. Willing or unwilling, we each arrive at a critical juncture that leaves us open and vulnerable, the Tower gone, the dark confines of the past replaced by wilderness and light and a renewed sense of hope.
Like the Tower, this book is a symbol. Even though it is a work of fiction, that doesn’t make it any less real. So, dear reader, take care to protect your light. Then, when ready, let it shine.
Free of your Tower.
Fearsome and beautiful.
Uniquely magnificent.
Let. It. Shine.






HELP COMES IN MANY FORMS …
FOR SUBSTANCE ABUSE IN MAINE:
211 MAINE
Call, text, or visit 211 online. 211 is a free and confidential, connecting people of all ages to local services and is available 24 hours a day, seven days a week.
EYES OPEN FOR ME
eyesopenforme.org
MAINE RECOVERY HUB (FIND A RECOVERY COMMUNITY CENTER)
Call (207) 553-2575
FOR SUBSTANCE ABUSE IN THE U.S.:
SAMHSA NATIONAL HELPLINE
Call 1–800–662-HELP (4357)
NATIONAL REHAB HOTLINE
Call 1-866-210-1303
NATIONAL ASSOCIATION FOR CHILDREN OF ADDICTION (NACOA)
Call 1-301-468-0985
Email nacoa@nacoa.org
FOR CHILD ABUSE:
MAINE
For help call 211
To report call 1-800-452-1999
CHILDHELP (NATIONAL)
Call or text 1-800-422-4453
childhelphotline.org
FOR CRISIS SUPPORT:
MAINE CRISIS LINE
Call 1-888-568-1112
Text 711 (Maine relay)
NATIONAL SUICIDE PREVENTION AND CRISIS LIFELINE
Text 988 (National call or text)
NAMI FOR TEENS
Text 62640
Call 1–800–950-NAMI (6264)
Live chat at nami.org/Support-Education/NAMI-HelpLine/Teen-Young-Adult-HelpLine
THE TREVOR PROJECT
Text START to 678–678
Call 1-866-488-7386
NAMI HELPLINE (SERVICE FOR PEERS, LAW ENFORCEMENT, PROFESSIONALS, FRIENDS/FAMILY)
Call 1-800-464-5767 (press 1)
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