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​The Last Time She Forgot Me, I Saddled My Own Heart
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I

The last time she forgot me

the sky didn’t crack or announce it;

no flaming trumpet, no theater of thunder.

Just a teacup cooling on a windowsill,

a name that didn’t rise to the surface,

her gaze drifting past me like a leaf

that’s decided the river is easier than memory.

I stood there, a coat hung on a nail,

a winter kept for a future that never came.

Her voice, so careful with clouds and weather,

walked around the room, dusting the furniture of hours,

and never brushed my shoulder.

I learned how silence has its own spine.

You can lean on it the way you lean on a fence post

and feel the fence lean back with an old farmer’s patience.

I learned the difference between losing and lost:

one is a door you left open; the other is a door

that never knew your hand.

II

The last time she forgot me

I saddled the horse of my own chest.

Not a real horse, but the one you feel

when the ribs creak like stable boards

and the heart tosses its mane in the stall.

I named it Resolve, brushed its flanks

with the stiff bristle of a hard afternoon,

cinched the girth with a belt punched one notch tighter,

and pressed my face to its warm, unarguable neck.

Outside, a trail I’d never taken

uncoiled like handwriting I’d been meaning to read.

The gravel had opinions. The wind held its breath.

A sparrow shook off the last rumor of rain

and flew toward a phone line that divided yesterday from wheat.

I swung up and found balance the way you do

when you remember that you remembered once

how to trust your own knees.

III

Town fell behind with its wristwatches and bus stops,

its polite refusals dressed in Sunday shoes.

I passed the bakery that forgot my birthday on purpose,

the library stacks where dust made medals

for the veterans of unborrowed books,

the park bench that kept my posture a secret.

Then the river—restless saint, itinerant judge—

offered a bridge built of boards and small courage.

Every plank sounded like my name

and then refused to say it again.

That’s how bridges talk to men who are leaving.

I rode on, past the field where my father’s advice

is still a scarecrow in a borrowed shirt,

past the billboard selling happiness

with a smile that’s never cut onions,

past the silo of promises I’d stored for a drought

that turned out to be me.

IV

I told myself: Treat your heart like a frontier.

Carry a map that’s mostly blank

and a pencil that doesn’t judge mistakes.

When you come to a fork, speak to it,

ask it which way the wind owes money.

The road answered in ordinary syllables

—pothole, mile marker, ditch—

and I understood the gospel of small certainties.

If a fence has a hinge, it wants to open.

If a cloud has an underside, something will learn shade.

If a man has a pulse he’s not done with thunder.

So I loosed the reins and let Resolve choose,

and Resolve liked the long way, the way with the hill

that made my lungs remember the first time they cried.

V

Night rose like a lantern with no handle.

Coyotes stitched their signatures along the ridge.

Somewhere a porch light wagered on a returning truck.

I set a camp of breath and thought,

leaned back on the saddle of my chest,

counted the stars that didn’t need my counting.

The fire I made from regret burned blue;

the fire I made from acceptance burned steady.

I warmed my hands at both, understanding

that a man is a duet of flames,

one that licks, one that listens.

In the ash, I wrote her name once—

it looked like a shoreline the tide forgot.

I wrote mine—

it looked like a road that knew how to turn.

VI

Toward morning, a fog unrolled like gauze.

I entered it and emerged without a wound.

That’s what riding out does—

you pass through the bandage and find skin.

I found a creek that sounded like advice

from an aunt who never married,

honest, barn-scented, full of soap.

I washed my face in its arguments.

The water said: Be a verb.

The pebbles said: Begin where you bruise.

A heron—solemn as a letter delivered late—

lifted with the dignity of forgiveness

and I loved the sky just for making room.

VII

There is a chapel every traveler carries:

four knuckles, one palm, a thumb for a bell.

I opened mine and prayed

for the discipline to be unafraid of my own footsteps.

I prayed for the kindness to let absence be an address

instead of a sentence.

Then I prayed a reckless prayer—

that she would be happy and never think of me,

and that I would think of her and be happy anyway.

The pew of the saddle creaked amen.

VIII

Down from the ridge, a valley offered chores:

mend the wire, fix the latch, pick the burrs from Resolve.

Work is a clean language, uninflected by ghosts.

I spoke it, slowly at first, then with the fluency

of a man who discovers the tool fits his hand.

I hammered a fence post into the day.

Each strike rang like a small completion.

Once, I swung too hard and hit the air—

misses are a necessary punctuation.

They remind the sentence it still has breath.

IX

At noon, the sun rehearsed its applause.

I took off my coat and felt lighter

in the way a name feels lighter

when you stop asking rooms to echo it.

I ate the apple of attention,

tart, sufficient, nothing left for later.

A bee passed carrying a rumor of clover.

Resolve’s ear flicked at my older self,

who had come along like a shadow I hadn’t hired.

He said nothing, which is how I knew he agreed.

X

Afternoon, and the road grew honest about distance.

Distance is not unkind—it simply refuses to lie.

It gives you the measure of your want

and asks if you still want it.

I considered turning back,

riding into the tidy catastrophe of us,

offering new flowers to a vase that never drinks.

But I remembered the windowsill teacup,

how calm it was about cooling.

I remembered my own name,

how it had learned to sit in my mouth

without reaching for hers.

So I kept on, not with defiance,

but with the quiet relief of a river

that finally admits which way is down.

XI

Evening brought the long, gold sentence of the western light.

Shadows grew taller than their owners,

showing us all how to be large without taking more space.

I let mine walk ahead a while

and followed it like a student follows chalk.

Somewhere behind me, a town forgot me correctly—

the way a bookshelf forgets a book that was never written,

with no malice, no ceremony, just room.

Ahead, a windmill clapped a slow approval.

The field bowed as fields do when they are full of secrets.

Resolve snorted at a memory and the memory stepped aside.

XII

Camp again: a circle of stones,

the sky yawning its bright teeth.

I told stories to the fire—

not about her, but about the summer

I learned the names of the tools in my father’s shed,

about the winter I taught a dog to sit

and learned the dog had taught me to kneel,

about the spring I planted radishes

and unearthed a marble that used to be a moon.

The fire approved truth in small servings.

The smoke wrote a letter to no one in particular

and the stars read it without moving their lips.

XIII

Dawn of the third day, and I recognized myself by gait.

That’s the thing about riding out for your own heart—

you don’t find a new country; you find your old boots.

They fit. They always fit.

You forgive your blisters for being maps.

I took off the saddle and laid it in the grass.

The horse of my chest, finally tired,

lowered its head into a field of breath.

I rubbed the sweat from its neck

and thanked it for carrying the version of me

that thought love was a mirror.

Then I thanked it again for carrying the version of me

that knows love is a window.

XIV

I will not pretend I stopped thinking of her.

Memory is a wind you live with, not a lock you pick.

She returns sometimes the way rain returns—

on schedule or not at all, ordinary or absolute.

When she does, I set another plate at the table,

pour water, cut bread, and let the chair remain empty.

Emptiness eats quietly if you let it.

But the last time she forgot me

I remembered myself with both hands.

I remembered the sound of a pencil saying yes to paper,

the heft of a hammer saying here to a nail,

the steadiness of a river saying this to its banks.

XV

Now I live in a small house I carry like a song,

four walls: patience, work, laughter, and sleep,

and a roof made of whatever the weather forgives.

When the wind knocks, I answer with soup.
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