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    PUBLISHER'S NOTE

To best preserve formatting of complex poems and elements, we recommend that this book be read at a smaller font size on your device.


This book is dedicated to Dianne, Karen, and Tracy, dear friends and special women who rose to shine like stars above dark places in their lives.

With special thanks to Jude, who provided invaluable insight about the psychology of sexual abuse—its victims and victimizers.



Raeanne

Mirror, Mirror

When I look into a

mirror,

it is her face I see.

Her right is my left, double

moles, dimple and all.

My right is her left,

unblemished.

We are exact

opposites,

Kaeleigh and me.

Mirror-image identical

twins. One egg, one sperm,

one zygote, divided,

sharing one complete

set of genetic markers.

On the outside

we are the same. But not

inside. I think

she is the egg, so

much like our mother

it makes me want to scream.

Cold.

Controlled.

That makes me the sperm,

I guess. I take completely

after our father.

All Daddy, that’s me.

Codependent.

Cowardly.

Good, bad. Left, right.

Kaeleigh and Raeanne.

One egg, one sperm.

One being, split in two.

And how many

souls?



Interesting Question

Don’t you think?

I mean, if the Supreme

Being inserts a single soul

at the moment of conception,

does that essence divide

itself? Does each half then

strive to become whole

again, like a starfish

or an earthworm?

Or might the soul clone itself,

create a perfect imitation

of something yet to be

defined? In this way,

can a reflection be altered?

Or does the Maker,

in fact, choose

to place two

separate souls within

a single cell, to spark

the skirmish that ultimately

causes such an unlikely rift?

Do twins begin in the womb?

Or in a better place?



One Soul or Two

We live in a smug California

valley. Rolling ranch land, surrounded

by shrugs of oak-jeweled hills.

Green for two brilliant

months sometime around spring,

burnt-toast brown the rest of the year.

Just over an unremarkable mountain

stretches the endless Pacific.

Mornings here come wrapped

in droops of gray mist.

Most days it burns off by noon.

Other days it just hangs on

and on. Smothers like a wet blanket.

Three towns triangulate

the valley, three corners, each

with a unique flavor:

weathered Old West;

antiques and wine tasting;

just-off-the-freeway boring.

Smack in the center is the town

where we live, and it is the most

unique of all, with its windmills

and cobbled sidewalks, designed

to carry tourists to Denmark.

Denmark, California-style.

The houses line smooth black

streets, prim rows

of postcard-pretty dwellings,

coiffed and manicured from curb

to chimney. Like Kaeleigh

and me, they’re perfect

on the outside. But behind

the Norman Rockwell facades,

each holds its secrets.

Like Kaeleigh’s and mine,

some are dark. Untellable.

Practically unbelievable.



But Telling

Isn’t an option.

If you tell

a secret

about someone

you don’t really know,

other people might

listen,

but decide you’re

making it up. Even if you

happen to know for a fact

it’s true.

If you tell a secret

about a friend, other people

want to hear

all of it, prologue

to epilogue. But then they

think

you’re totally messed

up for telling it

in the first place. They

think

they can’t trust you.

And hey, they probably

can’t. Once a nark,

always a nark, you

know?



Kaeleigh

I Wish I Could Tell

But to whom could

I possibly confess

a secret,

any secret? Not to my mom,

who’s never around. A time

or two, I’ve begged her to

listen,

to give me just a few

precious minutes between

campaign swings. Of course

it’s true

the wrong secret could take her

down, but you’d think she’d

want to hear

it. I mean, what if she had

to defend it? Really, you’d

think

she’d want to be forewarned,

in case the International Inquisitor

got hold of it. Does she

think

this family has no secrets?

The clues are everywhere, whether

or not she wants to

know.



There’s Daddy

Who comes

home every

day, dives

straight into

a tall amber

bottle, falls

into a stone-

walled well

of silence, a

place where he can tread

the suffocating loneliness.

On the surface, he’s a proud

man. But just beneath his not-

so-thick skin, is a broken soul.

In his courtroom, he’s a tough

but evenhanded jurist, respected

if not particularly well liked. At

home, he doesn’t try to disguise his

bad habits, has no friends, a tattered

family. A part of me despises him,

what he’s done. What he continues

to do. Another part pities him and

will always be his little girl, his

devoted, copper-haired daughter.

His unfolding flower. But enough

about Daddy, who most definitely

has plenty of secrets. Secrets Mom

should want to know about. Secrets

I should tell, but instead tuck away.

Because if I tell on him, I’d have to . . .



Tell on Me

How I’m a total

wreck. Afraid to

let anyone near.

Afraid they’ll see

the real me, not

Kaeleigh at all.

I do have friends,

but they don’t know

me, only someone

I’ve created to take

my place. Someone

sculpted from ice.

I keep the melted

me bottled up

inside. Where no

one can touch her,

until, unbidden, she

comes pouring out.

She puddles then,

upon fear-trodden

ground. I am always

afraid, and I am vague

about why. My life

isn’t so awful. Is it?



We Live in a Fine Home

With lots of beautiful stuff—

fine leather sofas and oiled

teak tables and expensive

artwork on walls and shelves.

Of course, someone used to

such things might wonder

why there are no family

photos anywhere. It’s almost

like we’re afraid of ourselves.

And maybe we are, and not

only ourselves, but whatever

history created us. There are no

albums, with pictures of graying

grandparents, or pony rides

(never done one of those)

or memorable Gardella family parties.

(The Gardellas don’t do parties,

not even on holidays.)

No first communions or christening

gowns. (We don’t do church, either.)

Of course, no one ever comes

over, so no one has ever wondered

about these things, unless it’s our

housekeeper, Manuela. Have to have

one of those, since Mom’s never home

and Daddy often works late, and even

if he didn’t, he wouldn’t clean house

or go to the grocery store. Normal

parents do those things, right? I’m

not sure what normal is or isn’t.



But It Really

Doesn’t matter. Normal

is what’s normal for me.

I’ve got nice clothes,

nicer than most. Pricey

things that other girls would

kill for, or shoplift, if they

could get away with it.

I have a room of my own,

decorated to my taste

(okay, with a lot of Daddy’s

input) and most of the time

when I’m home, I hang out in

there, alone. Listen to music.

Read. Do my homework.

What more could a girl ask

for, right? I mean,

my life really isn’t so bad.

Is it?



I Clearly Recall

Once upon a time, long

ago, when everything

was different. Mom

and Daddy were in love,

at least it sure looked

that way to Raeanne

and me. How we used

to giggle at them, kissing

and holding hands.

I remember how they used

to joke about their names.

Ray[mond] and Kay

How fate must have been

a bad poet and wrote them

into a poem together.

Then Raeanne or I would beg

them to tell—just one more time—

the story of how they met.



Mom Always Started

I was in college. UC Santa Barbara,

best university in California.

I had this really awful boyfriend.

I thought we’d run away

and live happily ever after.

Thank God he got arrested.

Then Daddy would humph

and haw and take over.

So there he was, in my courtroom,

with a despicable

public defender failing

to come up with an even

halfway decent excuse for

why his client was driving

drunk. In one ear, out

the other. I’d heard it all

before, and anyway, the only

thing I could think about

was this creep’s gorgeous

girl, sitting front and center,

hoping I’d go easy on him.

And Mom would interrupt.

Actually, I only hoped that

until I took a good, long look

at your father. Then I kind

of hoped he’d lock up my

boyfriend for a long time.

Then we’d laugh and my

parents would kiss and all

was perfect in our little world.



But That Was Before

Daddy fractured our world,

tilted it off its axis, sent it

careening out of control.

That was before the day

his own impairment

made him overcorrect, jerk

the Mercedes onto unpaved

shoulder, then back

across two lanes of traffic,

and over the double yellow

lines, head-on into traffic.

That was before the one-ton

truck sliced the passenger

side wide open. That was

before premature death, battered

bodies, and scars no plastic

surgeon could ever repair.

Yes, that was before.



Afterward

Mom didn’t love Daddy

anymore, though he stayed

by her side until she healed,

begging forgiveness, promising

to somehow make everything right.

In fact, since the accident,

Mom doesn’t love anyone.

She is marble. Beautiful.

Frigid. Easily stained

by her family. What’s left

of us, anyway. We are corpses.

At first, we sought rebirth.

But resurrection devoid

of her love has made us zombies.

We get up every morning,

skip breakfast, hurry off

to work or school. For in

those other places,

we are more at home.

And sometimes, we stagger

beneath the weight of grief,

the immensity of aloneness.



No One Else Suspects

Not our neighbors.

Not our friends.

Not even our relatives.

No one

suspects Mom’s real

motive for running

for Congress is to run

away from us. No one

suspects

the depth of her rejection,

or how drowning

in it has affected

my father,

a powerful district

court judge, a man who

puts bad guys away,

slumped down

on his knees,

unable to breathe,

unable to swim,

unable to stop

begging

me to open my arms,

let me stay,

and please, please love

him the way Mom used to.



Raeanne

Kaeleigh Closes Herself Off

From Daddy. And I think

she’s completely insane.

I crave his affection.

No one,

no one normal, that is, will

understand. Yeah, yeah,

I’m all fucked up. My mantra.

But if anyone actually

suspects

how fucked up I am, they’ve

yet to let me know.

And, really, why would

my father

be so taken with her, but distance

himself from me? We’re

identical. Except for the egg/

sperm thing. Would he fall

on his knees

in front of me, if I were

more like Mom and less

like him? Would he come,

begging,

to me, too,

let me stay,

if he realized I want to love

him the way Mom used to?



But Obsessions Are Personal, I Guess

Daddy’s             obsession

with Kaeleigh         strikes at the

heart of me. But      looking at it real

objectively, I think      I understand. She’s

soft. Pliable. Gullible.    It’s easy enough to

believe his declaration that should someone

root out his secrets, he’ll swallow a bullet.

You know, he just might, though I see him

as much more likely to pick up that gun

and shoot Mom, especially if he’s on

a bender. More and more of those

lately, both for him and for

me. My own obsession.

Falling into a state

of numb.



Numb

Sometimes that seems like a great

place to be. Closed off from it all,

in no need of love, no need of family.

To be honest, I’ve erected a huge,

huge wall between myself and Mom,

myself and Kaeleigh, who I avoid

whenever I can. Can’t stand that hurt,

ever-present in her eyes. Eyes—

and hurt—that mirror my own.

Anyway, she makes me mad, mad

that she hides in her own mind so

well. Hides there from Daddy.

The only person I want to be close

to is Daddy, and he doesn’t even see

me. It’s like I’m not even here.

Most of the time I muddle through,

pretending I don’t need to be held,

need to be touched, kissed.

But then need swells up, a thunderhead.

Storms down, sweeps over me

like a summer flash flood of need.



Numb Cannot Fight Such Need

So I turn to Mick, valley hardass

in more ways than one.

Mom says, That boy is trouble.

You steer clear, understand?

Like I give a rat’s shiny pink

butt about what Mom thinks.

Actually, I’m amazed she even

noticed. Maybe she has spies

who keep an eye on us when

she can’t be bothered. After

all, it wouldn’t do for a daughter

of a United States congresswoman

to get pregnant, now would it?

Oh, she would shit, if she had

any real idea of the things I do

with Mick. So if she has spies,

they must be voyeurs. I know

it’s ridiculous, but I glance around.

Nope, no discernable spies. Good

thing. Mick and I are taking off at lunch.

We probably won’t eat much.

(No sandwiches, anyway.)

So if I do head back to class

afterward, it will be in an altered state.

Self-medication firmly at the top

of my agenda, I blow through

Lawler’s history quiz, put my

pencil down, and sit staring out

the window, waiting for the bell.

A black shape materializes in the sky,

wings slowly through the mist. Buzzard?

No, as it nears, I see it’s a condor.

Some kind of omen there. As I

consider exactly what kind,

someone taps my shoulder. I wheel

around. Finished? asks Mr. Lawler.

I nod and hand him my paper, and

when I look into his gold-flecked

green eyes, I think for about

the hundredth time what a fine

guy he is. As if I had said it out

loud, he smiles. You may go, then.

I smile right back. “Thanks. See you

tomorrow.” I pick up my books, stand

with deliberate grace, and as

I walk toward the door I feel

eyes on my back, know at least one

pair belongs to him. Men are so easy.



I Stop in the Girls’ Room

For a quick pee and to redo my makeup.

The bell finally rings. Within seconds,

the lunch rush madhouse erupts.

Hurry up!                                  What the fuck?

Hey, you, come here!

It’s the same every day. Same voices.

Same laughter. Same lame people

I’ve known most of my life.

Got a smoke?                           Got a Tic Tac?

Did you hear about . . . ?

I hustle along the walkway, mostly

ignoring the waves and hellos of

people I rarely give the time of day to.

 . . . got the lead . . .                 . . . made honor roll . . .

Ian’s looking for you.

Ah, see, they’re confusing me with

Kaeleigh. Sometimes I think that’s

funny. Other times, it just annoys

the living crap out of me. Guess that’s

what comes of sharing a wardrobe,

not to mention a face. Oh, well.

At least Mick won’t confuse me

with her. She wouldn’t go near him.

He’s much too much like Daddy.

Both of them are tough outside.

But dig down under the skin,

there’s a soft, gooey core.

Auger into that core, like tapping

a maple, you’ll get doused

with incredibly sweet sap.

It’s a lot of work, work that

Kaeleigh could never appreciate,

because she doesn’t like maple

syrup anyway. But I do. I love

it. And if Daddy would just stand

still for me, I’d happily tap his core.



Mick’s Sexy

Chevy Avalanche, with slate gray

paint and silver leather seats, idles

in a far corner of the parking lot.

Two years out of school, he isn’t

really supposed to be here.

But he generally comes running

when I call. He likes what I give him.

I like what he gives me, too,

and I’m mostly talking about

the bud. I pick up my pace because

right under his front seat I know

there’s a fat, stinky joint

with my name on it.

Okay, Mick’s name is there too.

It’s his dope, after all.

But he’s always happy to share.

Of course, he expects compensation,

and after smoking a big ol’ doobie,

I’m generally willing to cooperate.

Life has gotten better—or at least

more bearable—since I was introduced

to my good friend, marijuana.

You couldn’t have a more decent friend.

I love everything about it.

I love the way it smells—good green

bud, anyway, and that’s the only

kind Mick gets. I guess his brother

knows a Humboldt grower. Okay,

the pot smells a lot like skunk juice.

But somehow, there’s a difference.

A good one.

I love the way the thick smoke

tastes, curling across my tongue,

snaking down my throat. I love

holding it in. Coughing it out.

I love head rushes, the creeping

warmth that follows.

And I love the distant place

it takes me to. Everything feels

right there. Mellow. Easy.

Stress-free. I even love the munchies,

the perfect excuse for devouring a pint

of Häagen-Dazs. Of course, afterward

I have to go stick my finger down

my throat. Don’t dare get fat.

Daddy would not like that.



Mick and Marijuana

Await me. I’m ready to pay

Mick’s going rate for the pot.

(And I’m not talking money.)

Some people would balk

at the price tag.

Not me.

You might think, because

of the things I’ve seen

Daddy do, I’d be disgusted

by sex. No way.

I like it.

I like how it feels physically,

yes. Kisses, hot and prickly

as August. Hands, tan

and rough against my soft

white skin. And the last, extreme

punctuation.

I get off.

But getting off myself

isn’t the best part. I do

everything in my power

to make sure

he gets off.

And that puts me indisputably

in control. (He thinks otherwise,

and I let him.) It’s the only time

I am in control. And I like

how that feels

most of all.



Kaeleigh

Call Me Powerless

Yeah, I know on first glance

I have it all. Looks. Money.

Straight As. Leads. Popularity.

I’m a regular princess, right?

Not me.

The final bell rings and I dash

for my locker, hoping no one

offers me a ride home. Some

people despise the bus, but

I like it.

Yes, it’s mostly freshmen

and losers, and I fit right in.

Anyway, no one bugs me

with questions or invitations.

I am practically anonymous.

Too soon, brakes screech and

I get off

a few blocks from home. The walk

is usually silent. But today Ian’s

Yamaha rips around the corner.

It slows, stops, and I wait as

he gets off,

sheds his helmet, draws near.

Have you been avoiding me?

I have, and I struggle to meet

his eyes. When I finally do, I find

concern. Pain. Anger. And love,

most of all.



Ian Is My Best Friend

He has loved me since

fourth grade. I would trust

him with my life, and all

my secrets but one.

Soooo . . . have you?

I wish I were worthy

of his love. (Any love.)

I should tell him to run.

But I can’t. I need him.

Ahem. Hello?

He deserves to be loved,

by someone really great.

He’s gorgeous, in an artsy

way. No ego. All heart.

Earth to Kaeleigh . . .

All heart and waiting for me

to respond. “I . . . um . . . Sorry,

I’m a million miles away.

What did you say?”

Ah, the old “million miles

away” excuse.

His smile holds the warmth

of the sun, and when he

opens his arms, I plunge

deep between them. “Sorry.”

For what? Oh, you have

been avoiding me, huh?

His body is toned, and he smells

yummy, like some kind of spice.

I look up into eyes, the turquoise

of the Caribbean. “Sort of.”

I always said I liked your

honesty. Still . . .

“Not avoiding you in particular.

More like everyone, kind of.

Sometimes I get antisocial.

You know that, though.”

Yeah, I do, but I’m not

exactly sure why.

“I must get it from my dad.

Can’t be from Mom, the world-

class go-getter, hand shaker,

and baby kisser.”

I don’t think a judge

should be antisocial.

Can’t talk about my father.

Too much to say that can’t

be said. I pull away from Ian’s

hug. “You’re probably right.”

So, may I walk you home?

Or would you rather ride?

“Two blocks? Think we can

walk it. But hey, if you be

really, really nice, I’ll let

you give me a ride to work.”

Deal. Being nice to you is easy,

even when you try to avoid me.



This Huge Part of Me

Is so happy Ian won’t let me avoid

him, won’t let me push him away.

What I don’t understand is why not.

I mean, girls hit on him all the time.

Over the years he has gone out

with a few. But he never gets serious.

I know he wants to get serious.

He’s definitely not a player, not

a poser, not a loser, not a user.

Ian wants deep down forever love,

love he knows he can count on.

And that so sets him up for hurt.

Last year he and Katie were an item

for several months. After he broke

up with her, I asked what happened.

We were on the hill behind

his house, soaking up April sun.

Katie’s great, he said. Pretty. Sweet.

“So what, then?” I asked, knowing

the answer but wanting to hear it.

(And realizing how selfish that was.)

He turned his face away from me,

into the spring breeze. She’s great,

he repeated. But she’ll never be you.

Then he looked straight into my eyes.

I love you, and I know you know how

much. I also know there’s something

that keeps you from loving me back.

What is it, Kaeleigh? Is it me?

Because I swear I’ll change. . . .

“No! It’s not you. Oh Ian, you’re

the absolute best. If I could love

anyone, it would be you. I want . . .”

The rest, the “to love you” stuck

like a giant wad of gum in my throat.

Ian pulled me into him, held me close.

Please! he pleaded. And then he kissed

me. Gently. And I kissed him back,

but only for a second because suddenly

all I could see was a featureless

face, with a wide, sour mouth

coaxing, Please, baby. I won’t hurt you.

Fear enveloped me, clasped itself

around me. I couldn’t shake

free, struggled to find breath.

Still seeking air, I jerked back.

I will never forget the look on

Ian’s face, contorted with my pain.

What the fuck is it, Kaeleigh?

Whatever it is, don’t leave it

inside. Someday you’ll implode.

Trembling, eyes burning, I reached

for his hand. “I know. I only hope

you won’t have to clean up the mess.”



I Still Haven’t Imploded

Though, I have to admit,

sometimes (maybe even often)

I wish

I would. Wish I could

just get it over with. But it’s

not going to happen right

this moment

so I’ll go to work instead.

Arms tight around Ian’s waist,

cool October wind in my face,

I truly wish the power of his love

could eclipse

the overwhelming shame.

He deserves someone better

than me, someone pure. Worthy.

The shadows

bend long toward evening

as the Yamaha quiets to a stutter.

A cloud of regret boils up,

rains sadness down all

around me

and as I climb from the bike,

a strange desire grips me. I can

do this. Want to do this.

I steel myself against the specters

always haunting me,

gather all my inner strength,

softly kiss the promise of his lips.



Raeanne

Promises Are Meaningless

Mom: I promise I’ll be home soon.

Mick: I promise I want only you.

I wish

they’d both take a one-way

elevator to hell! Okay, I’m used

to my mother’s lies. Right at

this moment

it’s Mick whose bullshit

is pissing me off. Yeah, I guess

I’m a total dumb-ass for believing

the thought of being with me

could eclipse

his testosterone-fueled flirtations.

I mean, at lunch, I could hardly

wait to be with him. I sprinted

toward his truck, out of

the shadows

and into the bright autumn

glare. And there, leaning into

his open window, was that bitch

Madison. Jealousy squeezed

around me,

choked off my scream. Too much

to let myself dwell on, like visions,

always haunting me,

of Kaeleigh and Daddy.



Madison Happens to Be

Mick’s ex, the operative two

letters being e and x. Why

can’t she just leave him

alone? She’s totally

wrong for him. Anyway,

it was her decision for them

to break up. A very good decision.

First of all, Mick’s out of

school. Graduated, bottom

of his class, two years ago.

Madison is the type who needs

a guy on her arm at school,

someone to flaunt, someone

cute she can order around.

More to the point, the only

drugs Madison will likely

ever do are steroids. She’s

a total mainstream jock.

Softball team. Swim team.

Golf team. If it means creaming

an opponent, she’s all over it.

Could be why she’s hustling

Mick now. When he was up

for grabs, she couldn’t care

less about scratching his

figurative itch. All it took

was his hooking up with me,

and out came her stubby claws.

Well, mine are a whole

lot sharper, though she

doesn’t seem to realize it.

Just wait till I dig them

into that sun-toughened

jockette hide. Then it won’t

matter if I can’t scream.



She’ll Scream Loud Enough

For both of us, and I do look forward

to that. Ooh. Was that mean? Maybe.

But hey, I’m sick and tired of playing

passive. No, I’ll leave that to Kaeleigh.

Kaeleigh, queen of passive, all the time

saying no, but not strong enough

to mean it. Not strong enough to fight.

Not anywhere near as strong as me.

I have to say I rather enjoyed verbally sparring

instead of retreating. Once I finally caught

my breath, I climbed up into the Avalanche,

slid across the seat, almost into Mick’s lap.

He turned (not quite quick enough, but it

was what it was), grinning. ’Bout time you

got here. I almost took off without you.

Unsaid words hung like a heavy curtain:

Without you. And with Madison. I pretended

not to hear them, not to get mad at them.

Ignoring Ms. Jock completely, I looked straight

into his eyes. “Really? And miss out on this?”

Then I kissed him. Hard. Wet. Sharp stabs

of tongue. My fingers drifted in between

his thighs, finding exactly what they expected.

Madison gave a little gasp.” Oh,” I said. “Sorry,

didn’t mean to offend you.” I laughed. Mick

joined me, then said, That’s my cue. See ya, Mad.



She Was Mad, Okay

Madison puffed up red, venomous

as an adder. Holy crud. I’ve never

seen anyone flip from flirt to viper

so quickly. Totally scary!

She didn’t budge as we backed out

of the parking space. Just stood

there, boiling, not a word escaping

her lips. But her eyes said plenty:

I’ll get you back. Wait and see.

I smiled, moved even closer to Mick,

making steering problematic. Could

you give me an inch or two, please?

he said. I gave him a lot more than that.

In fact, once we were well beyond

Madison’s sight, I scooted clear over

by the opposite door, clamped my mouth

shut before I said something I’d regret.

C’mon. Not my fault she’s still hot for me.

He reached across the seat, grabbed

hold of my arm. Pulled. When I resisted,

he yanked harder. Hard enough to hurt.

Hard enough to leave purple bruises.

Someone smart would have screamed.

Someone sane would have waited

for a stop sign, thrown themselves free.

Someone whole would have said no.

Get the fuck over here and don’t give me shit.

I did as instructed. Worse, I liked that he told

me what to do. It meant he cared, really cared.

Right? Whatever. “Did you score some bud?”

I asked, more to change the subject than anything.

Under the seat. Twist one up, okay? We headed

out Happy Canyon Road, only horses and cattle

to mind our business. We could have gone home—

no one there—but I was still too mad for sex.

You know you want me. You’d take slimy seconds.

Gross. “Yeah, right. Like your pimply butt

is such a turn-on.” It isn’t too pimply, and it’s

kind of a turn-on, but that was beside the point.

His hand brushed my left nipple. You love it.

“Not while wondering who you’re thinking

about, Madison or me.” I took a deep drag,

held it. Took another without passing the joint,

exhaling giant smoke puffs right in his face.

Bogart. Pass that fucking thing over here.

So I did, and once we were totally buzzed

he pulled off onto a dirt ranch road, parked.

No maid out here. Just birds and squirrels.

Defenses lowered by excellent bud, I said

okay to a quickie. Totally in control.



In Control

Out of control.

Sometimes they’re

the same thing.

The trick is knowing

that, realizing

it’s okay to feel

out of control

once in a while,

as long as

you’re sure

you can regain

the upper hand

when you

absolutely need to.

And really, when

it comes to my

reclaiming control,

it comes down to one

simple little thing,

something I sometimes

have difficulty with:

saying no.



I’ve Got to Learn

To say no, and not only say

it, but mean it. In some

situations, not always

the right ones, I know,

I’m strong.

Really strong. Tough,

even. I guess, in a very odd

way, I’m something of

a survivor.

But there are times when,

much as I want to assert

myself, know it’s the right

thing to do,

I can’t

find the inner fortitude

to follow through with a simple

two-letter word. NO. One of

the first words babies can

understand,

one of the first they learn

to repeat. No. No, Mick, I won’t

let you treat me with disrespect. No,

Mick, and I don’t have to explain

why I

won’t let you touch me this time.

Okay, so maybe I’m a little

confused. Does being in control

mean I have to cave in, have to

crumble?



Kaeleigh

If Only

I could say yes, Ian, get close to me.

But it’s a place no one should ever be,

and it would be cruel to let him think

I’m strong

enough to ever say yes, I need you.

I start toward the pink stucco building,

see Greta at the window. She’s

a survivor,

having defied the Nazis in World

War II, smuggling Danish Jews into

Sweden. They almost caught us twice,

she remembers. But we outwitted them.

I can’t

comprehend that kind of courage.

Funny thing. My friends (what few

real friends I have) don’t

understand

why I work here at the Lutheran

home. They think old people

are lame. But they’re not. They’re

awesome, and I know exactly

why I

think so. It’s because they’ve

lived entire lifetimes. Loved.

Laughed. Surrendered. Stumbled.

Weathered, beaten, still they don’t

crumble,

not even as they inch toward death.



I Work Part-Time

Setting tables for dinner,

washing dishes afterward,

arranging flowers in vases,

reading to those whose

eyes no longer can. But

the absolute best is when

they share their stories.                There’s Sam Lonnigan, who

as a liberal-leaning broadcaster

became snared by Joe

McCarthy’s communist witch

hunt. Commie? No way,

not that his true ideology

ever came into play.

Miss High Fashion Spyre

lost her modeling career

when “skin-and-bones,

raccoon-eyes Twiggy” hit

the scene. Till then, curves

were hip, she complains.

Size subzero? Spare me!                 Also sharing words of

wisdom are a fifties test

pilot, three retired doctors,

one author, one poet, two

politicians, one Olympic

medalist, four domestic

divas, and Greta Sorenson.



Greta Is My Faux Grandma

It’s nice having her take on the grand-

parent role, because I never see my own.

Mom’s father was killed in Vietnam.

Her mother, Grandma Betty, retired

to Florida. She used to visit, but not

since the accident. I don’t blame her.

Daddy’s father and mother divorced

when Daddy was still in grade school.

The reasons were so ugly no one

will talk about them. Other than

a few creepy film noir–type scenes,

I can hardly remember Grandma

Gardella, can barely conjure her

face. Daddy says she only ever

came around looking for money.

When I asked what for, he clammed

up completely, except to say he

wasn’t about to finance her binges.

Grandpa and Daddy haven’t

spoken in three decades. A few

years ago I tracked Grandpa down,

told him we were studying family

genealogy in school. He had no clue

Daddy was married, let alone about

Raeanne and me. Sheesh. He

sent us birthday cards for a year

or two, until Daddy found out.

I’ll never forget the fit he threw.

That sonofabitch better stay far,

far away, or I swear I’ll kill him.

When I asked him why, he had

nothing substantial to say. I haven’t

heard a word from Grandpa since.

So I have a stranger for a grandma.

At least she was a stranger until

we got to talking. And now it’s like

we’ve known each other forever.

Not that she knows everything,

a fact that she’s quite aware of.

Pretty young woman like you,

spending so much time with an old

lady like me, instead of out

with your friends? That can

only add up to one thing—

you’re hiding from something.

Said with a sparkle in her ice

blue Scandinavian eyes. But her

tone was 100 percent serious.

That’s okay, honey. You know

you’re safe here with me. And if

you ever want to talk about

it, I’m a hell of a good listener.

Meanwhile, why don’t I teach

you to crochet? It’s a lost art.

Sometimes, mid–slip stitch,

I’ll catch those sharp blue eyes

poking at me, as if trying to pierce

my armor. So far, they haven’t

succeeded. But, to tell the truth,

once in a while they come close.



Once in a While

I catch something

in her eyes, something

not meant for me to see.

Something very close

to what she sees in mine:

fear.

Once, I gathered up

all my courage, asked,

“What are you afraid of?”

She sat very quietly

for several long minutes.

Finally,

she took a long, deep

breath. Cleared her throat.

Nothing. Now. But I used

to be afraid all the time.

I met evil when I was only a

child.

It followed me for many

years, through adolescence,

into adulthood. I married

evil, but it was nothing new

and so I accepted it. It was the

wrong

thing to do. Never accept

evil as something you must

walk with, something you

deserve. Somehow. Do you

understand what I mean?

I nod, because I do

understand. I’m just not

sure how to go about

divorcing myself from

the evil I’ve already

accepted.



This Afternoon

Greta is in her room, napping.

Unusual. The pre-dinner hour

is generally noisy, busy with

afternoon activities designed

to keep older minds exercised.

Card games. Sing-alongs.

Classes on memoir and poetry.

I almost always find Greta

smack in the middle of it all.

Today she’s under the weather.

I bustle around, doing assorted

duties, every so often poking

my head through her door. Shades

drawn, her room is dark as a coffin.

And why did I think that, exactly?

That pulls my thoughts toward

something she told me once, how

she never really rested until she saw

“that no-good son of a bitch”

laid down in the hard, cold ground.

I asked her who, but she was lost

in reverie, stuck in some horrible

memory, unable to extricate herself.

I saw something in her eyes, though.

Something that made me afraid for her.

Hello? Miss Gardella? Sam calls

from the confines of his wheelchair.

Would you mind giving me a push

to the rec room? The arthritis

is acting up something awful today.

I turn away from Greta’s sleeping

form, softly close her door. “No

problem, Sam. Sorry about the

arthritis.” I give the brakes a nudge.

“Hold on tight. Here we go.”



One Problem About Caring

For someone, especially someone

who’s getting on in years,

is the likelihood you’ll lose them

too soon.

The nurse says Greta has a flu

bug, nothing major, but just

the thought of her giving in to

death

makes me indescribably sad.

I want to wake her, soothe

her fever, tell her how much

she means to me before it’s

too late.

Don’t worry, says Psychic Sam.

No damn flu gonna take Greta

down. I nod, thinking about

going “down,” no last shot at

redemption.

That will likely be my fate.

Done in by some viral villain,

sent straight to the fiery pits,

shackled by my silence,

sentenced to

spend eternity locked in

a hot red chamber, no way

to claim innocence and avoid

an eternal

dance with the devil.



Raeanne

Mick Picked Me Up

And I made sure he kept

me out extremely late. It’s always

desirable not to get home

too soon.

I can’t always manage it, though.

Daddy doesn’t always cooperate,

drink himself to a state resembling

death.

Tonight Kaeleigh and I are in luck.

The bitter perfume of bourbon

smacks me as I stumble in. It makes

me thirsty. It’s late, but never

too late

for one last shot. I tiptoe past

Daddy’s snoring, ease the Wild

Turkey from the table. Can’t

really blame him for choosing

redemption

in a bottle. Two bottles, actually.

One holds 750 ml of amber liquid.

The other is small enough to fit

in a pocket. Daddy has been

sentenced to

pain abatement à la OxyContin.

The accident was eight years ago

and his doctor keeps refilling,

like he doesn’t know about Daddy’s

dance with the devil.



Like I Care

Truth is, I borrow a little Oxy

every now and then too. Not

often, though. It’s expensive.

Daddy would miss it, even if

his dimwit doctor didn’t. I

have to admit it’s tempting.

It makes me feel like how

you feel when you fall in

a dream. Only you don’t

wake up. You just keep

falling deeper and deeper

into the darkest recesses

of sleep. Especially when

you help it out with a nip

or two of Wild Turkey.

Of course, I have to be

very careful not to do it

when Daddy’s not trapped

in the snare of sleep too.

Wouldn’t do to be lying

there unaware if he came

crawling to me. No, I’d

want to be totally ready.

But it won’t be tonight.

Fifth of whiskey beneath

my arm, I slip noiselessly

into the kitchen, pour two

fingers, replace the bottle.

Then I slither into Daddy’s

bathroom, help myself to a

small green pill. Just one.

Just enough for a free fall

totally without a parachute.



My Bedroom Is Dark

Quiet as death, and I keep it exactly

that way. Even the bed cooperates,

as I slide like a whisper under

the cumbersome quilts, sit up in bed,

motionless. I feel like I’m in

a hollow black space. A cave.

Empty. I chance a sip of Turkey.

Have to wet my tongue before

letting the Oxy dissolve. Slowly.

Nasty. Another sip. Jet fuel, hot

and acrid against my taste buds.

Another time, another place, I’d let

myself cough. Not now. Not here.

Nothing to disturb the deep breaths

resonating throughout the house.

My tongue burns. My mouth

tastes like crap. The spinning

inside my head begins. Grins.

I lie flat, give myself up to the

Oxy/Turkey merry-go-round.

Eyes closed, I start the tumble.

Round. Round. Down. Down.

Outside, the wind rouses suddenly.

Branches scratch against the window

and the sound, like something wants me,

carries me where sleep will not follow.



It’s Bone-Chilling Here

In this memory. Nothing

can thaw me. Not quilt. Not

whiskey. Not even opiate.

I’m frozen solidly in place,

just like I was that night,

the first time Daddy came.

A night Kaeleigh can’t (or

won’t) remember. But I do.

It was a year or so after

the accident. Kaeleigh

and I were nine, give
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