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MY WHOLE FAMILY

I can
remember what
things were like before she
got sick: my whole family climbed
into

    the big
hammock on the
moondappled beach, wove
ourselves together, and swayed
as one.


MY SISTER’S CHRISTMAS EVE BREAKDOWN

One day
she was my big
sister, so normal and
well-behaved, the next she was a
stranger

rushing
out the door to
Midnight Mass, a wild-eyed
Jewish girl wearing only a
nightgown.

One day
he was my dad,
so calm and quiet and
in control, the next he was a
stranger

    dragging
my big sister
away from the door, up
the stairs, screaming so loud that my
ears stung.

One day
she was my mom,
so reliable and good in
a crisis, the next she was a
stranger

standing
stock still with her
hands clamped over her mouth
and her eyes squeezed shut, not even
breathing.

That day
I sank into
the wall, wondering what
these three people were doing in
my house

and I
shouted that they
had to stop, even though
I wasn’t supposed to talk to
strangers.


THREE A.M. THAT SAME NIGHT

She hasn’t gone to Mass,
hasn’t gone to sleep,
hasn’t stopped to catch her breath—
she can’t stop talking.

She’s showing me her stuff,
tons of stuff she bought,
stuff she bought this afternoon
when she went shopping.

Our bedroom’s filled with bags,
way too many bags,
bags crammed full with too much stuff,
they’re overflowing.

She’s emptying them out:
fifty bars of soap,
feather dusters, Ping-Pong balls,
a ski mask, fishbowls,

twelve pairs of sexy shoes
(the kind she never wears),
stationery monogrammed
with wrong initials.

I’m huddled on my bed,
wrapped up in my quilt,
listening to Sister rave
on and on and

just outside the door
angry whispers rise.
Trying not to let us hear,
our parents fight.

I’m huddled on my bed,
rocking in my quilt,
wishing I could fall asleep
and end this nightmare.


NEAR DAWN

She’s quiet now,
sitting there
with her eyes glued
to the blank screen
of the television,

totally
engrossed.


HOSPITALIZED

Sister’s in the psycho ward
and when I visit, I glance toward
the other patients’ twisted faces,
quaking fingers,
frightened eyes,
wishing I could somehow break her out of here . . . 

Then Sister starts to scream at Mother,
telling her how much she hates her,
begging her to stop the voices
chattering inside her skull.
I’m feeling sick,
the air’s too thick . . . 

Suddenly I’m running, stumbling,
Sister’s demons chasing after,
leering, laughing,
right behind me
lurching at my heels
remind me:

I could have been the one.
Run, Sister, run!


QUESTIONS

When my friends ask where she is,
I tell them
she’s in the hospital.

When they ask why,
I shrug
and say she’s sick.

When they ask what kind of sick,
my cheeks flame up
and I change the subject.


THIN SKIN

Sometimes
I worry that
the truth will break out all
over my face, like a fresh crop
of zits.


NEW YEAR’S EVE

No party.
No dancing.
No confetti.
No balloons.
No streamers.
No Times Square ball dropping.
No resolutions.
No “Auld Lang Syne.”

No
nothing.


WHAT IT’S LIKE

When I arrive
she’s on all fours
rocking back and forth,
wearing a blouse over her nightgown.

Leaping up,
she pulls the curtains open
to show me her view.
Staring past the bars on her window,
she shudders
and yanks the curtains shut.

Whipping around,
she points to her mirror,
shrouded with a sheet.
“I had to, Cookie,”
she says with a quick laugh.
“I didn’t look like me.”

Then she freezes
with hands outstretched,
like rabbits freeze when danger’s near,
and all at once

she throws herself into a chair.
She says this chair
controls the room
and all her thoughts
and all mine, too.

I don’t
know what
to say.

She catches me checking my watch
and glares at me,
hissing, “Don’t run away so fast.”
But I stand up.
And when we hug goodbye,
neither of us
wants to let go.


I WONDER

Does the
man who wanders
the neighborhood, wearing
three heavy overcoats in the
swelter

of the
summer, have a
little sister who lies
awake at night wondering where
he is?
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