My Mother’s Hands

My mother’s hands were swollen

puffy toward the end, and shiny,

pulled and stretched

from the alcohol.

Puffy towards the end, and shiny,

would they pop if punctured

from the alcohol?

And her taut swollen limbs,

would they pop if punctured?

She would not pop but lie frozen,

her taut swollen limbs

floating on the bed like tree trunks.

She would not pop but lie frozen

she was dead to me

floating on the bed like tree trunks,

gliding down the stairs quietly,

she was dead to me,

moving into me like mud or milky clay.

Gliding down the stairs quietly

not from grace but lack of substance.

Moving into me like mud or milky clay,

not from attachment, not from desire,

not from grace but lack of substance

her soul erased, needing fuel for fire.

Not from attachment, not from desire

but from primitive greed, things she required,

her soul erased, needing fuel for fire.

Only a steady voice quiets her

from primitive greed, things she requires.

Inside of me she rumbles and rolls

only a steady voice quiets her

not my anger, lacking control.

Inside of me she rumbles and rolls

unable to breath, comforted

not by my anger, lacking control

but by something I told her, something I did.

Unable to breath, comforted,

pulled and stretched,

by something I told her, something I did.

My mother’s hands, swollen.

—Sally Hand
‘Possum

I’ll fatten it up—then eat it,

he said. But Pop didn’t cook

and Nanny wouldn’t

touch it. I was stunned,

grossed-out, fascinated by

its ugly face. Especially that

night, the roadside flashes

of red eyes, pointed nose. Pop

chased it up May Ave, finally

caught it bare-handed on

Clifton St, carried it through

the house, got the usual eye-rolling

tolerance of Nanny, Mom and

Dad. At a distance, I followed

him to the basement, where

he put it in an old rabbit

cage. How long will it take

to fatten it up? I wondered, thinking

I’d charge my friends a nickel to

see it. No one in Atlanta had a

grandfather like mine, drunk and

happy most of the time. I’m going

to the ‘talkin house’, he’d say,

when his check came in the mail.

Mom told her childhood stories—

humiliation, mean hangovers,

the police bringing him home,

moving all the time because they

couldn’t pay the rent. She hated

my enchantment. But every

summer he grew pumpkins in

our two-tiered city garden,

sang joyful songs of inebriation,

kept me from being lonesome,

found a stranger, who would

come and cook the ‘possum.

—Sally Hand
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