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Always Ruining
my wife

I t is sometimes nice that my wife tries to make things but not always. 
Coming home after dark, I stop in the driveway for a cigarette and I see 

smoke where it should not be. Smoke in the house. Open the door and it 
billows, reeking, gray.

Asparagus is on fire, has been on fire for a long time. My wife was cooking 
dinner but now she is asleep on the couch, so peaceful, so nice, my wife. I did 
not know what burnt asparagus would smell like, but now I will know for a 
very long time because it is in the curtains and the paint and the upholstery.

I lift her off the couch, where she is woozy.
“You’ve been smoking cigarettes,” she says. 
“Just one,” I say.

My wife hands me a quilt where I am lumped on the couch.
“Oh wait,” she says. “That’s the tick quilt.”
I shiver free of it. “What’s a tick quilt?”
“The one I used outside, where the ticks are.” She tugs the blanket 

halfway up and stops. “But maybe it’s not.”
“Is it or is it not the tick quilt?”
She holds the quilt with thumb and finger. “I’ll bet they’ve all left al-

ready, anyway.”

My wife is cooking in the kitchen and I am calling people names 
on the Internet. My wife is asking me a question. I am hunting for the 
exclamation point.

She screams. She has poured boiling water on her foot. At the hospital, 
when they pull off her sock, it will take a layer of her skin with it. Her 
foot will look brand new.

At the corners of the rooms the walls tilt wonky, leaving little gaps 
along the floor. Entrance for things from under. My wife is unconcerned. 
Not careful with her crumbs. I sweep when she’s not looking. I make cat 
sounds down the crevice in the night.
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Eating take-out on the couch and watching TV is most of our eve-
nings now. On this one we have not been speaking, just enjoying the noise 
of other people’s voices. My wife is looking pretty and approachable. I 
think, sometimes jokes are nice.

“Did you hear about the guy who poisoned his wife with a sewing 
needle?”

She keeps chewing.
“Gave her arse-a-nick.”
She swallows, she clears her throat. “Don’t move,” she says. “There’s a tick 

on your eye.” She puts her face up to my face. “But maybe it’s not a tick. But 
maybe it is.” She does not try to get it off.

“Is there a tick or is there not a tick?”
She blows a puff of wine-breath at my head. “Uh. Huh. It was just a 

fuzz.” She wanders off to find a refill. I turn the volume up.

my daughter

Standing at the end of the driveway in the dark with my daughter, 
and we have been smoking a little of one thing and another, and my 
wife’s car turns in and down the drive. Not what we are supposed to be 
doing. The neighbors. The lungs. The law.

My wife, she always knows what we have done, even when we are 
quite sure we haven’t done it, not in a while anyway, not today anyway. It 
is now that we should smile and shrug and confess.

“I have an idea,” I say to my daughter. “What if we just speak to her in 
Latin? Just pretend that we only speak Latin now. She would just freak out.”

My daughter considers. “And which of us can speak any Latin, in this 
plan?”

And then, “You always just want to make everything worse.”

At the Thanksgiving party of bleary relatives I drink longer and 
later than my wife and my daughter, and they leave the party like good 
people and go home in a car driven safely by a sober person. When the 
last of the drinking types call it quits, I drive myself home. I open the 
windows to the frigid sea air. I smoke several cigarettes. I do not run 
anybody over.

My daughter is watching television in the dim-lit den. She turns the 
volume up to muffle my stumbling. I take a seat with my nightcap and 
she glares at me with an I-don’t-know-what expression. I say, “You, 
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my dear, have always had a certain . . . je ne sais qua non? Sine qua non? 
Something?”

“You’re doing it again,” she says. “You’re getting it wrong. Are you 
possibly having a stroke?”

After the block party, I fall walking home through the bushes and 
prick my eye on a bramble. Things look fuzzier. I sit with my daughter in 
the den and I waggle my hand out in front of my bad eye, fingers flop-
ping. “Look at that,” I say. “I’m half an octopus.”

My daughter, always so calm and so cold. “You don’t deserve to be 
talked to.”

Discarding the Christmas tree is done only on the dirtiest gray 
morning you can find. On this dirty gray morning I wear some gifted 
plaid thing that smells of great-aunts. I cannot think of reasons why we 
decorate. My daughter is sitting at the table and she does not move to 
help me lift the tree from its stand.

I grunt it up into a bear hug and wiggle toward the door. On my feet 
are my wife’s house slippers with the tags still on and as my first foot 
nears the threshold I look up at my daughter and think, Maybe now is the 
time to be droll.

I catch her eye, and with one toe extended all dainty, I say, “Dare I go 
out . . . slip-shod?”

She considers. “There,” she says. “You’ve about summed yourself up.” 
I jostle our tree through the doorframe and over the murky snow to 

the brush pile, where at least I can make compost.

u
my husband

Waiting for my husband at the auto shop, where my car is fairly 
wrecked. Hate to ride in his car, where he ashes on the seats and on the 
stick shift. Debris down below, lower than he can bend, hemmed in by 
the doors. Years since he could reach.

I watch his car pull into the lot and there is a glinting green thing 
where the wipers meet the windshield. It is a beer bottle. When he parks 
I tap it with my nail.

“Oh, look at that,” he says.
“As if bad things need our help to happen,” I say.
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At the party on the boat with his brothers, my husband cannot find 
his sea legs. He lurches and leans. He is party-perfect, just part of why I 
chose him. Standing round for toasts and cheers, I set him up for an old 
favorite. “Say, is this your boat?”

“Nah, I don’t have a boat. But my brothers all have little dinghies.”
Docking in the harbor, he falls down the gangplank.

To unclog the shower drain one must enter the crawl space 
beneath the house. My husband lowers through the trapdoor and crawls 
on knees and elbows, under the den, under the doors, under the dusty 
hall. I shadow him aboveground, imagine we are magnetized. He drags 
himself over dirt and bugs. Sneezes. Curses. How necessary, my husband; 
how many things I wouldn’t do. When he comes back above, I brush silt 
from his hair and pour wine.

“Something lives down there,” he says.
“Not if we don’t talk about it.”

my daughter

I find them in the den at noon, watching a flock of local turkeys 
waddle by the picture window, drinking doctored coffees in pajamas. 
Not what they are supposed to be doing. The garden, the gutters, the 
jungle of dying grass. I let them sit. They move on to wine, and then to 
port wine. By night they both are sleeping, sitting up in chairs. My hus-
band I leave behind, his spine already garbage. I lug my daughter’s body 
off to bed.

Snoozing on the couch and something pops in the kitchen. A crack. 
My daughter invented self-stirring instant soup. She duct-taped a fork to 
the roof of the microwave. My daughter, so awfully soft, never helpful.

“I stand behind the concept,” she says.
“Go stand somewhere else.”

Belongings look bleak at yard sales. None of the neighbors trust 
our clutter. My daughter has placed out on plastic tables: my wedding-
silver napkin rings, his only cozy house shoes, and all the emotional dolls 
I ever bought her. She is doing me some sort of favor. She sits with her 
mug full of morning ale and puts prices on things that don’t belong to 
her. At dusk she has sold nothing.
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“Could try again tomorrow,” she says, unserious.
I lug every single thing back in.

u
my mother

I hear crashing from the den. It is my mother. She is pulling the 
mini-fridge out from under the TV, out of its cabinet casing. All wrench-
ing and wrangling, grunts and bangs. She is low in a sumo squat. Red-
faced. Veins out. She is not winning. Mildew under the rug where the 
fridge leaks water, but it’s been that way a while.

“Why are you doing that now?”
She makes a sound like childbirth, strains at the chipping sill. “It’s just 

in here, always ruining.”

My mother yells in my sleeping ear, “Get out of the house! Get up, 
get out of the house!”

Scatter-haired, cross-dressed in my father’s pants, she scurries to the 
closet and indicates the water heater. She has clumsied loose the hose that 
feeds the gas and now the gas is spilling out. The air is flammable. I stand 
on the glassy lawn in sagging flannel. My mother runs across the street and 
bangs on doors. A fire truck arrives. The house does not explode.

“What were you trying to do?”
My mother, never handy. “I was tightening things up.”

In the evening, after some wines, I catch a chair back with my brow 
bone. Two black eyes. I powder them over, but still they show. At the 
soon-after christening of some lesser cousin, the child squalls as expected, 
but I get all the attention.

“Oh, that,” my mother says, her hands on my shoulders. “Don’t worry. 
She did that to herself.”

“Is that better than some other way?”

my father

Always driving about, always out and about, my father. In the center 
console, his cup of road wine.

“And if they catch you with that?”
He whiffs the boxed bouquet. “My dear, a misdemeanor.”
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Idleness is the thing that leads to Internet message boards. My father 
baits crazies a fair bit. Today it is about wind turbines, whether they will 
deafen cozy homeowners, whether they will clutter ocean views.

“Get a load of this. Guy calls them ‘giant bird assassins.’ Some people.”
He hunts. He pecks. Sentences are long, so he types single words. 

Dingbat. Wingnut. So gentle with his harsh words, my father.
“You know what, I’m the what-you-call-it, on here. I’m the troll, 

aren’t I?”
I consider. “Only if you’re on purpose. Can you help yourself, ever?”

At the New Year’s party, my father makes all the toasts. When I 
see him at eleven, he is red-faced. When I see him at one, he is black-
mouthed.

I lead him to a mirror. “How did you do that?”
He sticks his tongue out at himself. He grins like a demon. “I have no. 

Fricking. Clue.” Girlish with giggles. The more he rubs at his tongue, the 
more the black stuff foams. He looks rabid, a ghoul.

“You,” I say. “You’re a disgrace.”
He wags a finger. “You,” he says. “I’ll brain you.”

my mother, my father

When the crawl space floods with the spring thaw, my father 
nails boards over the trapdoor. He pulls a heavy chair on top and sits 
there, wary.

My mother brings him snacks and blankets and does not try to move 
him when he sleeps.

“What does he think he’s preventing?”

Watching Final Jeopardy, we try to guess the question from the 
category alone. The contestants wait for specificity but we pick from all 
possible things.

My mother dozes into her wine cup. My father nudges her. “We need 
your question! The category is ‘Poets.’ ”

She flops an arm out. “Just ‘Poets?’ ” She opens one eye. “Who’s Walt 
Whitman.”

“Oh, man. Good answer.” He considers, nosing into his wine cup. 
“What if it is Walt Whitman? I’ll never live this down.”
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Eating dinner on a rare day at the table, we play family quiz. My 
father asks me a question and the answer is a country, but I don’t know 
which one.

My mother says, “Psssst.” She grins in conspiracy over her wine cup 
and makes the sign of the cross with her two fingers.

“I don’t know what that is,” I say. She thrusts the cross at me, aggres-
sive, warding something off. “Transylvania?”

“Come on!” She holds the cross up to her own eyes. “It’s France!”
“I can’t tell what is happening anymore.” My father looks to me, flat, 

lightly frightened. “Can you tell what is happening, right now, anymore?”


