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Side-A 
The Math of Living 

  
It hurts to measure myself 
in numbers. 
The number of dollars I owe in taxes 
because of a man who almost killed me. 
The number that equals two years 
for a graduate degree that could cost 
a lifetime. 
The three digits that could help me 
ever own a house 
(or not). 
The number my words make in a year, 
so I can keep a roof over my head 
and the lights on and food to eat 
and heat. 
The number of years more I need 
to make more plusses than minuses. 
The number of years I lost 
on the wrong men. 
The number of times your heart beats 
(louder) 
when I’m asleep in your arms, 
and listening for a moment 
can make me quit measuring, 
each hard year, 
every one of my losses. 
 



 
 



Side-B 
Holly 

 
I can remember the way 
all this want once began. 
Me, a small dark-haired girl 
in the back of my mother’s used Toyota, 
I stared over seats and out windows 
as she drove us through the rich neighborhood. 
We imagined the lives inside the towering houses, 
the lives so unlike ours. 
My mother handed me a donut 
and I licked off the sugary glaze, 
prolonging the first bite as if it would 
disappear in my hands. 
Sometimes everything feels like the last of everything. 
That Christmas, the landlord came and hacked away the holly bushes 
that grew by the front door. 
My mother watched from inside, 
at the window, angry but quiet. 
I pulled on her shirt, yelling that she should tell them 
we wanted to make a wreath for the door. 
“It doesn’t belong to us,” she scolded. 
She stopped me from running outside, 
She stopped me from screaming and starting a scene. 
But something had already begun to change inside me, 
my cells now alight with reprisal, ire shifting into caged desire. 
Now I walk in a state I am not from, in a neighborhood I’ve made mine, 
in a house I do not own but where I am safe, the landlords are kind. 
I am a woman who has seen too much, 
I am a woman who has lived through enough. 
I walk the streets alone and imagine a life that might still expand and grow. 
I am so much closer now, I am so close. 
I take pictures of all the holly bushes I see with my phone. 
I want to make a wreath from all the things that have broken my heart. 
I want to hang it outside, on my door, so everyone knows. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*This poem was published in Of Rust & Glass 
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