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Elliott

By Brian Nierman
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“contact”

I see the ground underneath dissolving
as I am given to the sky
it is a rapture of air blasting past
the last weightless moment of a dream
leaking out of memory before my eyes
open to the fresh day of his birth
which was its own phenomenon of flight

and when he came we cried first
then counted his fingers and toes
and announced his name then
brought him home
our world so new
a sequence of curved patterns
(a system of clouds) clustered below

then the static and settling of my stomach
when we came down to meet the ground
all that machinery groaning against the speed
the pitched floor brought back to even
and a boy for us he is ours
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(a system of clouds)

a system of clouds drops water
but to see color there must be light
and at my back the sun works to
separate everything into a spectrum
which lengthens my days reflecting different arcs and angles
and I am told I developed a stammer
it comes and goes

this is the chemical some cortisone
or the amber filling up my textured glass
and once I was someone all out in
front like a period that marks the coming of spring
when fresh life flashes from the window casting
green against all that winter gray
and it is all there propped up to show how cruel it
is to love someone

it is not fair to say it is because of him or try to
maneuver the sun to expose the fragments of
what we lost or never had
it is because my feet float above the ground
and I am thrown from surface to corner like
a sliver of morning light that comes in and divides
my face while I sleep
but it does not wake me it just
fragments my dreams but void
of sensations of sights and real colors
I am lifted and ready
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“first crack”

I can mark that moment
when the breach began
and the atmosphere in which
I lived my life tinted to a shade

spinning and slapping his own head
(I pinned the moment down) and squinted my eyes
head cocked to one side
the stuttered heartbeat and
the new knowledge as
the cracks formed in front

and in a blink the years flash behind
and in a moment I am young about six
seeing Elliott hit himself somewhere at a park or party
I make that face the adult me
has seen on other children
the perplexed and nearly maimed
the invasion of space and the strike so sudden
and sharp that the little
mind cannot take it all in at once
on the bouncy bridge but immediately
later buried in her mother’s arms on the bench below
she cries because of the quickness of it all
and I cannot apologize
or crinkle my brow or make
my voice tinny because I am also a child stunned

and I am now myself
or the me from years ago
and in that room among
the mylar balloons and a pink and green cake sheathed in
plastic that pops when opened and he is there
my little piercing top
hitting his own head in motion
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(I pinned the moment down)

I pinned the moment down
and squinted my eyes in
the same way yarn is tangled
into something useful or forgotten
the hook and its intertwinement
the stitch of daylight sucked out
of space and working to make
the twisted strains of fiber
something whole

it is coming and going that I love
the arriving and leaving
and when you stand back and say you
made this be it a scarf or a child there is
always a bending of the universe
taking the energy and repurposing it into
something one can touch
this is how to love someone completely
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“giving your son a name”

we gave our son a name and in those early days it fit
we embroidered it on pillows or stenciled it on pastel walls
and stood back from across the room and imagined the letters
emblazoned on diplomas or etched in the cardstock of invitations

but then the weeks started to unfold slowly
and (the length of a year) became an outer space
with all its collapsing stars and churning nebula
and we began to think the name ill fits
he should have been called something else

and maybe the messages home
from the school would be less of a jolt if
his name was something else
would children flee from him if we
changed what we gave him
would he have been born this way under a new name
maybe naming him before he came casted a straight a crack that
left all of us separated to one side submerged together
in a colloid where our particles do not settle in any given atmosphere

here and now no amount of makeshift names
can undo this fog that is clouding our eyes
it permeates then collects at
the sides of sight and makes its way in
there is nothing left to second guess
especially his name
together we are suspended
in a cloud passing overhead looking down at rivers
and schoolyards and the outsides of homes
high above try to catch then force the symbols into spaces
make them letters so we can rename him
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(the length of a year)

the length of a year collects
in the stretch of skin
and amidst all of this
we try and manage again
to bring new life

when we told our sons and
saw their faces my mind eventually went
to names and identities
and how rivers find confluences
and eventually collect and overcome the earth

how do I choose what to multiply
which patterns to build or layout
in front to force me to face the day
and all its rocks jutting out splitting
water for just a moment

it is a feat that I see so much
good in something new and
even think it could save me
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“four lungs”

when he is a harm to himself and in heaps
or found from outside halfway hanging
from his window
I lay him down on the beige carpet
of his room and press my body flat to his
our rib cages tectonic plates our
four lungs an archipelago

we started this when he
was four and beside himself
a dangerous boy

we could not leave him up there alone like this

I added the breaths when he was six
(when just my weight was not enough)
he knows to receive my breath
to bring it down and
return it to me and this
goes on until he is stopped and fully grounded

at eight he became half my weight
I grip the floor to press more
of myself than I have into him but it is not
enough so I rise like some sort
of Atlas ashamed and aged
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(just my weight was not enough)

just my weight was not enough
to stop the oven of my head
churning to warm
taking in gas from tubes
connected to outside lines and
clicking as it does
being tired and slow to fire

the hoping is a sort of living
a soft shine off a new coat of
paint holding light that
spills in from the looseness of a curtain

the question comes
I often wondered how much of my
own atoms need to mingle for me
to swirl in an atmosphere
before I disappear
it is so much unfolding and
folding living this way
a sense of being swallowed
or sided
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“his brother”

his brother tethered to him two years apart
they are two clocks hung to the wall
like perfect lovers with the
same energy source
identical nail anchored into the same vertical post
the same first beats
of the first morning

then after time a subtle
graze of the mechanism that
makes the parts move puts
a microsecond between the two times
so they stutter and the perfect rhythm is gone
it breaks the heart to see
the painstaking synchronization stopped

there he is watching his brother get married
there he is entering his brother’s first home
I can see it standing on the face of a clock looking up
as the hand sweeps overhead

we are always questioned when we started to know
it is the same as being asked what
made the one mainspring
force the movement delay
I can say when his brother
set off into the grass (and
fell seamlessly into orbit) and
his older brother in the stunted
shade of a tree counting seconds alone
the two timepieces on a wall in our home
each forever on their own plane
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(and fell seamlessly into orbit)

and fell seamlessly into orbit
the slow spin of matter or
the twisting  of chromosomes
to form a body
at three times you were not alone
inside yourself and now outward
they are here growing
the same tinge of skin
the same patterns
in their hair the same
shaping of the small words
to cover the gaps

looking at them what you carried
I think about the even trees that line our street
how the leaves flutter in unison
at even heights
all those leftover stunted limbs
clipped down for their differences
as if love could be pruned
by ignoring that question
I am too ashamed to ask anyone
am I good
am I good
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“dream”

I woke in the haze of night and upon realizing
the past sequence was just a dream I decided I wanted to die
the idea to leave came so honestly that (it almost
slowed my heart) to a stop but I
stayed and lifted my body from the bed

the dream I had was we ran to a cave and talked
it was him but not him
no odd cadence in his voice
no stimming about the height
of the poles outside our house

he was normal

we talked plainly about girls he
thought about and his
friends and the insides of their homes
in this dream I was the father I always
wanted to be and then I woke up
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(it almost slowed my heart to a stop)

it almost slowed my heart to a stop
when in the late winter
the only time we could
see him was on a screen
draped in a fabric we did not give him
all corners and backlighting and
how he floated in and out of view
I made my voice jingle for my son
I made my eyes bright to play interference
between the realness and what he
thought was happening to him

those days when he was there was a sort
of parallel or concurrence
so much quiet and stillness bound to
the tantrum happening inside us all
he tried new foods and lived in the city
and we broke down and made it all orderly
aligning our home while he was gone

after a time the house seemed stale from the void of
of the slamming of sheetrock
the kicking of doors
and the haphazard expansion of rapidly heated
air crashing into all of us day in and out
but that last night when enough became enough
the only remnant of noise
was the siren taking him away

and there was something
about his mother my bride being
allowed to dress him for bed when he came
there that first late night that emptied all I had left
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“an arm’s reach”

an arm’s reach
from him means there
is no time
to subtract space
and lunge or block my
body between his

as such unguarded high drops or
steepness beside our steps
forces my hand to
graze the backside fabric
of his shirt when
we are single file
and walking straight

the span of my limbs is all I have
to prevent such a shattering
of a commonplace
Sunday or a father’s day picnic

what a way to live

and there is always some deafening
compressor or siren or backfire
that chop my hands to his ears

looking back at that first
afternoon when the
earliest crack came and
he only a small child slapping his
own head so much for us
to not know

(we are a sight)
the two of us standing on a blue plastic bridge
or posted together looking down a curved slide
I always go first
waiting to catch him at the bottom
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(we are a sight)

we are a sight
can you see us
under a night sky that is
bursting with color and sound
I became God in the grass

my hands cupping
my son’s ears as I knelt
behind his young body
so many moments spent this way
hands pressed to ears
hands gripping wrists
gatherings I have missed or games spent sidelined
he and I always
together and alone but in the grass among the cacophony
of pops and murmurs
I feel the miracle of magic embedded
in my veins and into hands
pressed tightly on the sides of a small face
this is what God feels like
when he forces
the pain of creation to a yield giving
a moment when I exist
only for him

does my child know that a body is connected to
these hands
a back tightened
from fatigue and knees ground past the grass
and into the dirt
does it matter to him or does he not
notice the full weight of these
bones and everything else inside
directing the energy to these hands
and so the explosions in the sky
that are simultaneous with their
light but carry sound slowly behind
are blocked by my palms and barely make
their way into him

craned up to the sky he sees the
streaks burst upward and then bloom reds and blues and
greens and then rain down shards
of light before fizzling to black
and his lips curled up once and he clapped
having his own hands freed from his ears
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“this puncturing and this pain”

my son’s teeth sinking into my skin is a gift
breaking the surface
I want him deeper until
my arm is in pieces devoured and gone
the sharp intake of air that comes a moment after
the moment of submission
being brought down to my knees
within the environment
then beneath it
such a spectacle we are thrashing
around the staff bathroom of this haircut place
our love is never transactional

I did not know I needed this pain
until the electricity in his mouth met my body
and now as I look down at his little face
so striking in its contortions
I feel the miracle of real pain
this puncturing and this pain leaves
a mark to be seen and hopefully a scar
it is so much easier to wear him this way
this violent display that is heard by
strangers waiting for a blowout or a dye

the latch clicks open and we emerge
and I pretend that I am asked about
the small indentations on my arm
how they got there but at the last moment I lie
(keeping this beautiful secret just for me)
a trophy
a letter
an outward gleaming
testament of my love
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(keeping this beautiful secret just for me)

keeping this beautiful
secret just for me:

sometimes he sashays
through the living room
stimming about numbers
if he gets overly excited about
a measurement
or a weight or a
linear sequence of some kind
he will hop twice
twist his wrists
and smile

in that microsecond
when his feet are
off the ground and
he is ranting about the
height of our dog
or the size of the celery
I will see him joyful
I seep inside all that bright light
where there are no differences
or comparisons
or forebodings
within that flash of air between
his feet and floor
there is just lightness
that crashes through sending me out of the room
to where I see my life glinting in the
sunlight that breaks the surface
of water.
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