
i 

don't 

know 

what 

happiness 

looks 

like

kierstyn robbins



C O N T E N T S

Diplodia 

love Me, Will You? 

Labouré 

My Mistress Part I 

Betray 

My Mistress Part II 

Count: 31 

self-Preservation 

My mistress Part III 

Flailing 

This is going to hurt 

Non Compos Mentis

4.25.17

01 

02 

03 

04

06 

07 

08 

09 

10 

11  

12  

15  

16  



C O N T E N T S

Tar 

Rinkitink , etc. 

Sgraffito 

Ornithurae 

Tectonic 

Miscellaneous 

Disambiguation 

17  

18 

20 

21  

23 

24 

25 



I love you, whoever you are.



D I P L O D I A

My fingers curl like wilting rose petals 

time lapsed to decay. 

Just like the decay spreading inside of me, 

reaching out it’s mealy edges to brush 

against the backside of my skin. 

It’s the kind of decay that send vines 

up my throat to wrap around my vocal chords. 

Urging me not to speak about how I wonder 

in the dark what bottomless pill bottles 

would feel like filling me up, 

filling in all my rotted pieces. 

Weeds wrap around my spin and pull me down, 

down closer to the earth, 

shrinking me slowly and begging me 

to be one with the gentle soul. 

To use my crumbling soul to push up 

bright colored flowers. 

It grows into my ears and whispers sweetly 

about how I will finally be quiet and still. 

It makes me promises 

while rotting me. 
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L O V E  M E ,  

W I L L  Y O U ?

I am the girl made of bone fragments 

held together by strings of tendons 

and fibers swaying with my pulse. 

I am the girl who downs Nyquil 

like water so she can get lost 

in herself and dream of what it’s like 

not to spend so much time lost 

in herself. I am the girl 

With chicken scratch 

scrawl who fills notebooks with salty 

smudges and words I’d never feel brave 

enough to say, even if I’m quite certain 

they would save me. 

I am the girl with alligator skin, 

all teeth and rough patches, 

who clings too tightly to those with soft eyes 

and ears that listen while trying to molt me from 

their own slick bodies. 
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L A B O U R É

Do you know what it feels like to be empty? 

I don't mean like an empty church on Sunday 

afternoon, when the congregation goes home, 

but the rows of pews still line the floor 

and the bow headed statues rest 

silently along the windows. 

I mean the empty when I peel back my skin 

and peer into a cavern so vast 

that the only thing inside is the echo 

of my own voice 

asking if anyone is there. 
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M Y  M I S T R E S S  

P A R T   I

My mistress is not made of soft curves 

and gentle hands. Instead, she is carved with 

sharp edges that rake against my skin 

when she leans in to kiss me. 

Leaving me raw. 

She often comes at night, climbing over 

his sleeping form to nestle between us, 

curling her cold body into me, stroking the 

space between my wrist and elbow. 

With scars she told me to put there. 

Sometimes she comes in the day, appearing

in the passenger seat beside me seeking 

a thrill, tickling the hairs on the back of my 

neck and urging me to speed up. 

To see what happens. 
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Stranger still, she comes with the bliss, lurking 

on the edges of beautiful moments, leaving 

notes in the folds of my pants cuffs 

or wrapped around old spice jars. 

Don’t forget I love you best. 

Worst is when she doesn’t come at all, staying 

at home under the bed when I go out or 

leaving me in a crowded bar to smoke 

a cigarette in the alley with new friends. 

Forgetting to come back for me. 

My mistress is cruel 

and careless, but she wipes up 

tears before they hit my pillowcase and 

loving her is a feeling in my chest. 

And that’s better than feeling nothing at all. 
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B E T R A Y

She tells me the room is running out of oxygen 

even when it's not. 

She tells me I’m already dying 

even if my hear my heartbeat strong. 

She tells me give in to the silence 

because if no one has found me by now 

then no one is looking.  
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M Y  M I S T R E S S  

P A R T   I I

When her rough tongue runs along 

the inside of my teeth, 

she pulls the red from my lips and the warm, 

pink flush from my cheeks. 

Sucking the blue from my eyes 

and the thin parchment shade from my limbs. 

I almost don't notice how she 

sucks the color from me 

because with the color she takes the light. 

She dims the room and runs long fingers over my eyelids. 

Urging me to close them. 

To pretend I don't notice 

the way she's slowly turning me into nothing. 

I want so badly not to let her in. To lock my front door 

and seal all of the windows up with rolls of duct tape. 

But every night I wake again, 

somewhere before morning 

and there she stands in the doorway.  
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C O U N T : 3 1

“I want to fall asleep and never 

wakeup.” 

Written on a blue post-it note 

drowned in the bottom of my bag 

bumping gently against my leg. 

I remember my mother telling me 

if you want something then 

speak it into existence. 

I think she meant for beautiful 

things like an early summer 

or enough money to buy dinner. 

She never meant for dark thoughts 

scribbled at work on a post-it, 

hunched over a cubicle desk. 

Slid into a pocket no one sees 

except me, though I never look 

because I already know what it says. 
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S E L F -  

P R E S E R V A T I O N

It's the rush that sends a ripple 

under your skin when you feel afraid. 

An instinct. 

But I don't feel afraid anymore. 

Even when I know I should. 
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M Y  M I S T R E S S  

P A R T   I I I

She is so much louder than me. 

She’s always talking over me and 

she never let’s me have the last word. 

I’m lucky if she even 

lets me speak at all. 

She’s always there. She is 

always there. She twists my limbs 

into uncomfortable positions and 

when I try to tell her it hurts, she cuts 

me off with a smile. 

We always have to do what she wants 

to do. If she wants to stay in, and she 

always wants to stay in, then we go to 

bed at five o’clock and pretend we don’t 

notice the sun or the concerned whispers. 

If she wants to ignore my best friend’s 

call or cancel a visit for my 

mother’s birthday, then I bury my phone 

under a pile of laundry and drink another glass 

of wine that she wants, but I don’t. 

She never let’s me- 
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F L A I L I N G

“I feel like I’m disintegrating,” I say. 

“What does that mean,” He says. 

As if there is a way to explain what it’s like 

To feel pieces of my mind break off and crumble 

leaving pebbles that rattle around in my skull, 

creating a rumble so loud that can’t can’t think straight. 

As if there is a way to explain how I try to pound 

the textured wall in our bedroom with my fists, 

but they dissolve at the wrist and leave a pile of ashes 

collecting on my mismatched socks. 

As if there is a way to speak when it feels like 

every morning someone unhinges my jaw like snake 

and pours acid down my throat, 

drowning me and burning me alive at the same time. 

As if there is a way to show him that when I cut 

open the skin on my arms over and over again, 

dust plumes out, filling my lungs and revealing 

my already fossilized bones. 

As if there is a way for someone so completely whole 

To understand what it means to live as a fragment. 

A loose string on the sleeve of a Christmas sweater, 

a gum wrapper on the sidewalk.
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T H I S  I S  G O I N G  

T O  H U R T

It’s always in the darkest hours of a summer night 

when the wind ruffles the blue flowered curtains 

and my back is slick with sweat against the 

six-hundred thread count, over-priced sheets 

that we paid for with wedding money two summers ago. 

Winding our way through department store aisles, 

eager to blow through the thick stack of folded bills 

nestled in the pocket of your Levi jeans. Two children 

playing house, playing real before we ever had to.

I press my arm against your side to make sure 

you’re breathing. You don’t snore like I do 

and when the wind and the fan on your 

bedside table work in tandem, I can’t 

even be sure that you’re there in the dark. 

You are invisible, even though you are inches 

from my damp skin, your warmth separating from 

your body and finding me beneath the white comforter. 

You are always my first thought when scraps 

of a thought, an idea, reach out from the fuzzy 

edges of my consciousness and meld together, 

forming a command, an instruction, with steps 

listed in ball point pen on the inside of my 

eyes. I see it every time I close them.  
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But with it come questions. Questions for 

you, always you. Who will love you? 

Who will bring spackle and paint to you 

on a hot summer night when you’re awake 

And sweating, barely able to breathe because 

of the hole I’ve left torn through you. 

Who will spend hours smoothing and patching 

the tattered edges I left in your chest. 

I inch my body towards you and you shift 

to lay an arm over my waist. An instinctive protection, 

even when delirious with sleep, you are consumed 

by affection and safety. Who will protect you? 

I wonder how you’ll do it all alone, a capable 

man surely, but one who craves connection. 

The question that weighs most heavily, as I 

strain my eyes in the dark to take in your 

thick black eyelashes, sealed shut, and the

tamed forest that spreads across your cheeks 

and chin, shrouding your light skin, is how 

you’ll remember me. 

I hope you don’t remember how I treated your 

affection like loose skin molting from my form, 

shaking you from me, or how I would roll my eyes 

at your excitement. Refusing to care about the things  

you adored. I hope you don’t remember that my memory 

was like lightning, flashes that disappear into 

the clouds, not be seen again or how I let you 

do all of the work, because you never asked for help.  
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I hope you don’t remember how I left you, 

alone and unprepared for a reality given to 

you wrapped up in gift paper with bouncy 

ribbons hand curled with a thumb and the sharp 

edge of kitchen scissors, that when ripped open 

revealed an empty cardboard box. 

I hope you remember that you were always 

the first thing I thought of, always you. 

14



N O N  C O M P O S  

M E N T I S

I buried my suicide note at 2 am 

in the soft dirt underneath an oak 

tree outside of a well-lit church. 

The church I’d wound up in front of 

after walking six miles through the 

suburbs in sandals and an oversized sweatshirt. 

The sweatshirt I was wearing when I kissed 

him goodnight, my chest caving as I told 

myself it would be the last time I ever touched his lips. 

The lips I’d watched smile all evening while 

I was saying goodbye behind my own teeth 

with a hand on his arm. 
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4 . 2 5 . 1 7

"I think we should try to call a therapist today." 

"I've gone this long without killing myself, 

I think I can make it through the weekend." 

I laugh. She doesn't.  
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T A R

The moment we touch the ground it started 

to spread, rising to the surface, 

creating bubbles under my skin. 

As we barreled down the highway in a red 

pickup truck, my feet tucked beneath me, 

every mile bringing us closer to home. 

The mass of blackness that hovered, compressed 

in a ball at the tip of my sternum 

started to spread again, spreading through me. 

Turning my veins that shone blue through 

my paper skin, black once again. 
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R I N K I T I N K ,  E T C .

“I want to be forgotten” 

I said it to the copper mirror on the dresser 

so I could see my lips form the syllables 

and  watch the way my teeth grind 

against my bottom lip on forgotten. 

I stood with my hands at my sides, 

my fingers resting on the hem of my shorts 

while the words flew from my tongue 

and vanished into the empty house. 

I want to be forgotten like the books 

pushed into the back of the attic

crawl space at my parents house, 

packed away in old filing boxes. 

They’re the ones I push aside when I climb 

the wooden ladder from my old bunk beds and 

scrape my knees on the plywood floor 

to pull out our family photo albums.

I wonder what it would be like to curl up 

beside them, folding my body into the 

water stained cardboard boxes and rest 

against their rigid spines. 
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To breathe in the smell of age,

stale and comforting at the same time, 

and imagine how it feels to be untouched 

for twenty-five years. 

To know that if you cracked open 

their stiff spines and folded back their 

yellowed edges, their pages would 

be impossibly white in the fluorescent light. 

I want to be with them so I can be forgotten 

kindly. So I can listen to the shuffle of my dad’s 

socks on the brown linoleum and know that, 

while I’m buried beneath dust, tucked up 

against the fireplace vent, he doesn’t miss me. 

He’s forgotten I’m there at all. 
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S G R A F F I T O

I am soft. 

Fold me into myself 

and knead my edges. 

Press thumbs into 

my imperfections. 

Smooth them over 

with cloudy water. 

Craft me with gentle 

hands running along my shape. 

Create something meaningful 

from a lifeless form. 

Use fingers to build edges 

and breathe being into me. 

Or force heavy palms 

into my soft flesh. 

Squeeze the air bubbles 

from beneath my skin. 

Start me again from 

nothingness as you see fit. 

Let me grow brittle 

bones that shatter. 

Set me ablaze once 

I am made best. 

Cement me into who 

you find most pleasing. 
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O R N I T H U R A E

I am a clip winged bird 

perched on a branch crafted 

by layers of textured plastic

made to feel real. 

Just as I am made to feel real, 

though small hands and camera 

lenses press against the plexiglass 

shield separating our existence. 

I stretch my wings out as far as they 

will go, extending my feathers towards 

the mesh ceiling above me, brushing 

against it, a soft and malleable reminder 

of the limits and edges to my being. 

Little mouths gape open and shutters 

flash, reflecting off the glass and 

dissipating as they absorb my performance. 

I cock my head at them in a confusion 

they take as a display, and wonder how 

they can know what I mean at all 

when they have never crept across 

my exhibit and stroked my neck, 

run their fingers through my feathers, 

felt my talons against their skin. 
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They only want me in my perfect form, 

a mannequin that can be dressed and remade 

in the way that makes it only beautiful. 

They tuck away cameras and load strollers, 

leaving popsicle stained finger-printers 

on the window before they can finish 

forming the thought that beauty in a cage 

is already dying. 

22



T E C T O N I C

Today tastes like summer and I breathe it in. 

I breathe it in.

I breathe it in.

I’m breathing. 

Today the wind presses against my exposed skin 

and it feels warm, like a blanket laid over you after 

you’ve fallen asleep. It blows past my lips and fills me up. 

I breathe it in.

I’m breathing. 

Today the wheels on my bicycle hum as I fly past 

the park that doesn’t allow dogs and my old 

apartment building. The chain rattles and grinds 

against the metal, the wind carrying the scent of 

years old grease up my leg. I inhale it slowly. 

I breathe it in.

I’m breathing. 

I’m breathing. 

I’m breathing. 

I’m breathing.  
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M I S C E L L A N E O U S

I am in pieces. 

All present, but impossible to reassemble 

I am rubble to be shuffled under old sneakers 

and sand to be run through rough fingers. 

A collection of something once whole. 

I am breakable while already broken 

and scattered by blows from soft lips. 

A frantic rush to find the rest of me by the wind. 

I am left in panic to pull my edges together in the tide 

and resignation to be pulled apart again. 

A fragment of a wanderer searching for memories. 

I am a souvenir set on a shelf beside a snow globe 

and an emigrant from somewhere I understood. 
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D I S A M B I G U A T I O N

I don't know what happiness looks like. 

I can't remember what it smells like and I've completely 

forgotten what it taste like. 

And even though I know what it sounds like, I don't have a 

clue what it feels like. 

Maybe that's what it will always be like.  
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