


House	of	Burnt	Offerings

By	Judith	Skillman
6835	113th	Place	SE
Newcastle,	WA	98056

judith.skillman@comcast.net
www.judithskillman.com

425-785-7507

	

eBook	Edition

Produced	by	
1827	Walden	Office	Square	Suite	260,
Schaumburg,	IL	60173,	USA
Enquiries:
info@ebooks2go.net
www.ebooks2go.net

ePub	ISBN	978-1-5457-2197-1

mailto:judith.skillman@comcast.net
http://www.judithskillman.com
mailto:info@ebooks2go.net
http://www.ebooks2go.net


Contents
1.

The	Turnip

The	Child’s	Pose

Wand

Vases	of	Peonies

Swaybacked

Cicada

Kafka’s	Wound

Comes	the	Solstice

Die	Kinder

Displacement

The	Rooster

Ariel	Commands

The	Train

Jobless

Ah	Vallejo,

2.

Mis	En	Abyme

Passing	on	the	Right

House	of	Burnt	Cherry

The	New	Mother

Hashimoto’s	Disease

Winter	Burlesque

The	Green	Hour

By	Winter

Semitic

Wifery

Lethe	as	Mass

Placebo

Moods	and	Qualities



In	Squalor

3.

Burnt	Offering

Lisa’s	Dress

Goaded

The	Succulents

The	Courtyard

Atonement

The	Young	Widow

Windfall

Crabapples

The	Rustling

In	the	Doghouse

Restraint

Notes



1.
XXXVI

We	struggle	to	thread	ourselves	through	the	eye	of	a	needle,
Face	to	face	with	the	desires.

César	Vallejo,	Trilce



	

The	Turnip
Once	more	you	force

its	fisted	mass.	Blanched	white

with	a	feather	of	pink—

the	bloodless	promise?

Has	the	chemistry	of	want

exploded	the	dreamy	cluck

of	that	heart	in	your	chest?

Under	the	sky,	the	grave

of	dawn’s	planted	again—

its	beginning	wed

to	the	same	milky	stone.



	

The	Child’s	Pose
Never	the	children	we	wanted	to	be,

we	ran	away,	sat	on	porches,	hobos

holding	sticks	with	makeshift	bags.

Unable	to	stop	the	arguments,	we	left,

returning	only	when	hunger	crept	too	close.

Huddled	alone,	salt	in	our	throats—

that	telltale	taste	infected	our	thin	clothing.

Scared	to	return	a	boxed	ear,	a	hard	pinch,

or	the	tickling	torture	of	relatives,	we	began

to	learn,	like	peasants,	all	over	again,

how	to	finger	an	amulet	of	red	beads.

Evil,	when	kept	at	bay,	seemed	almost	good.

Then	rain	whet	our	appetites	for	heartsickness

and	we	grew	up.	A	big	wind	came,	trees	blew

unfettered,	their	branches	lifting	as	if

to	reveal,	beneath	green	skirts,	what	it	was

had	to	be	hidden	from	all	the	eye-lamps

that	lit	up	our	bright	brothels

of	emotion.	Were	we	objects	attached	like	chairs

to	table?	Had	we	fallen	asleep	after	eating

the	best	dreams	in	the	house?



	

Wand
If	there’s	a	synonym	for	magic

it	lies	not	in	the	wand

but	at	the	bud-bent	end.

The	body’s	a	spring,

the	mind	a	whore.

Easter	dawn,	and	loss.

Better	to	have	been	born	poor

than	come	to	this	late	poverty

where	milk	carries	its	aftertaste

and	what’s	been	bought	and	sold—

orchid	from	the	realtor—

decorates	a	scarred	teak	table.

Better	to	have	been	made

to	make	do	all	along:

then	she	unwrapped	a	stick	of	butter,

saved	the	wrapper	to	smear	a	pan

for	the	next	flat	cake

taken	from	the	cavern	of	her	oven.

Old	moon-faced	clock

just	beginning	to	light

the	humble	kitchen

where	each	day	began

at	the	same	stained	bowl:

then	she	wore	her	torn	robe

over	white	bra	and	underwear,

a	dateless	slip,

four	dresses	that	carried	through

every	season.	Lavender	in	a	vase

on	the	Formica	table,

its	smart	yellow	chairs.



	

Vases	of	Peonies
We	bring	them	in	heavy

from	the	garden,	we	carry	their	weight

in	our	arms	as	if	their	pinks

were	flesh.	An	atmosphere	is	created

inside	the	house	exclusively	of	scent—

bridal,	nuptial,	called	to	order.

Their	ruffled	crinolines	last	for	a	day

and	they	become	tow-headed	girls

rallying	for	a	fight,	and	they	become

the	spiders	in	their	rose-wings,	the	ants

walking	quickly	away	from.

We	bring	and	bring	them	in

as	if	such	a	thing	as	a	bouquet

could	be	painted	by	the	unknown	artist

who	rents	our	nonexistent	attic.

As	if	the	head,	the	luxurious	arm	of	green—

outstretched,	having	slept	the	sleep

of	languor	in	the	yard	after	bursting

from	dark	soil—as	if	even	one

of	these	perfect	Persephones

could	live	among	our	interruptions

and	gallant	intrusions,	the	sharp	shears

of	our	smiling	teeth.



	

Swaybacked
I	enter	the	animal	called	self.

Its	bones	no	longer	quite	aligned.

I	ride	the	animal	in	the	direction

of	dressage,	put	on	my	posture.

I	call	myself	Madame	when	others	say	Ma’am,

their	accents	of	the	deep	south	preserved

like	shrunken	heads	in	formaldehyde.

I	enter	the	bird	called	voice.

Its	trill	resembles	the	fishwife

who	nags	those	close	to	her	with	curses

&	compulsions.

I	enter	the	weather	titled	Spring.

Cherry	petals	accumulate	like	snow	on	the	patio,

where	self	&	voice	design	ruffled	birds	and	bloodless	queries.

Where	does	the	airplane	go	close	to	supper?

How	do	lilacs	send	scent	into	the	windows	of	neighbors?

Shall	I	procure,	from	milk,	butter,	&	a	bit	of	flour,

the	white	sauce	my	mother	taught	me	how	to	make

when	I	came	of	age?

I	enter	the	light	called	dusk.

All	the	symbols	of	youth	swallow,	swallowed	by	Eliot’s	violets.

Tiresius—even	Prufrock,	who	hardly	knew	whether	to	eat

the	bloody	peach.

I	enter	my	spine	as	question	mark.



	

This	Sadness	is	No	One’s
It	belongs	to	the	white	chicken,

and	the	child-woman

whose	mother	had	fetal	alcohol	syndrome,

to	the	gray	hulk	of	sky.

It	is	neither	yours	nor	mine,

nor	the	woman	who	works

in	the	bakery	or	the	post	office

or	the	jewelry	store.

This	sadness	lingers	in	a	tone

of	wood,	in	trains	bulleting

from	west	to	east.

It	is	vacancy	enlarged	with	winter.

What	you	hold

isn’t	warm	or	alive.	It	doesn’t	cluck,

pick	grubs	from	mud,

or	strut	around	the	yard

as	if	to	impress.

This	is	the	solitary	watch.

Take	the	gun,	the	magnet,

the	trick	of	hands	without	cards.



	

Cicada
When	you	were	born

the	veined	wings	came.

Such	large	eyes

you	said,	and	the	answer

came—all	the	better

to	see	through	darkness.

Translucent	wings	beat

back	your	childhood

as	certain	dreams	grew	transparent—

the	strong	back,

arms	ready	to	carry	infant-others.

When	the	time	came

the	wretch	had	red	eyes

and	leather	skin.	So	much	drama

behind	the	set

of	any	fairy	tale—Midsummer	Night’s	Dream,

Our	Town.	Afterward

husks	littered	the	ground

like	empty	soda	cans.

When	you	were	born

the	play	contained	a	lecher,

an	ignorant	mother,

an	absent	father.

Such	big	hands

you	said,	and	the	answer

came—all	the	better

to	break	a	girl.

A	hail	of	shells	fell

for	the	thread	that	ties

one	generation	to	the	next:



a	knot	that	can’t	be	undone.

Embroidered	blackness

and	the	pimp	in	the	tree,

his	white,	drumlike	plates

singing,	the	thrum

of	abdomens	filling

the	sky	with	mating

calls.	Then	to	lie

drunk	on	death

and	other	shrouded	visions.



	

Kafka’s	Wound
Toward	sunset	it	bleeds	orange,	plums,

and	wine.	His	father	always	at	table

with	mug	in	hand.	How	long

must	a	son	allow	the	city	to	unwind

its	long	avenues,	branching	rivers

full	of	walkers	insular	with	autumn.

It’s	true	the	blade	took	garlic	cloves

from	their	little	white	coats,

so	pliant,	the	stems	beneath	that	fat	knife

wolfing	into	the	core	of	the	matter.

It’s	true	there	must	be	a	mother

in	the	story—her	stringy	hair,	her	roast

burning	inside	the	oven.	He	sees	the	clock	tower

in	the	square,	glances	up	to	find	a	rim	of	moon.

At	least,	for	now,	the	hole’s	been	bled

of	what	it	holds.	As	far	as	a	man	can	walk

the	shops	stretch,	their	signs	reversed.

Closed	for	another,	longer	night.

Withholding	exactly	that	porcelain—

that	Jan	Becher	Karlovy	liqueur	cup

one	needs	to	clamp	between	finger

and	thumb.	He’s	learned	one	lesson.

This	wound	must	be	purged	each	day.

Else	the	stench	of	what	it	carries

emanates	from	his	mouth,	and	others	turn	away.



	

Skunked
When	the	window’s	open,

fan	sucking	air	from	a	swath

of	wetland.	Before	the	ink

has	dried	on	the	contract	for	a	house

you	decide	to	buy.

The	upstairs	floor	creaks.

There’s	always	a	man

upstairs,	something	to	do

with	numbers	and	spectra.

From	the	argument	of	scents

a	yellow	cloud	wafts.

The	wasp	hotel	full	now,

and	each	type	of	meat

attracting	more	tuxedos.

A	bit	of	cheese	dropped	from	a	sandwich,

a	star	falling	to	earth,	burning	up

in	its	own	white	streak.

The	space	station	on	time,

magnitude	far	brighter

than	Venus.	It	has	to	happen

several	times	in	one	lifetime—

the	embarrassment	of	public

speaking,	preceded	or	followed

by	insomnia.	What	else	has	been	waiting

at	the	peripheries	of	the	season:

accident,	mislaid	glasses,	girl	who	sat	on	a	bee

while	recovering	from	rheumatic	fever?

It	will	happen	that	someone

who	loved	you	becomes

a	millionaire,	and	you—



the	friend	of	his	ex-wife—

must	spend	time	listening

to	trains,	hearing	that	plaintive	wail

of	those	who	once	traveled	from	east	to	west.

You	must	sit	alone

in	the	stink	and	blush

of	remembrance,

in	the	stammer	of	household	names,

loading	separate	compartments

for	spoon,	fork,	and	knife.



	

Comes	the	Solstice
Yet	somehow	the	moon

remains	only	a	mirror.

Meant	to	reflect,	as	we

do	at	the	worst

times	of	our	lives,

on	something	larger,

more	angry	than	we	are.

The	sun—no	more	terrestrial

than	tape	grass.	A	star

holding	four	rocky	globes

in	orbit,	a	furnace	whose	desserts

glint	from	water,	windows,

and	the	brown	eyes

of	my	father,	who	studied

its	flares	and	prominences

even	as	he	raged	against

the	casserole	dishes

placed	before	him

when	the	cancer	grew

larger	than	his	own

esophagus—the	formal

source	of	all	his	pleasure.
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