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dislocation

Verity Sayles

[C1] I never told him I imagine spines like necklaces. 
Snipping the nerve cord would release the verte beads. 

And yes, they’d fall to the ground, skitter across the 
linoleum, and disappear under the stove.

[C2] Seven cervical vertebrae bear the weight of the 
head: 10 lbs. of skull and brain, heavy with concerns 
and calculations, bathed in cerebral spinal fluid. No 

wonder necks grow stiff and need stretching.

[C3] He rarely kissed my neck. But he did once, in his 
kitchen as I dropped lumps of meatballs into a pot. 
Briefly—then he pulled back, maybe noticing red 

sauce spotting his counter.

[C4] A vertebra is a body with an arch. The solid 
projections are named: centrum, pedicles, lamina. But 
what about the empty center, where the spinal cord 

threads, what do you call this void? 

[C5] I’ve been stacking and aligning fragments of 
my memory: the kitchen, the kiss, the shape of his 

jaw, the smell of the sauce. I’m trying to create a 
backstory, but gaps still linger.

[C6] The backbone is an elastic column.  
But a singular noun denies the ordered precision 

of 33 vertebrae, numbered and sectioned  
by size and shape, interlocking just enough so  

we bend before we break. 

[C7] I don’t see our backstory like a hard length of 
knotted rope. I see pieces tenuously stacked, gaping 
holes threaded with raw nerves. I’m using his rules, 

his rigidity, to arrange my understanding.
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[T1] Traveling down the spine, we slide backwards, roll down the convex curve, 
between the shoulder blades into the thoracic spine. These twelve vertebrae may be 
inferior to their cervical spine, but they are hinge points for our ribs, forming the 

protective cage of our lungs and heart.

[T2] Before he was a medical student, we were both teachers. When our free 
periods aligned, he wandered in from the math building and drew logic puzzles 
on my white board. Can you connect these dots with three lines? Can you make a 
square by only moving one angle? I would figure and fail enough to make him 

laugh. Then he’d show me the answer: it seemed so obvious, and leave me in my 
empty English classroom to erase the numbers. 

[T3] We were in my classroom when he told me he got a tattoo. Bullshit. You’re Ivy 
League; you’re too clean cut for ink. He shut my door came around to my desk 

and unbuckled his khakis. I wondered if he could hear my heart knocking against 
my chest as he revealed the top of his thigh, the black freshly inked XI. What is 
the significance of eleven? He hitched up his pants. How do you know it’s eleven? It 
could be nine from my angle. I knew he liked ordered numbers, square roots, and 
the unfolding of patterns. Was it his soccer number cubed? 3 x 3 = 9? Maybe it 

doesn’t mean anything. He shrugged. Everything means something. 

[T4] When he was done coaching soccer practice, I’d head to his apartment 
with a twelve pack of cheap beer. In the time it took to drink two beers, he 
would have finished checking all the answers on two classes worth of math 
tests, and I’d still have stacks of papers to grade. I bet you wish you taught 
math; you’d be totally done with grading now. He flicked bottle caps onto 

pages I marked with purple pen. No, I don’t. Math is  
too precise—how can you have just one right answer? I pretended  

to be annoyed when I put aside the papers and played  
cards, letting the stack grow cold.

[T5] We spent a lot of time at the pizza parlor just off campus, perched 
on cracked barstools over whiskey gingers, watching sports I didn’t care 

about. He knew every rule and infraction after a lifetime of three-season-
varsity-everything. He explained onside kicks and offside penalties but 
I just liked watching his perfect teeth. I’d ask him about his plans for 
medical school. He came from a family of doctors. His mother, an 

orthopedic surgeon, spent her days mending the bones, all the more 
impressive because orthopedics is like a boys club for former varsity 
athletes. You have to be strong to break bones. So it’s perfect for you,  

I thought, dragging a finger down his back.
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[T6] We stumbled back to campus and he ended up in my bed. 
This was the first time I saw the perfect grid of his abdominal 

muscles, touched a finger to the center of each quadrant. This was 
the first time he saw my full tattoo: map coordinates inked deep at 
the base of my spine. He pulled at the skin around the numbers, 

making them shift and blur with my skin. Then he quizzed me on 
their order. Could I remember them if I didn’t see them everyday? 
I kept mixing up the numbers. Was it 45 N or 7 W? He laughed. 

You’re not great with numbers, huh? He valued order over backstory, 
whereas I saw a point on the globe and spun its significance.

[T7] I got the tattoo when my father was dying, and the coordinates 
marked his and my favorite places in the world. I got the tattoo the 

year I gained an intimate knowledge of hospitals: long hallways, empty 
stretchers, clear tubes, and grey widows, and the smell of sickness covered 
with chemicals. I got the tattoo the year men in white coats determined 

everything. But the medical student didn’t know me then. He slid a thin, 
white envelope under my door, and when I read his words— Please don’t 

take a pen to this as you would your student essays, I’m not a writer, but we just 
fit together—I had to agree. I saw us as two halves of an equation. It was 

incredibly sexy to imagine him as a surgeon: resetting bone lines, scraping out 
tumors fully where other doctors had failed, sewing the skin cleanly shut. 

[T8] The medical student brought me to Yale. I wanted to see his old 
dormitory, to imagine his time beneath the elms as much as he wanted to 

show me to the rare books museum. The walls of the Beinecke are made of 
thin, 1 ¼inch marble panels, protecting the rare books by filtering the sun. 
The interior of the museum glows with a sallow, yellow light. It’s like being 

inside a bone. He took my hand and led me to the Guttenberg Bible, but I was 
distracted by the center of the museum—a glass tower four floors high sealing 
in hundreds upon hundreds of books, spines filed precisely on the shelves. I 

felt a crushing weight in my chest, imagining how many words they contained. 
There was so much to read. He touched the small of my back. This is what you 

are supposed to look at, and pointed at the open book.

[T9] I was at the medical student’s new apartment, studying for the GRE. I had 
never learned permutations and combinations. In college I completed the dreaded 
math requirement with “Visual Geometry,” an excuse to spend a semester cutting 
octagons from construction paper. I was trying to translate verbal equations into 
algebraic expressions and my voice was strained when I called to him. I should be 

good at this! There are so many words here! He slid onto the carpet next to me,  
took my textbook into his lap, and I hooked one of my legs over his. He scribbled 

in the margins, It’s simple. Let x be the unknown, what you have to solve for.  
Then just set up the ratio, and solve for x. For some reason calculations were  

so clear to him. We’d been having sex for months and this was the  
first time he saw me cry. Don’t get so emotional, it’s just math.
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[T10] Do you want to see a spinal column? The two of us were in his echoing medical 
school building after hours. He opened a classroom door with a tap of his ID card and 
led me to the back counter where grey-yellow lumps of bone were stored in Plexiglas 
cases. I spotted the long club-like femurs, slices of jawbones and hipbones, and the 

delicate arches of radial limbs tossed in a bucket. So many piled bones seemed inhuman. 
I couldn’t imagine them stuck in our insides, forming our skeletons. There, trailed on 
the table, like a frayed rope, was the yellow spinal cord. With no vertebrae to hold it 

in place it looked limp and weak, a sallow length of tissue and dried nerves. It was sort 
of pathetic. How could this be the same electric cord that buzzed with receptors and 

sensors, wrapped around our aching core? I stuck out a finger and delicately prodded an 
edge, half expecting to receive a residual shock.

[T11] He came home after a long day at school and I was on his couch with a book. 
He dropped his bag by the door and fell on top of me, crushing my body with his. 

We learned about the ribs today he said, drawing up my right arm. I protectively tried 
to pull my arm down, but he pinned it over my head, drew the palm of his hand 

down my side and my entire core softened. He lifted up my t-shirt and I sucked in 
my stomach, hoping to make my ribs more pronounced as he worked his fingers over 
my skin, counting the ridges. 12, 11, those are your floating ribs, they only attached to 
your spine. Then 10, 9, 8, 7, those ribs go all the way from spinal column to sternum.  

I prickled with delight. And these are your intercostal muscles. He fingered the space 
between my fifth and sixth rib and I cried out in pained surprise. That doesn’t hurt,  

he dismissed. Maybe it didn’t; maybe it was just the discovery of an unknown 
tenderness gaping between the bones.

[T12] The nurse called me in from the waiting room. He was just waking up, cheeks 
packed with gauze from having four impacted wisdom teeth removed. She loves to see me 

like this he mumbled to the nurse as I held his hand. Must still be groggy from the 
surgery. But he was right. I never loved him more than when I drove him home,  
his head lolling from anesthetic, and he said I was beautiful. When I lined up his 
medications, gave him a Percocet every four hours, wrapped a bag of frozen peas  

in a washcloth and pressed it tenderly to his cheeks. He napped and woke up and spat 
blood into the sink and couldn’t concentrate on studying so I made mashed potatoes 

and we played cards for hours. I kept him updated as his swelling went down,  
checked the bloody tangle of stiches hidden behind his perfect ring of teeth.  

See, I know how to take care of people, too.
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[L1] I never told him about my own spine. About the consistent dull pain, the weekly 
visits to the chiropractor, the green leather bench where I lay facedown, how the doctor 

pushed and cracked my spine to loosen the joints, to release the build up of pressure 
within the vertebrae. The day I learned I have Lumbar Facet Syndrome, a condition 
where the lower five lumbar vertebrae, the ones responsible for bearing the weight of 
the body, curve too sharply into a deep well. Vertebrae compacted into a perpetual 

ache. He also discovered my hips are uneven. Is this unevenness a problem? He pressed 
his hands on the iliac crests of my hip bones and deemed them two different heights It 
might bother you a little when you run, it may cause you to be out of step. I never told 
the medical student that I refused to drink milk when I was younger. I didn’t tell him 

my mother buys me bottles of calcium pills to remind me osteoporosis is hereditary. He 
never knew about my mother’s creaking elbow and swollen knuckles, or the way my 

grandmother’s spine shrank each year as her bones dissolved. I don’t know if he noticed 
the white flecks on my nails. Or if he compared my small fragile teeth to his magnificent 

ones. I didn’t want him to diagnose a deficiency I already felt.

[L2] On Match Day, I watched his brother open an envelope and find out where he 
would spend the next few years as an Orthopedic resident. His brother’s wife seemed 
happy to leave the four years of medical school behind them, to leave small-city Ohio,  

to leave the endless cycle of tests. She celebrated by hosting a brunch for the whole family, 
making rounds to assess the needs of her guests and cracking beers. As the rest of the 

family discussed patient care and words that end in -itis, I helped her in the kitchen. She 
read the egg casserole recipe called for a cup of broccoli, and I chopped a pile, eyeballed 
it to be about a cup. Do you want me to just dump this in the pan? But she scooped the 

broccoli into a measuring cup first. I had chopped just too much and she swept the few 
remaining florets into the trash. I wondered if this is what happens when you become a 

doctor’s wife: you start to reflect their methodology, their carful way of measuring  
the world. She rinsed the measuring cup and added a dose of mushrooms and poured 

400 ccs of beaten eggs into to the pan. When she pulled strips bacon from the package,  
it reminded me of skin. Why doesn’t he call you his girlfriend? You’ve been seeing  

each other for like a year. I said labels weren’t really important, plus I wasn’t sure where  
I’d be in the fall, hopefully close by. Well, if you can make it through med school,  

you can make it through anything.

[L3] He came home from school exhausted; mumbled dissection and then flipped 
on the television. He was learning about the leg. I told him about the time my friend 

Holly called me from the hospital after drunk-jumping from the statue in the center of 
campus. How I threw a carton of orange juice, a blanket, and a sweatshirt in a bag. How 
I checked in at the nurse’s station, wrapped her in a blanket and I was told, It’s scary how 
much you know about hospitals. I told him how I was buzzed and bouncing around the 
emergency room, and I wore a pair of purple glasses with no lenses pushed to my end of 
my nose while talking to the nurses about the bones in the leg. The tibia and fibula, yes 
yes, proceed. Holly broke her fibula. Before surgery, the doctor had to reset her leg and 
had me push her wheelchair down the hallway and help Holly onto the table. Shouldn’t 

I have a license or something to do this? The doctor in the white coat pulled off her 
blanket. You might want to hold her hand. He grabbed her ankle, which had swollen 

three times its normal size. She moaned at his touch. Ready? On three. One. Two. 
Cracking the splintered fibula back into place drained the blood from Holly’s cheeks. She 
crunched the bones of my hand together and the pop of her realigning anklebone echoed 

in the exam room. I told him this story because I wanted him to see I knew  
about hospitals in more ways than one, I had come face-to-face with bone on bone.  

That’s not what it’s really like, at all. He turned back to the TV. 
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[L4] Our sex became intermittent and clinical. It was almost always in the 
shower, almost always from behind. The shower usually came first; the sex was 

just an addition. His hard muscles were so pleasing, his form like sculpted 
marble—a cliché, I know, but he was perfection down to his bones, an ideal 
skeleton caulked with muscle. But this perfection made me quiet. I felt like 
my body wasn’t performing the way he wanted it to. I had seen the pictures 
of his former girlfriend: her thin, rawboned arms and a thigh gap you could 

slide through. I felt like there was something symptomatic about my softness. 
I couldn’t find the words to admit that sex wasn’t enjoyable, so I pretended it 

was. With my hands pressed against the cold yellow tile, my head tipped down, 
all he could see was the wet part of my hair, the exaggerated curve of my spine. 
I was the only one who felt the space of the lie, hanging in the silence after a 

faked moan, before being washed down the drain. We’d rinse off. Occasionally 
he would flick at soap bubbles on my nipples, but usually he stepped out as 

soon as I started washing my hair. He wasn’t going to stick around to watch me 
run conditioner through my split ends. He was efficient. But sometimes, he’d 

wait and hand me a towel, a gesture I weighted with false significance. 

[L5] I called him when I was accepted to graduate school in Oregon. He was on 
a chairlift and I could hear the white wind whipping over the backcountry. Well, 

that’s about the farthest place you could go. We waited to hear from Ohio. He started 
to say, If you go all the way to Oregon… letting the inevitable trail off. I pretended 

not to notice. Or maybe I thought differently of inevitable. During the eight 
hours he spent at school each day I downloaded recipes and wandered the aisles of 
Kroger, examining calories and sodium content, comparing every label, weighing 

percentages against pennies. At night I’d pour two glasses of wine, shape meatballs, 
and make tomato sauce from scratch. He always studied lying down on the couch, 
anatomy book propped on his knees. I don’t understand how you can study that way. 
But he got all As; it didn’t matter whether he was supine. It hurts my back a little 
bit. But it’s not that bad. Occasionally he’d rise from his sheet of notecards and 

wander into the kitchen. I wouldn’t hear him as I stood at the stove, my back to the 
door, and he liked catching me off guard. I remember setting down a bowl of pasta 
next to his untouched glass of wine and his open textbook. He caught me starting 
at the pictures of infants curled on their stomachs with gaping holes in their lower 
spines from which glossy, purple bulges of nerve bundles protruded. Spinal Bifida. 
That’s why if you ever get pregnant, you got to take your folic acid, Ver. Or maybe he 

said something like, If anyone ever gets you pregnant. I suppose I should have  
pieced it together, diagrammed the sentence to see he had already  

removed himself from the narrative. 
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[Sacrum] 
When I think of the medical student now, I think of notecards and 

mnemonics and endless tests. I learned general information along with him, 
the numbers of the cranial nerves and the 27 bones of the hand. The sacrum is a 

strong wedge of  five fused bones. I wasn’t interested in learning cellular functions.  
I liked learning things I could label. I am still unsure how cells ossify  

into bones to give us shape. I cannot tell you how a bone grows, I can  
only image it stretching like clay, or sheathing itself  in new layers  

thin as tinfoil. While we were together, his mind swelled with intricate 
knowledge. I just pointed and named.

When I think of the medical student now, I think of our three-day 
drive from Ohio to Oregon. He streamed anatomy lectures through 

the speakers of my car. I only understood every other word; so I’d 
watch the horizon, or the odometer ticking up in intervals of 100. 
I suppose he did too. He saw the 3,657 miles in a way I didn’t. He 
had factored those miles with 3 time zones + 180 minutes of time 

difference + 10hrs/day of studying + 6 rotations + 103 slides/lecture + 
63 notecards/test  

(x2/week) x 2 boards tests = 0 time for missing someone. 

When I think of the medical student now, I think of 
trying to fill gaps with phone calls. It worked for a time, 

relating the events of our day in a precise, logical order. As 
if keeping each other updated, despite the uneven hours, 

dragged us into an ordered relationship. 

When I think of the medical student now, I realize he 
didn’t teach me that bones could develop a slow fracture 
over time, deep and internal. It takes a doctor to examine 

an x-ray and see, written plainly in black and blue, broken. 

When I think of the medical student now, I think of 
dislocation. I think of bones, separated by force, leaving 

an inflamed socket. 

[Coccyx] 
You can’t see anything wrong with it. I remember saying as I looked at my bad 

knee, aching after one of our last summer hikes.
Of course you can’t see anything wrong with it. My mom can feel if there’s a 

problem though. I lay down on the couch. His mother instructed me to raise my 
knee, she cupped two hands over my patella and moved it slowly 

outward and down. She closed her eyes, feeling the squeak of my joints. 
She called the medical student and his brother over. She guided their 

palms to the outside of my knee. Do you feel that crunching?  
Everyone nodded. They all felt it: a history of poor bone  

maintenance, a milkless childhood, premature aging.
It doesn’t hurt that bad. Maybe like a three.

I tried to translate the concept of pain into a rule. 
(Everything means something) 

I tried to ossify a feeling.
Gave it a number.
Three out of what

i


