The Extraction

The dentist runs a finger, gloved,
along her gums.
She knows the needle’s pinch hurts less
than what it numbs,
but she still grips the armrest harder

when it comes.

The shadows on her x-rays show
she’s late to get
her last two wisdom teeth removed,
their roots deep-set
in cradle-bone, a bedrock hold
too tight to let

them loose, he warns, both misaligned.
At twenty-one
and fresh from her first broken heart,
she’s just begun
to know the way their ache will worsen
when they’re gone.

The holes they leave will pulse and burn,

the swelling peak
so sharply she’ll call out for her mother,

her stitches leak
a clotted sludge, but now she hears
the dentist speak

and can’t (she tries) resist his voice
that floats inside
a tide of laughing gas, his needle—
“Open wide”—
against her gums again, this time

on the other side
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