The Pain Game

Tell me, Mr. Munch, on a scale of 1 to 10,

how bad is the pain? This slash of yellow

in the sky, is it a 4 or a 9? And the swirling

gouache of blue, is this a 7 or a 2?

The man silently gapes from the frame.

The flay of his face held between

splayed fingers. Eyes wide, mouth open,

his head a burnished planet.

And when did the pain first appear?

Is it in your mind, or in the air? Does it fly

like a lark spinning on the wind,

what colours are the feathers of its wings?

Perhaps he will tell how the tempera

of the sunset gets inside your head,

a burning flash of pigment. How the soul cracks

like a shattered egg before the shriek of colour.

If he is able, he will describe the skew of it,

the slip-sideways gasp of it. How at night

it creeps up, slitting the dark’s throat

as flesh seems to peel from your bones.

How the scream rises from the mouth of the earth

red as blood, as tongues of fire, 

how the world is breaking on a brushstroke

sable-soft, infinite as despair.
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