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For David and Lucas





But what’s art but an intense life—if it be real?

—HENRY JAMES, The Lesson of the Master
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DEMON LOVER


Is it still snowing?

Yes, she said.

Will it go on?

It will blanket the earth, she said.

It will fall

Over the hidden valleys and seep

Into the bark of the trees.

It won’t end, she said.

Will you stay with me?

I won’t leave, she said.

I must go then, said the lover.




I


THE SEDUCTION

It was ablaze, the room in the apartment building
facing the back courtyard where the poet slept,
and she woke not to the sound of sirens
but to glass breaking, voices shouting, Get out, get out,
and in her half dream she thought they were pranksters,
boys on the loose, wreaking havoc
in the courtyard between the two buildings.
Get dressed, he said, rushing into the room,
Just in case, and both thought about their boy
asleep in his bed, hoping they didn’t have to wake him—
he was afraid of fire.
They walked to the picture window,
she in her long T-shirt, her husband already dressed
(prepared for disaster), and watched the fire—
it had spread into the courtyard between the buildings
determined to find all the unknown
private spaces and corridors.
There were small barrels of fire
like bonfires made to keep warm.
The engines drew close, the ladder
stretched out to the sixth floor
where the blaze bled flames strangely quixotic
and the hoses went off with such force
the water punctured windows, ricocheted off brick,
it was gorgeous, dazzling,
the orange and reds of such ruin.
Once the water met the flames
the fire transfigured into smoke so thick
they could no longer see the fire trucks, the ladder,
the darkness, only gray, gaseous, colorless, ethereal
matter—still in half-dream—
she thought it must have been her internal desires
gone askew, reincarnated into the fist
of a god warning her against her window,
or Michelangelo’s hand of heaven
seducing her toward what frightened and compelled her.
They watched in disbelief,
bewildered by how quickly
the destruction had started
and how it consumed them.


THE FIGURE

From a blank canvas sprang a swirl of color and emotion:
a mysterious figure emerging from a dark thicket.

Was he beautiful? Did it matter?
For once ugliness could be a form of beauty: an equivalent

to prove the soul’s existence.
Dried paint like a second skin on our hands, its oily smell—

was it possible to replicate love?
The paintbrush unleashed a river of blood.

The day darkened in the room. Time lost track.
We forgot our mothers still in bed, the failure of fathers,

secret lives of our sisters. Is it the figure’s mystery
that enthralls or the shock of seeing manifest the passion

we longed to hide? Is he our stillborn twin or a lost love
buried under the debris of daily existence? Or the terror

of loss itself? Brutal hands, a slash of red.


THE POET CONTEMPLATES THE NATURE OF REALITY

On the side of the road a deer, frozen, frigid.
Go back to your life, the voice said.
What is my life? she wondered. For months she lost
herself in work—Freud said work is as important
as love to the soul—and at night she sat with a boy,
forcing him to practice his violin, helping him recite his notes.
Then the ice thawed and the deer came to life.
She saw her jump over the fence, she saw her in the twilight,
how free she looked. She saw her eyes shiny as marbles,
as much a part of this world as the fence a worker
pounds into the earth. At night she still sat with the boy.
He’s learning “Au Claire de la Lune.”
Do you know it? He has established a relationship
with his violin. He knows that it takes practice to master it:
the accuracy of each note, to wrestle his feelings to the listener.
But he’s impatient. Sometimes what he hears and feels
are not always the same. Again, the poet says.
She knows if he tries to silence his fervor, he might not ever know
who he is. The poet contemplates whether a deer can dream.
Rich blood-red berries on a branch, pachysandra in the garden.
A soft warm bed in the leaves.
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