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To Harry Ford





 … and when she has brought you across the River of Ocean, you will come to a wild coast and Persephone’s Grove, where the tall poplars grow, and the willows that so quickly shed their seeds.

HOMER, The Odyssey



When Persephone took her place on Hades’ throne and her scented face peeped out from behind the spiky beard of her partner, when Persephone bit into the pomegranate that grew in the shadow gardens, death underwent a transformation every bit as radical as that which life had undergone when it had been deprived of the girl. The two kingdoms were thrown off balance, each opening up to the other. Hades imposed an absence on earth, imposed a situation where every presence was now enveloped in a far greater cloak of absence. Persephone imposed blood on the dead: not, as in the past, the dark blood of sacrifice, not the blood the dead used to drink so thirstily, but the invisible blood that went on pulsing in her white arms, the blood of someone who is still entirely alive, even in the palace of death.

ROBERTO CALASSO, The Marriage of Cadmus and Harmony



The upward movement in us is in vain (and less than vain) if it does not come from a downward movement.

SIMONE WEIL, Gravity and Grace
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White Noise


The faces are lifted up into the jumpy light,

the blue electric glow

buzzing them forward into closeup

until the foreground is their eyes, and the fear that is their eyes, and tangled hair,

and mouths that grief has torn, clawed open.




(I am lying on a couch in a city that is shadows and glass

and shadows of skyscrapered glass,

that is steel and more steel and billboards

where tall white legs are splayed against white sand, blue surf,

and the red mouths, presiding high above the moving crowds,

are lipsticked, smiling, smooth, and waiting for a cigarette.)




The TV flickers, grays, the faces are gone now

into the undertow

of hunger for the next thing and the next.




(I am lying in a city that is a text unwriting itself,

that is a coffin of glass and a statue of glass,

and the words why hast thou, and the words how many and what number,

and thy Father which is in secret, and thy Father

which seeth in secret.)




And after the news is over the jokes start up,

the studio audience clapping on cue, pre-recorded, the theme music rising,

the wait right there we’ll be back in a minute,

the screen swallowing, swallowing, until there’s an anthem,

a test pattern, darkness, and only a pinprick of light breaking through.




And somewhere outside of all that are overhead lights and the shutting of lights,

there are rows of windows stacked like crates

in the darkness, good night and good night,

and the loneliness that is what’s left of the dream of beauty

in which the eyes come back to haunt the empty screen,

the eyes and the hands beneath them

and the mouth saying,




“When I suffer, I cannot forget that I am, nor fail to know

that I am nothing.”




The Return


And then he entered the city: in the old stories,

when the hero returns, it is clear where the city begins—

he walks through the arched gateway

cut through the surrounding walls, and he is home.

But now it is more a matter of thickness and thinness:

doorways crowd toward each other like perilous hunched shoulders,

windows harden and multiply, vertical and bright.




Here the sky is reddish brown at nightfall

beneath what we still think of as the stars.

Newspapers blow in gutters,

the drained faces of victims and statesmen

press against the pavement, smudged. Or their hands

are lost in the rainbowed oil of passing cars;

the black ink bleeds.




And the people are passing, the crowds of them, so busy,

as if we were still alive—are we alive?

Maybe a questionnaire will lead us to some answer.

It wants to know: How many push-button phones do you have?

Do you use call-forward? Have you purchased a car phone

within the last six months?




The skyscrapers rise pale green and silver,

as if nothing could ever make them burn.

The phones lie in their cradles, sleeping.

I meant to call when I arrived;

is your name still buried in the phone book under “A,”

pressed between the other, similar last names,

laid down there in print deep black as the wires

that carry one human voice to another?




Someone has painted black shadows, human, groping,

eyeless on this alley’s dirty walls.

I touch each faceless face, like frost.




The Stockroom


I watch the boy shoot up.

His head woozes back, eyes fluttering lightly

into what land, what dreamy repetition, separateness, deferment,

grainy black and white of this sleep that is not sleep?

He closes his eyes but I still watch. I am a child, I do not know who he is,




or how he’s wandered back

into the stockroom of this store. I am supposed to be up front

where it is light, helping to sell buttons, pencils, keys.

I am supposed to walk around in the safe glare,

the sharp-edged present tense.

But here in this dim room behind the aisles




the boy crawls slowly toward a wall

that used to be part of the bakery next door—brick ovens three feet deep

with rounded tops like quaint old-fashioned doorways,

crumbling now, and damp, his head swaying like a battered stalk.

He leans back into the oven-dark and shivers,

scratches his cheek with one hand and then the other;




he smooths his itchy skin, scaly, purplish-red.

What tense is it he drifts in? What tense in which memories rise up

disguised so they won’t stun, mixing with this musty air,

these towers of cardboard boxes held in the eerie sway

of so much want? What tense in which we sit,

the boy and I, and do not speak, the dark like a god




and our small bodies like errors

the god wants to take back again, out of his created world?

And what tense in which the
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