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For David and Lucas







               While wandering in the well-tended gardens,
 
               she had innocently picked a pomegranate
 
               from a drooping branch, and had placed in her
 
               mouth seven seeds taken from its pale husk.

                                        —Ovid, Metamorphoses
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        I

        
        
            
            
            Subterranean
        

        
            She did not know when it would happen

            or how it would overtake her

            or whether she would allow herself.

            All I know is that she could not take it anymore

            lying day after day underneath the hollow tree, waiting,

            consumed by a kind of fire,

            wondering if there is a type of love

            that saves us or whether there was more

            to the world than the familiar paradise

            of her mother’s complicated and vivid garden.

            She smelled nectar in the labored-over

            chrysanthemum and amaryllis,

            but could not taste it.

            I know if it were a flower it would have bloomed

            in the cumulus overhead

            void of volition and sin,

            translucent as the filmy underside of a leaf.

            If it were an animal she would have followed it,

            but it was amorphous as feeling, weightless as dust,

            turbulent as an entire undisclosed universe

            radiating from the inner core beneath the earth

            and, still, she longed for it.

            Restless, she wandered from the elm

            to the school-yard to smother an intensity

            she could not squelch or simmer.

            The wind swooned. Cement cracked. Deep into the underbelly

            light traveled, no one in sight but his immense shadow,

            and then a figure appeared out of the imagined dream

            and matched it. So powerful, not for who he was

            but for how her mind had magnified him

            like a bug underneath cool glass,

            every antenna and tentacle aquiver.

            No sign of where she had been

            or who she came from. Only knowledge

            that it would never be re-created

            except by this: putting words down on a page

            and that she had forever compromised

            the joy of summer for a dismal, endless winter.

            And as the field of force gathered,

            raping every last silvery bough,

            tantalizing each limb,

            she forgot even the feel of herself.

            When it was over she felt moisture. Rain.

        

        
        
            
            Flirtation
        

        
            On the shocking-pink shag carpet we lit incense, smoked joints,

            read passages aloud from Nietzsche and Kierkegaard, just to see

            how far we could go. We conducted séances,

            moved our hands along the pilot of the Ouija board, invited our boyfriends up

            for sex, took acid, experimented with mushrooms, got stoned on Quaaludes.

            My first friend shot herself with a pistol. Seared

            in my brain is her blue-and-white-gingham dress, knock knees

            and ankle socks trimmed with a neat border of lace from our first grade class picture.

            We played Barbies underneath the dim alcove

            in her room while her mother, paralyzed from a stroke, traversed the downstairs

            in her wheelchair, Maraschino cherries floating in a Manhattan cocktail on her tray,

            chain-smoking. When we pulled ourselves away from the complex drama

            in Barbie’s Dream House and walked down the staircase

            there was a fog so thick in the room we could barely see her.

            Why Jeannie and not me? Why her and not Nancy or Ava

            or Joanie or Jessica? Why her and not you, dear reader? The one who mastered

            the flirtation, the dead girl, she is the person

            I remember when I long to travel further,

            to see underneath.

        

        
        
            
            Terminal Tower
        

        
            From the top of the tower when the sun set in the Cuyahoga’s brown waters

            (the river that caught fire and made our city the laughing stock of a nation)

            it cast a dark shadow over the industrial sky.

            To the Van Sweringen brothers it was like the Eiffel Tower of Paris

            conceived in 1925 like a favorite child in a family—it foreshadowed

            Rockefeller Center and gave to our city the second-tallest building—

            to us it was grand as Mount Olympus.

            It was the place we imagined Zeus and his cronies conducted

            their mortal business. There is a legend about a lost daughter

            and a mother who must bargain for her return. Weren’t we all lost

            inside our daydreams and imaginings?

            Didn’t all of us who lived off the shores of Lake Erie want to be claimed?

            On an overcast day you can still make out the intricate masonry of its patrician face.

            It was where the fathers of our community worked, riding the rapid transit

            from the safe suburbs through the poverty of the ghetto into the underbelly

            of downtown. When we looked from the ground to the top of the tower

            we felt our spirits elevate. Then I heard it, inside the crowds, the honking

            of automobiles and shriek of an ambulance, the singular cry,

            and he was there in all his omnipotence and I knew my fate was locked

            inside the mortar of his mercurial façade like wet leaves pressed

            into a mosaic on the pavement. In synagogue we learned

            about Moses climbing the mount and God’s deliverance

            of the commandments. Whether the sound came from a wounded gull

            or a school of dirty pigeons did not matter. Whether it was Zeus or God

            the Almighty or my own vision of my lost father was irrelevant.

            It was the idea of being greater than myself I coveted. It was terminal,

            the longing. It was magnificent, a tower that did not look desolate

            in its setting, a structure to provide an anchor to the observer’s glance, a relief from the flatness of the world around us.

            In the tower’s square men clad in overcoats carrying briefcases

            trafficked the street, rode its fifty-two floors to politick. And it was at the very top

            where Zeus might have bargained with the prince of the underworld

            for his daughter’s return. As I looked up the sweep of the tower’s long elegance,

            I saw through a mass of smog that I might lose myself forever or I might survive.

            I saw that he was looking after me, but that he was also indifferent.

            I saw that love was fickle and adulterous and still I longed for him.

            I saw that he betrayed us and that he could not save me.

            I saw through the stone into the abyss. It was dark and splendid.

        

    
        II

        
                           The daughter I bore, a sweet offshoot noble in form—

                           I heard her voice throbbing through the barren air

                           as if she were suffering violence.…

                                                    —“Homeric Hymn to Demeter”

        

        
            
            
            Torture
        

        I

        
            It was very cold

            the long walks

            we took.

        

        
            The orange glow

            of a fire in a window,

            yellow gourds on a table;

        

        
            red flames of those

            autumn leaves

            spiking the streets

        

        
            with color.

            We walked.

            We walked.

        

        
            What else was there

            but our walks.

            One foot

        

        
            in front

            of the other.

        

        II

        
            Mice inhabited

            our walls,

            we heard them

        

        
            scratching at night

            and the sound

            of their little feet

        

        
            running from one wall

            to another.

            Rarely did they make

        

        
            their presence known

            beyond the walls

            though once

        

        
            on bed rest

            with my first child

            two mice slipped

        

        
            between the splinter

            of light

            underneath the door

        

        
            and the floor in the closet

            where we stored

            our wool coats

        

        
            and ancient

            vacuum cleaner

            and dashed

        

        
            across the floor.

            A fear

            I harbored

        

        
            all those months

            looked me square

            in the eyes.

        

        III

        
            Our upstairs

            neighbors are wrapped

            in that cocoon

        

        
            a baby brings

            into a house.

            No one enters.

        

        
            No one gets

            between them,

            warmth drifts

        

        
            down to us,

            seeps

            into the cracks.

        

        IV

        
            To stave off

            loneliness

            I took in two cats

        

        
            for the company

            not knowing

            the female

        

        
            was expecting.

            I was in love

            with a man

        

        
            who lived

            with another

            woman.

        

        
            He came to me

            only in daylight

            in the hours

        

        
            between

            my waitressing

            shifts.

        

        
            The steel sky,

            cold, mercurial.

            From my window

        

        
            I saw the shame

            in his face

            as he walked up

        

        
            the back

            staircase,

            watched

        

        
            the shade

            fall over it

            when he turned

        

        
            the lock

            to my door

            leaving

        

        
            one woman,

            entering the house

            of another.

        

        
            While we made love

            in my twin bed

            we could hear

        

        
            the mother cat

            turn in the drawer

            where she had gone

        

        
            to give birth.

            The sound,

            it was agony.

        

        
            The flip-flops,

            the thud,

            thud, thud.

        

        
            One she turned

            her back on.

            Why was the kitten sick?

        

        
            Why did she refuse

            to nurse it?

            Was her death

        

        
            preordained?

            After we buried

            her still wet

        

        
            from the after-

            birth,

            and not the nurturing

        

        
            rough tongue

            of her mother,

            a black, wet thing

        

        
            no larger

            than the palm

            of my hand,

        

        
            he came for me

            but the sound

            of his footsteps

        

        
            on the warped

            wood step

            were weightless.

        

        
            The sky vacant

            of light

            by then.

        

        
            It was winter.

            The Formica counters

            cold.

        

        
            My sheets,

            the unsanded floors,

            unbearably cold.

        

        V

        
            Another’s

            happiness

            quiets me.

        

        
            The image

            of our neighbor

            so tired from in-

        

        
            terrupted sleep,

            every day wired

            she forgets

        

        
            to change

            her clothes,

            wash her hair.

        

        
            Day bleeds

            into night,

            light

        

        
            bleeds

            into the carpet.

        

        VI

        
            I had no stomach

            for the traps

            the super set

        

        
            in our closet,

            the kind with glue

            where a mouse

        

        
            would step into it

            for a rectangle of cheese.

            I couldn’t bear

        

        
            that kind of torture.

        

        VII

        
            Afterwards, the dry cleaner,

            the Korean greengrocer,

            the place

        

        
            we went for
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