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When I was locked in the attic, my sister

would slip me the key and my father would find me
empty in the bathtub, tie me into my shoes
and fling me off to a world of school-girl discomfiture
where my sister haunted every reading of the text-
book, and my father was master of ritual 
ceremony in the cafeteria, handling the animals
in and out of their cages: birds made of oiled ridges,
the wood-horned jackalope, my sister.

Through the bars, I watched as my sister
reluctantly put her arm to the elbow into a bag.
A black coil of muscle came out with her hand. 

Later we learned that snake had swallowed 
     the basement

where we slept in its innards. Tumorous. Slow.
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Five days since I saw my animal.

He sat at the kitchen table and reviewed its contents
like a second child on the day after Christmas.
She opened the cabinet door and slammed it
and opened it so she could slam it again.
Fact moled through the suburbs. 

   I fell
into a photograph, an armchair; I slept
in that picture of a father’s arms. Soft.
What strength was there—gone. We awoke
to hear the door sounding out its function
but could not descibe the room beyond its frame.
The contents remained plain, indifferent objects:
Drain catch. Clothespin. Toaster in a yellow sleeve.
A cut roast. Cold blood on the platter.
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When my sister cleared the table of  its contents,

our father was so coercive with the broom handle
that even her fingers wept into the dishwater.
She performed each task like a dutiful bear
and afterward she sat to read the paper
but eventually the kitchen chairs began to gray 
from the newsprint on her hands. So our father
demanded that she wash her hands before touching
the chairs. That was a rule. Of course there were rules—
how things were and were not to be done—
but she could not get up from her chair 
without touching the consequence. 

Those mornings, I turned from her 
  but at night 

curled round each other 
            we heard death 

 rattling the attic. 
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My sister cleaned the chicken like a child 

then held the carcass as a grudge, still-born.
She copied out her mother’s recipe, but when
fancy clattered in the pantry, she answered.
She asked one thing: a private notary 
to test and sanction the affair.
Then made out a list of fears. She feared 
the doctors meddled in her business.
She feared she was again with child. 
She feared the kettle would cool quick if taken 
from the flame. She should have burnt her first
confession but left it innocent among the papers. 

  Fear bled 
in the usual fashion. She never thought. 
The day was long, a longing separate from its length.
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I look as though I see the ghost

of failure. I write a yellow house
upon an amber hill. I write a bean-shaped
knocker on the iron door. I write tremor. 
Circumstances shudder with the word. Then
Venezuela. I wake up in Caracas and am scared.

When I write you, there is a hinging. Something trembles

in the hall. A neighbor knocks to offer me
his yellow stare. You, of course, do not appear—
though when I genuflect before the granite
statue in the courtyard, Aquarius
drops his heavy vessel in surprise, spilling
stream of consciousness into the penny fountain. 
Temperatures perpetual and spring-like. 

I wrote. 
            The telling of the seeing broke 

      the crisis.
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The things we uttered scurried

into the night, where they reproduced 
like rumors or were murdered 
by the indifference of the world
while our secrets unraveled 
elegantly and silent as our father—
spinning invisible webs
on the other side of the wall.
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If  the threat is a symbol 

for violence, and violence 
is an emblem of death, 
then death is a cipher— 
a cat’s eye or diamond—
and tomorrow is a hollow 
twig in a stand of dead twigs.
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Afterwards, my sister said, as though he had died.

Our father fell into bad contract.
What I heard in his voice sounded like a woman.
I maintained correspondence with a stranger.
I held my hands as I almost remembered they had once been held.
Could not find my papers though I looked twice in the same places.
Waited for days that turned to hours.
Looked again.
The light was pendulous, insufferable.
The woman in his voice performed an aria.
I cannot say I was misused.
The letter was illegible but informed my context.
I cupped my hand around the answer so it could not be copied:
I was misused.
Then made a catalogue of bad outcomes.
My sister has a flat foot.
My sister has matted hair.
I do not have a sister. 
The doctors suggest exercise.
They say the chemistry is bad between the players.
This disaster as natural as any other.
If my father will be jailed I do not speculate.
I cannot redact what I did not say.
I said, I hope. 
I said, Of course.
I wandered through an empty vestibule that echoed full of violence.
My sister, I said uneasily, can this be love?
Surely, my sister said, this must be love. 
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Money comes into the room and extends

a long hand of invitation. Our father
antes up my trust, and the cards snap back
from the table. Our father palms his two-faced 
coin. I can still forgive my first misgivings, 
but then every second slanders memory. 
Our father bets two hands dealt the absent players,
and Money calls his bluff. I know the flush corrupts,
but if our father does not win, I will be punished

so I shut up like a clam opens into the two halves

of having it or going without. Then Money makes
a note of obligation, and the coin toss drops 
between two straight lines marked ought and ought not.
When I ask how will it end? it has ended already.
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All night we heard screams

from the yard, and at dawn 
we found my animal—
skinned and skewered on a picket.
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Daddy has his funny ways.

Daddy walks above the city on a path made of glass.
Daddy builds a cage to cage the day.

When Daddy speaks, a bird with two beaks.
Daddy is a manager of grand affairs.

Daddy makes a boat with tiny paper sails.
Daddy’s model never fails, but when it fails

Daddy charters Charon’s ferry 
down the Schuylkill to the Delaware. 

Daddy straddles centuries and stumbles.
Daddy, running backwards up the downward moving stairs.

Daddy holds the handgun. Daddy holds his tongue.
Daddy has a purpose. Daddy has two girls.

Daddy, I don’t like this
world.
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I watched my sister watch my father waiting 

for the elevator in an airport
on the television in the living room. 
There was chain-link by the sandlot 
and a starship and a robot, but 
I could only see the flicker of my father 
in the hallway, with his black assault dogs 
heaving thickly through their tusks and 
his broken lion chained up in the coat closet.
Still my feet were set in concrete, 
and I turned so slowly from one problem 
to the other that I was frozen solid 
at their center, and the whole world 
came into an indolent orbit around me.

And I knew the walls were closing in

because the harlequin darkling beetles 
flashed the portent, and because they lashed
electric with their iridescent wings, 

and because the walls were closing in.

We were cloistered at these interstices 
like demons with neatly pleated wings.
My sister was assisted to the ceiling
as I floated backward on my back 
above the driveway like a vehicle 
of transient romance or nuclear family— 
perfectly balanced and ready to detonate 
like the matchbox car bomb I watched my father 
stitch into my sister’s intestines or
 
the cursed words he inscribed in the veins 
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of the trees in the backyard, where 
the sycamore disguised a secret passage 
to the hallway, where I watched my sister
watch my father through the keyhole.

He stood on his toes and deliberately 
folded the handgun into the bedding
on the top shelf of the linen closet 
in the bathroom. Then let himself 
out the window. We went back to bed,
but in the morning, our father was there, 
the gun was gone, and the linen closet 
had evaporated from the bathroom.

It was hard to know what we knew we saw.


