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I

Dreaming	and	Waking
We	are	threatened	with	suffering	from	three	directions:	from	our	own	body,	which	is
doomed	to	decay	and	dissolution	and	which	cannot	even	do	without	pain	and
anxiety	as	warning	signals;	from	the	external	world,	which	may	rage	against	us	with
overwhelming	and	merciless	forces	of	destruction;	and	finally	from	our	relations	to
other	men.	The	suffering	which	comes	from	this	last	source	is	perhaps	more	painful
than	any	other.

—Sigmund	Freud

No	one	who,	like	me,	conjures	up	the	most	evil	of	those	half-tamed	demons	that
inhabit	the	human	beast,	and	seeks	to	wrestle	with	them,	can	expect	to	come
through	the	struggle	unscathed.

—Sigmund	Freud



	

Doctor,	Please
A	militia	of	crows	has	gathered	in	the	yard.	I	know	now

what	the	symptoms	are.	One	patient	took

a	hacksaw	to	his	throat	then	pulled	on	the	rim	of	his	turtleneck

to	expose	a	virgin	scar.	Another	man	recalled	his	life

as	Perseus,	forever	cradling	a	severed	head.	Snake	tongues

on	the	black	sun.	The	eyelids	flutter.

What	happened	to	the	party	guests	who	once	dressed	up

as	astronauts?	Most	work	on	Wall	Street;	one’s

already	dead.	This	early	morning	waking,	the	anvil	of	daybreak

waits	above	my	head.	And	what	about	the	young

man	who	claims	he’s	really	Icarus	and	continues	to	insist

he	doesn’t	belong	on	this	planet	anymore

because	he	lost	his	wings	near	the	surface	of	the	sun.	Doctor,

please	interpret	what	the	dream	voice	said:

Go	now	and	follow	the	owl	stone	of	dawn.	Walk	to	your	waist

through	the	oil.	Moor	the	blue	rowboat

that	drifted	off	from	shore.	Their	feathers,	you	can	touch	them

without	harm	although	they’re	drenched	in	chemicals

and	heavy	from	the	tar.	Your	waterfowl	are	bound	to	Earth.

You	must	find	for	yourself	another	way	to	soar.



	

The	Insomniac’s	Pet	Shop
I	have	no	use	for	cages.

The	gerbils	can	copulate

wherever	they	want.

By	moonlight,	I	clean	the	dead

canary	of	the	birdseed	it	is	lying	in,

pluck	the	pretty	feathers—cerulean

and	yellow-gray.

With	Chopin	on	the	antique	gramophone

I	savor	the	skips	and	scratches,

waltz	with	the	white	toy	poodle

that	sleeps	in	a	wire	cell	by	the	window.

In	my	pet-shop	all	the	fish	tanks

are	densely	laced	with	algae

no	human	gaze	can	permeate.

Buy	a	goldfish	from	me—

it’s	an	act	of	faith.

And	maybe,	like	your	own

prayer	for	rest,	you’ll	hear

the	tiny	diver

calling	you	from	the	bottom.



	

Gravity
She	walks	into	my	office,	crying.

Not	her	own	pet	or	that	of	a	relative	or	a

friend	but	a	dog

she’d	never	seen	until	yesterday.	Her	forehead	slumps	into	her	hand

as	she	recalls	how	this	animal	hurled	itself	over	the	railing

from	the	Observation	Tower	that	crowns	Mount	Tom	like	a	party-hat.

The	yowling,	the	pain-filled	yelps—I’d	never	heard	anything	like	it.

She	describes	the	mound	of	broken,	dislocated	bones,	the	four	splayed

legs

and	bleeding	snout;	the	laxness	of	the	rescue	workers

and	the	nonchalant	comments	of	other	hikers.

“Should	have	been	on	a	leash.”	“At	least	it	wasn’t	a	human	life….”

Returning	home	to	find	her	mother	half-

way	through

her	second	six-pack,	gazing	soporifically	at	the	autumn	dusk	that

loomed	behind

Oprah	on	the	TV	screen.	So	she	walked	across	the	road	to	visit	a	male

neighbor,

who	after	sympathetically	nodding	his	head,

thought	the	best	form	of	comfort	was	to	arouse	her	breasts.

How	should	a	therapist	respond	to	her	clear-

sighted	perspective,

that	if-nothing-lasts-then-nothing-matters,	except	to	say,

if	nothing	matters—nothing	lasts.

Each	of	us	remote	in	this	late	autumnal	gloom	with	the	image	of	a	dog

sprawled	in	flight.

My	patient	remained	inconsolable	through	the	hour

while	I	silently	imagined	animated	dogs	falling

from	even	greater	heights

and	alighting	back	on	Earth	intact.



Scooby-Doo,	Underdog,	Pluto.	Childhood	Sunday	mornings

lounging	on	the	carpet	beside	my	sister.	Waking	in	the	Sunday	dawn

to	watch	Davey	and	Goliath.	Always	one	or	the	other

burdened	with	regret

for	their	animal	deficiencies	and	mortal	failures.

Next	we’d	watch	The	Jetsons,	an	intergalactic

family

with	a	dog	named	Astro,	inhabiting	a	universe

where	I	often	wished	to	live:

buoyant	in	a	world	without	gravity.



	

The	Boundaries
…and	I	must	save	them,

High	fires	will	help

—John	Berryman,	“Dream	Song	131”

Rebecca	 the	 angelic	Greek	 had	 tributary	 scars	 coursing	 up	 and	 down	 her	 arms.	 Sharon
with	 the	 waist	 length	 hair	 redder	 than	 a	 fire	 truck	 and	 skin	 Kabuki-pale	 would	 light	 a
cigarette,	 take	 one	 drag	 or	 two,	 then	 extinguish	 it	 against	 her	 breast.	 Holly	 was	 a
sweetheart,	 her	 sketchbooks	 filled	 with	 self-portraits	 in	 the	 nude:	 Pastels	 with	 thighs
spread	wishbone-wide	to	point	where	the	damage	had	transpired.	“Terror,	does	it	emanate
from	outside	or	within?”	Fine	question	Sarah,	but	why	now	do	I	think	of	Berryman	falling
toward	 his	 end?	All	 these	 students	 traumatized	 by	 violence	 and	 neglect.	 Liz	 explained,
after	years	of	being	groped	and	probed,	she’d	watch	her	hands	in	dreams	turn	gangrene—
her	fingers	fall	off	one	by	one.	How	many	others	have	sat	squirming	in	that	leather	chair,
sinking,	 as	 they	mumbled,	 “When	 the	 ground	 gave	way,	 I	 crumbled.”	But	 tell	me,	Mr.
Bones,	what	true	words	might	I	utter	to	the	chronically	bereft?	What	about	her	fantasy,	its
better	after	death?	Maureen	watched	her	stepfather	drag	her	mother	by	the	hair	like	a	pull
toy.	“The	guy	was	really	crazy	when	he	drank.	A	trichotillomaniac	in	reverse.	Even	worse,
when	he	picked	me	up	from	school,	 instead	of	driving	home,	he’d	detour	 to	 the	woods,
demanding	that	I	show	him	how	I	eat	an	ice-cream	cone,	but	to	do	it	on	his	dick.”	“When	I
was	bleeding,”	Jennifer	made	clear,	“my	mother’s	boyfriend	wouldn’t	want	to	fuck.	He’d
spit	 into	 my	 face	 and	 scream,	What	 a	 dirty	 little	 bitch!	 Then	 take	 revenge	 on	 my	 pet
rabbits,	slit	one	throat	and	order	me	to	cook	it	for	his	supper.”	What	now	might	I	say	to
offer	 comfort?	 Men	 are	 more	 despicable	 than	 ogres.	 Given	 only	 a	 diploma	 and	 the
language	tool,	I	started	to	uncover	all	these	girls	alive	beneath	the	rubble.	Carrie	described
how	her	stepbrother	would	crawl	into	her	bed	at	night	purring	like	a	kitty	cat.	“He’d	lick
me	head-to-toe,	cleaner	than	a	milk	bowl,	then	leave	his	glue-white	puddle	on	my	breast”.
A	doctor	resolute	in	mind.	I	wouldn’t	touch	you	ever,	except	in	dreams	and	only	with	my
eyes	for	I	too	want	to	heal	and	live	again.	Spirit-loss,	possession	by	ghost,	symptoms	in	a
diagnostic	 book.	 What	 Henry	 aptly	 labeled,	 the	 horror	 of	 unlove…	 Lord	 knows,	 how
many	 times	 I	 found	 you	 crouching	 in	 the	 scum,	 huddled	 at	 the	 bottom	 of	 a	 well.	 It’s
madness,	insists	the	doctor	in	his	notes,	to	descend	without	a	lantern	or	a	thread—taking
nothing	with	us	but	the	will.	Though	Jeanette	said	it	better	near	the	end	of	one	sad	session,
“Some	walls	are	made	of	love.”



	

Cutters
Not	wood,	not	stone,

not	apple	or	bread,

not	Thanksgiving

turkey	or	Easter	pig;

the	cloth	she	cuts

is	her	own	flesh.

She	arrives

on	the	unit

and	I	search	her

for	safety

pins,	sewing

needles,	pencils

with	points,

mirrors	concealed

inside	compacts.

In	group	therapy

one	patient	said,

“a	razor	blade

is	better	than	sex,

the	blood	flow

more	soothing

than	warm	milk

with	honey.”

Cutters	sense

the	skin	as

testament,	ruined

palimpsest,

marking	lines

like	an	Etch

A	Sketch



till	blood

bubbles	up

like	a	hot	spring.

If	only	she	could

ripen,	peel	herself

from	her	body

I	could	help;

before	she’s	led,

wrists	scrolled

in	gauze,

into	isolation,

beyond	the	dead

bolt	doors.



	

Wolf	Trap
One	forelimb	gnawed

through	the	marrow.

Blood	drool	in	a	puddle

on	the	tongue.

In	the	hospital	dark

calling	to	the	lifelines

on	the	dove-white	ceiling,

wherein	the	mind

does	one	go	to

release	the	damaged	parts?

Don’t	cry	wolf.

Cry	to	the	bone.

Cry	milk.

Or	sing

of	the	un-cracked

tundra	that	she	was.



	

Snow
Each	flake	is	an	old	Cape	Cod	church

with	its	steeple	splintered	off.

Still,	it	is	possible

to	locate	a	hymn	within.

I	was	handed	a	thin

porcelain	implement	by	a	man

prepared	to	die.

He	said	they	are	alike

the	baton	of	the	maestro,

the	white	stick	of	the	sightless.



	

Leaving	Park	Street	Station
Heart	wrecked	in	a	dismal	year.	Too	many	godless

Boston	Sundays	benched	at	the	harbor’s	edge,	waiting

for	another	tugboat’s	woeful	moan,	one	more	broken

vessel	dragged	in	for	repairs.	In	subway	glass	a	ghostly

face	appeared:	crow	lines	beneath	the	eyes,	lips	cracked

like	the	scales	of	a	haddock.	Deserted	by	words,	I	couldn’t

even	ask	myself,	how	many	fractures	must	the	mind	endure

before	it’s	finely	jigsawed?	Nearing	dusk,	I’d	meander

home	through	the	narrow	sidewalk	chatter	of	Portuguese

and	Haitians:	neighbors,	teenage	lovers,	Big	Wheels,	ghetto

blasters.	Though	sometimes	in	the	twilight	I’d

let	myself	go	beyond	the	stop	at	Central	Square	and	ride

the	T	all	the	way	to	Alewife.	Arriving	at	the	end,	almost

calmed	by	the	steady	fluorescent	hum.	The	last	passenger	sitting

in	a	vacant	car,	relieved	at	not	having	to	go	any	farther.



	

The	Embrace
The	orderlies	know	he	is	asking

for	this:

to	be	pinned	down

as	he	bites,	head-bangs,

spews	expletives,

enraged	as	they	wrestle	him

into	a	skintight	suit

like	those	worn

by	divers

about	to	plunge

backwards

into	the	frozen	sea.

Later,	in	the	staff	room

jotting	chart	notes,

I	admire	the	empty	straitjacket

flaccid	on	the	gurney.

Strap	me	down

under	buckle	&	belt.

Hold	me.
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