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The Basement Apartment

What happens if it’s not Demeter’s daughter
the darkness closes over but Demeter,
your mother in a mothballed basement rental
that smacks of Hades? She keeps a plug-in heater
next to the couch when you, Persephone
of Pell Grants, fly home for the holidays.
In summers, when you visit, it’s standing fans,
cold showers twice a day, and ice cube trays.

Her landlord says an AC unit would mean
hed have to raise the rent. He lives above,
so heavy footed you wonder how she sleeps.
No chariot-drawn god hellbent on love
lured her with scents of flowering narcissus
down to this underworld. Misfortune came
in its black rig and now the sign outside
the house she lived in spells some other name,

while she keeps house beneath her landlord’s heels.
You help her break the cobwebs with a broom.
What if it's not Demeter but her daughter
whod scour the earth for anything in bloom
and raze it to the root, stomp every stalk
of bearded barley to change the storyline?
Youd blight the wheat with seven kinds of rot
and shrivel up the snap peas on the vine

to make this gaping place give back your mother,
this almost-afterlife with its buckled walls

and too-low ceiling beams, its patched-up pipes,
its bad connection that suffocates her calls.

She stands below her tiny casement window
when you ring home from college, but the sound

still rasps and catches, her signal out of range.
What if it’s not Persephone who’s crowned

the queen of shadows but Demeter, her throne
an armchair with its stitches coming loose?
Her landlord sold it to her on move-in day.
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She tries to mend the lining, but it’s no use,
and there’s no myth to help a mortal daughter
figure out what’s holding things in place.

Persephone, your lit professor said,
devours six blood-red seeds, ‘a classic case,

he called it, ‘of forbidden fruit as symbol

and semiotic. But what if nothing grows,
no seeds or symbols, where the staircase leads,

and parched air clings to all your mother’s clothes,
while you breathe air so fresh it tastes like grief?

She can’t wash out the stale below-ground smell,
and you can never make sense of the notes

you've jotted down in class. It's just as well

you dropped the course before the first exam,
picked up an extra barista shift instead.

What if it's not the mother but the daughter
whod dig her fingers sore to find the thread

that’s running through the plot, each circumstance
unraveled by the next? Youd pull it taut,

the whole long string of snags that led to this,
retrace its twists and burls to hunt the knot

that gnarled it from the start, the way your mother
worries every stitch as she works back

along the lining of her stitched-up chair
until her needle finds what first went slack.

She tightens and re-tightens as she goes,
no matter that it won't be long before

the chair sags somewhere else. That’s where she sits
to open mail and make lists for the store,

and where most nights she nods off with a book,
backlit by candles that make her outline glow.

It’s where she sits to write her landlord’s checks,
his footsteps drowned out by her radio,

where every morning, mulling over crosswords,
she scribbles her best guesses in the squares,

and where she waves from when you pause mid-climb,
your suitcase teetering, to look back down the stairs.



