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Renovations
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Painting the House White
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Paint thick in the August heat

never seems to dry, moist air

heavy with sweat and mosquitoes, 

resists my running strokes. Grey oak and cedar,

parched from years of neglect, thirst

for white paint—old browns and bare trim

glow whiter with each dip and slap.

I whiten also. Splashes stick

to my skin like scabs, 

hot pores open, unprimed wood.

I remember that summer we painted

the house brown, how my rough

hands seemed to melt her skin,

chocolate tan, and how the flecks

of white light on the river below us

disappeared as we marked them

like details of a dream. Looking

down from my ladder, I watched

her long strides cross State Street bridge.

We never spoke after she left.

She seemed to shrink with time

like green lumber, her limbs a silhouette

of fallen branches on that autumn day

when I thought I saw her kneeling

on the river bank to sketch a dead perch

washed up on the dark, wet slate.

In the evenings I saw her often,

a brown shadow leaning against my porch post,

her face to the lights of the valley,

her flesh blood warm—present even now

in every strip of wood I paint.

Tonight I watch mosquitoes rush

the sticky white, as if it were bare skin,

and flail their dark wings in whiteness,

the white of death and forgetting.

The hot enamel dries slow as blood.
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How to Build a House
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First, wait until the snow clears.

Pull on rubber boots with wide soles,

so you will not damage the carpet.

Walk until you find a depression

where deer have rested in tall grass.

Here you will sleep.

Walk out of the bedroom and turn in a circle

until your eyes water, facing the wind.

Here you will place your chair.

The roof is self-explanatory,

but walls are something you will raise yourself.

Be sure to plan your windows.

Now call your friends

and gather sticks for a fire.

If it snows before daybreak,

you will have to begin again.
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Blue Jay
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Lances down from red maple,

squirrel darting in retreat, 

clutching phone line, ducking for cover.

I sense the airborne threat,

trying to pick cherries, a boy

with courage only for ground fall,

the blue jay's screech and swoop

protecting even rotten fruit.

I fill the bird bath to distract him,

his sharp beak and talons 

claim cherries and water, staining 

the basin red with skins and pits.

My family moves to a new town,

then another, each house white, 

a three-bedroom ranch where blue jay 

perches in the backyard tree:

redwood, box elder, catalpa, spruce.

Blue jay always the same.

It was years before he found me here, 

my own ranch house, 

my cherry seedling.

When he lights on my window sill,

I know what he will say.

Every move disturbs his nest.

There’s only one house, one tree,

one blue jay the color of sky.
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Her White Tattoo
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I remember how it began,

how the houses he painted

seemed to frame her poems,

how her words grew there, filling rooms 

as she read them, pressing on windows

and doors like fumes of a dream

trying to breathe into waking.

In the rooms where he worked,

she smelled the fresh odor of paint,

linseed oil and mineral spirits, each pigment 

a different scent, and she traced

his strokes along the trim of every room:

above, below, all edges sanded.

In her mind she painted rooms

he never touched, knowing

the twist of his hands, the dip

and spread of his fingers, a dancer's

stroke dissolving darkness.

Even in a room she just rented

miles away, she recalls his touch

and the print of her bare shoulder

on the wet frame of the dining room door

that morning she leaned there, reciting

a midnight poem. Some lines

she never forgets. They adhere

to her skin like a bandage.
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What the Seagulls Know
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The pencil breaks in your hand,

lines too taut to hold,

ocean still as a desert,

only water, no gulls.

Most of them have flown here.

They pace the room expectantly,

staring as I write.

I know why they came.

I nest them in manuscripts.

Gulls defend the balconies,

gulls eat pastry in Central Park,

shrieking gulls invade my sleep.

I mail them back to you.

Artist, lover, keeper,

I dip my wings to your shore.
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House Slide
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The storm blows first in my mind, 

wind and water spinning, shade trees

leaning down the grade, pushed by channels 

of mud and stone, 

pressing piers of our foundation.

Rain strikes the roof and pounds

us deeper, streaming over gutters 

stuffed with leaves, down the shingles 

I should have painted,

seeping through cracks in the driveway, 

through chipped grout between bricks,

pooling on basement tiles.  

We begin to slide, 

the earth flowing underground 

like the shadow of our summers, 

shaded memories of eucalyptus trees 

cracking now with water weight,

roots ripping free.
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The Lives of a Cell

[image: image]


I can't remember being one cell,

my sensations in that first moment

before I began to divide. But years later

I recalled the odor of lilacs,

holding a wilted sprig in my hand,

the water in the wine bottle tepid

like a stagnant bacterial pond.

Lilac fragrance filled our rooms for days,

impossible to escape, subsuming us

when we toasted the first warm sun

with cheap rose and saved the empty bottles.

Now I remember nothing but lilacs,

how they stayed after you left,

so there was never any need for letters,

the stale water digesting the fallen petals

until I had to dump the bottles

to erase the sour smell, unable to recover

the fragrance or the brightest sun

before maples exploded with leaves.

I see you are building a new house

room by room, southern exposure, a bed

for lilacs. It looks odd to me,

rising so abruptly among startled pines,

but I have no eye for architecture.
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Weeping Willows Green First
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Years ago when we brought them here,

their roots tied in rice sacks,

we thought none would survive.

We treated them like refugees,

helped the adults adjust to the climate,

let the young look out for themselves.

Now they sprout like green flares,

thriving in our neglect,

among the hillsides of dormant trees.
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