
  
    Places We Call Home

    

    This is the center, the great hub,

    its spokes moving arrow-straight

    to the cardinal directions.

    Roads wide as runways,

    perhaps more for ritual than travel

    to a thousand outlier communities,

    north as far as Betatakin and Kiet Siel,

    south to Paquimé.

    

    The Great Houses stand either side

    of this broad wash, under hovering cliffs

    and sky that is always blue

    even when roiling clouds

    bulk before releasing

    infrequent rain.

    On the desert water can kill

    as surely as it saves.

    

    Pueblo Bonito, Chetro Ketl, Kin Kletso,

    Pueblo Alto and Casa Rinconada:

    names that inhabit the mouth

    or slip off the tongue

    from early inhabitants, explorers

    and scholars, sometimes

    reflecting what happened here

    and sometimes not.

    

    Shimmying up the long fracture of rock

    above Pueblo Bonito

    my camera pack catches in the narrow crack.

    I turn to free myself

    and move to where I look down

    on the half-moon like a scale model

    its tiny figures appearing

    and disappearing room to room.

    

    I have come here with the woman

    I love, intending to camp

    then dissuaded by mosquitoes.

    With grandchildren I must convince

    to leave broken pottery where it lies.

    Friends who suffer in the midday heat

    or cannot still

    their racing hearts.

    

    Each visit I look for the mountain lion:

    tiny petroglyph figure on the cliff

    that borders a trail

    linking one great house with another.

    Each visit I run my hand

    the length of Chetro Ketl's wall,

    ponder its array of kivas

    or strain to glimpse the Moqui steps I'll never climb.

    

    January 22, 1941: I was four years old

    when thirty thousand tons of rock

    fractured and fell on Pueblo Bonito,

    destroying its north wall

    and sixty-five rooms. What other

    Chaco dates weave in and out

    of mine, before, during

    or beyond my passage?

    There will always be a next time

    I tell myself, another visit

    to contemplate Wetherill's shame

    or learn about the 18.2-year intervals

    when earth and sky align

    and a sliver of light

    descends a wall,

    changing the course of history.

    

    Here swallows nest in little pockets of mud

    on sandstone walls that drip

    with desert varnish,

    petroglyphs bear rude bullet holes,

    each season picks up

    where the one before it vanished,

    and the sun always keeps

    its promise to itself.

    

    Maybe I lived here once or visited

    from north or south.

    Maybe the tiny turquoise bead

    you placed in my hand

    is from a string I wore

    eight hundred years ago.

    Maybe we all return

    to the places we call home.

  


  
    Survivor

    for my daughter Ana

    

    Tree of Life, lone survivor of ancient forest

    or gnomonfound or planted

    cosmic point marking past, present, and future

    in temporal dimension,

    lower, middle, and upper worlds

    on a map we hold uneasily.

    

    Anchoring Pueblo Bonito's west plaza,

    the stump of a great pine

    insists it is axis, one more in a range of clues

    that tell us more than we ought to know.

    Is the great house also a sundial

    claiming the passage of time?

    

    Will this tree invite us to touch its roots,

    hear the muted story

    of its sun-bleached rings?
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    Carrying Dead Mothers at Our Breast

    for Janine Pommy Vega

    

    You enter the room and I begin to remember

    a half-century folds its arms across my chest

    like your dream of a daughter

    gathering her murdered mother's arms and legs

    into some ancient burial bundle,

    tying the body like a package to her breast

    then covering it with a loose blouse

    as if pregnant

    and walking, walking.

    

    Walking with bones and desiccating flesh

    in search of somewhere, a safe place

    we want to believe exists

    beyond our pleated hope.

    Walking out of New Jersey,

    a planet unto itself: 1960 or '61,

    image of you slim in a peasant skirt,

    vague pattern of red.

    

    You were 16, maybe 17, I 21 or 22,

    my son still unimagined

    in my desire.

    Back then it was your lean young husband

    made the impression

    and now you tell me he died at 33,

    heroin spike in his arm,

    Lorca as witness and company.

    

    We were young women in a world

    that hated women

    unless we stood up fast

    or clawed our way

    through groin to consciousness.

    You had the hard drugs

    which may have made it easier.

    I was already headed south.

    

    Now we are two aging sisters,

    unruly still, clear eyed,

    loud and speaking our visions

    to the world,

    keeping our dead close to these bodies,

    the skirts we wore back then

    flailing in some parallel universe.

    

    You twisted by rheumatoid arthritis,

    knots of bone that prove no match

    for your dance.

    I missing a kidney, my lungs caged

    in their own sordid history,

    and we keep on walking, walking,

    haciendo camino al andar,

    the poet said.

    

    Your dream woman and her mother's bones

    find safety in a house at travel's end,

    just as you and I

    inhabit explosions of place and language

    where everything happens:

    cultures that give us questions

    and sometimes answers.

    

    Until we learn expectation itself is the culprit,

    liquid that drowns passion

    crows victory before eyes fly open

    or magic settles in pores

    and the final challenge holds memory

    up to a brighter light, chooses

    which doors to close and which

    to keep on walking through.

    

    I didn't really know you back then

    but with your lesson in walking

    histories converge

    along some point on the curve:

    distant as other lives

    close as the pain of moving forward

    carrying dead mothers at our breast.
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    Chocolate Zigzags2

    for Roxanne Dunbar-Ortíz

    

    Chocolate zigzags through my blood,

    chromatic blue-grey on white

    or white against dark slate

    geometry of those cylindrical mugs

    tasting of moments at Pueblo Bonito

    and the Mayan kingdoms

    thousands of miles south.

    

    Unique drinking vessels

    not found at burial sites

    but in places of community

    where rites of passage

    still exude cacao pungency:

    seeds ground with water,

    spiked with corn and chile pepper fire.

    

    At Pueblo Bonito traces of Theobromine

    live on in ancient clay,

    revealing their heady tale.

    At Chichén and Palenque

    a young woman in first blood

    runs her tongue along the froth

    lighting her veins,

    

    a young man stands on the bridge

    of marriage, war, or death:

    defining journey of his life.

    Age too has its ceremonies

    our chemical tests

    cannot determine,

    weathered skin licked mystery-clean.

    

    Ghosts walk two thousand miles

    of curiosity and trade,

    offer live scarlet macaws,

    copper bells, and this exquisite taste

    called Hershey or Godiva today

    empty of ritual or vessel

    beyond the ribbons of its cushioned box.

    

    The ancient aphrodisiac endangers

    and comforts simultaneously,

    holds our hands in times of grief

    keeps us from dwelling

    on our friend three years gone,

    whose discovered death

    now tears me limb from limb.
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    Nankoweap

    

    At Nankoweap, fifteen hundred feet

    above the broad delta

    where burnt tamarisk branches keen

    early morning light

    and tree frogs croak their broken song,

    a row of windowed rooms

    lures the apex of vertical ascent.

    

    Granaries: storehouses

    where grain would be safe

    through long winters

    and times of drought,

    usually built high and to the back

    of dwellings and ceremonial spaces

    in the alcoves that beckon us.

    

    Bits of scree loosen beneath my feet,

    skittering down the steep incline

    where I put one frightened boot

    before the other, look to my guide

    for encouragement,

    will myself to move forward,

    claim victory on my first such climb.

    

    On a narrow ledge just below the ruin

    I struggle to find purchase, a place

    to sit and rest, turn my body

    and marvel at these perfect enclosures

    I can almost touch them now

    their slab doors hiding

    more than I am taught to know.

    

    Here, at Mile 52 of the Colorado,

    where Marble Canyon spreads

    its fan of oranges, reds,

    rose pinks and purples,

    the river snake glistens silver blue

    as it turns and disappears,

    eaten by distant buttes.

    

    Before me: alert days, velvet nights

    of brilliant stars. Geology. History. Silence.

    Behind me: first knowledge

    my feet can ascend perpendicular rock

    to a place where people like ourselves

    solved problems of sustenance,

    frugality and greed.

  


  
    Hovenweep

    

    Finely made stone towers, some four stories tall,

    rise out of narrow box canyons

    straddling the Colorado-Utah border.

    Easy to access though guidebooks still warn

    of miles of rough dirt track.

    

    We have often been drawn to Hovenweep

    “Deserted Valley” the ancients called this place,

    but two visits stand tall as its towers in memory.

    And drawn is not a word I dispatch

    or utter casually.

    

    Pulled as if by magnet force, I breathe hard

    until we land in the small parking lot

    by the visitor center,

    only recently replacing the wooden shack

    that was its predecessor.

    

    Horizon's circle brings flat desert into view

    and the eye moves out

    to Arizona's Carrizo peaks, Utah's La Sals

    or the closer hulk of Sleeping Ute,

    resting west of Mesa Verde.

    

    We arrive via Blanding or McElmo Canyon

    through rabbitbrush, low sage,

    occasional cattail and twisted piñon,

    the milkweed and beewood

    those who lived here took for food.

    

    Juniper gnats throw a mean sting.

    Bright aqua collared lizards

    each a tiny Priscilla, Queen of the Desert

    do impressive push-ups, their luminescence

    yellow/blue/green in the scorching sun.

    

    Those who built these towers settled in a place

    where nomads traveled ten thousand years before.

    A community, thriving in AD 900

    vanished in 1250,

    leaving only deer and cottontail.

    

    What remainsoval, square, and D-shaped structures

    built on foundations of fallen rimrock

    where sandstone platforms

    and carefully laid tiers of cut stone

    function in perfect tandemmay have been

    

    for astronomical observation, signaling across

    great distances, storage, or defense.

    One curious ruin nestles within the jaws

    of a great rock mouth.

    Scholars do not speak of dwelling.

    

    The first of the two visits we're with Mother:

    in her eighties then, small and fragile

    but grateful for the chance

    to know the magic of this place.

    You remove the straps from your pack

    

    and fashion a makeshift belt to hold her steady,

    walking backwards before her,

    navigating the two-mile trail,

    pausing often so she can catch her breath,

    the three of us radiant in discovery.

    

    In my other memory we are alone, alone

    and together in these places

    that feed the spirit. Perhaps, we think,

    we will retrace known routes or hike

    to one of the outliers.

    

    As we lock the car and turn

    toward whatever the morning brings,

    a heavyset older man in familiar ranger uniform

    emerges from the visitor center,

    walking stick in hand.

    

    On time for the 10 a.m. he smiles at no one

    but us. We want to see the rock art

    we've searched for but never found.

    He nods and the three of us set out,

    descending slowly to the shallow canyon floor.

    

    Mostly in silence we wind along trails

    he's made his own. Then he raises his staff

    and points to the sheltered side

    of a free-standing boulder

    we would have missed without his eye.

    

    Under its narrow overhang,

    one tight spiral pecked in the surface

    unwinds toward a single human figure.

    Higher and to the right, another line

    stair-steps, geometric as it climbs the rock.

    

    Minutes further, at the back wall of a cave

    we must stoop to enter,

    several red handprints fade

    against a surface of ochre stone.

    No one speaks. Centuries contract.

    

    I smell red lichen on sunbaked rock.

    A collared lizard basks and pants.

    Hovenweep pulls us back,

    its very name a source of power,

    the mysterious towers defiant in my eyes.

    

    I am the artist. My hand still traces

    their contours

    on overlapping folds of time.
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