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I am borrowed,


a tax of


salt water,


citizen of


injury.


My feet are


expelled.


They are


blackberries


buried


in the woods.
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HEMLOCK, 1956



A wooden door in front of everything. A door


on my country. A door in the lake. My poems


prefer wooden hunting dogs. If I say there is a


door on my heart in the poem, then there is.


Now I can open this door. The door is a short


door though. I must kneel down to crawl in, drag


my body through with my wooden elbows.


I bump into my wooden mother who is also


crawling in my heart. She smiles so large that


her suffering lights up the tunnel. I can now


see my whole heart, not empty as I had thought.


There are no people in it but my mother.


A rotten hemlock tree at the beginning of the


aorta. A eucalyptus at the end. Two black Allen’s


hummingbirds. She tells me to feed my father.


I don’t have the heart to tell her that near the


end, his brain had so many holes, you could look


right through it. I promise her that I will try to love


someone as much as I love her, so she doesn’t


spend her death alone. She hands me a Tupperware


with rice and bok choy to give to my father. I eat


the food because he must be in someone else’s


heart. Next to a fetus. I am lost in my own heart


now. I sit in the corner and count red.






TREES [STUDIES], 1944



Once they picked a date, I knew something the


eucalyptus tree did not. Someone knows when the


earth will end. I think that person is a lumberjack.


To be alive is to accept perception but to use the


perceived. To know a tree has no bones but to paint


in bones. To know that we aren’t actually writing


poems but our own autopsies. That the earth is a


collage of the sky, the leaves, and its own grave.


Things stay alive by eluding our perception. The


same gaze that believes a tree is there for us to draw.


That its branches have tiny offices. That it can fly


away or be poured. The miracle is that the earth


holds the weight of the living, the dead, and our


imaginations, but it doesn’t sink. Picasso drew in a


branch collar, where a tree branch had been cut. As if


he knew that the whole drawing depended on it.






WOMAN WRITING



The night before, I dreamt that the whorls on my


fingers uncurved, straightened, and left. In the


morning, my fingertips looked like breasts, smooth


and windy. The whorls were someone else’s


sentences on my skin. Their subject was living another’s


perception. Without them, I could finally separate


from myself. Without them, I could finally touch


people without getting drawn. I now see that the


woman in the painting is writing something. Even


though her lips look like two small breasts. Even though


the men outside are confessing to each other.


When trees are thirsty, they begin to scream, little


vibrations we can’t hear. But this morning, I hear the


sounds, unlike anything I’ve heard before. My ears


have spent a lifetime collecting sounds. When I die,


the sounds will become themselves again, without


form or source. The woman in the painting is writing


to me, eighty-nine years later. Asking me to separate


our syllables from the green breast and the blue


breast. I am finally writing back to her now.






THREE MUSICIANS



The men walked around to do their assessing. The


crane came and stopped next to the tree. A man


climbed up the tree. The tree, the man, and the crane


became a still life of green, orange, and yellow. I’m not


sure if the ground forgave the man when he left it.


When something rises, it’s supposed to look like light.


When he settled into the branches, he disappeared


into the tree, but I could still hear him. The stars made


a quick choice and flew out of the leaves. In their


leaving, they became gas again so they had to return


to the sky. I deduced that all trees must contain


shorted-out stars. How quickly a composition changes


when a fourth object appears. I thought a tree’s light


came from the sun. Between the leaves, a sharp


angled light. The tree had a knife against its throat,


a fifth object. All its leaves stopped moving at


once. I realized the stars made the leaves move, not


the wind, a sixth object. Why does so much knowledge


come at the end of something? I have so many last


questions for the tree. Is there more than one afterlife?


Can beauty be cut? What does he want? Does time


move by shivering? Can death fall in love?






LEDA AND THE SWAN



Once a boy brought me to the stadium at night.


Fifty keys around a ring to open every door.


He had secretly copied all of his father’s keys.


How he wouldn’t allow me to touch the ring.


At the stadium, he told me to scream at the top of


my lungs. When I opened my mouth, nothing


came out but a crucifix. I was still resting on a


father’s light, unable to come out from under it.


I don’t remember what the boy looked like. But I


still think of the ring of keys, their sounds of


wishing. I thought the ring’s insides were see-


through, empty. Now I imagine all the circular


scenes the outline has captured. And all of the


questions. Who would copy fifty keys? Who


would desire to enter and exit buildings at night?


Who would paint the keys? Who would paint the


keys as a heart? Who would paint the keys as a


claw? All this time, someone else held my outline,


carried it into and out of buildings, which is why


I have trouble walking alone, why I feel panicked


by a finger tracing. Why I often have the


feeling of being ripped from myself.






MOTHERHOOD



Because we can hear someone doesn’t mean


they can hear us, the crux of every relationship


problem. The four children next door are crying


again. Some of their trees grow up to our


trees, right before touching. When I can no


longer find the right words to describe this,


the baby next door tries to speak, the trees drop


their stars. Maybe there are only so many words


on earth. So we must give them to the children.


No one told me that the man who lived in


this house before me died young and quickly.


As if to say that death is the biggest secret.


Some days, I hear him cough. Some mornings,


I hear him get on his knees to pray to his children.


I want to tell him that they have moved, but I am


afraid he might leave me ghostless. Today, my


desire to live is so large, I woke up two hours early.


I even agreed to walk with the dead man’s


shadow. The house is so silent, I worry the midwife


skipped it. I worry I had asked the midwife to


skip it. I worry I have children upstairs. I worry


I have no children upstairs. That I never had children


upstairs. I worry my daughter upstairs has


killed herself. Then, her quiet cough.






FEMALE HEAD



The first sound of the chain saw. Leaves around


the earth on alert. The man rigged the crane


cable to a large branch, then a whistle. I hear that


trees can distinguish their own roots from the


roots of other species. I wondered if the other


trees could feel panic underground. If the roots


lit up around the earth in a circle. If the tree could


feel the man’s legs straddle it. The way his legs,


which had just been elsewhere that morning, hung


down like desire flapping. And then the branch, as


large as a tree, fell off of itself, the self that it had


known its entire life. The crane held the branch


up so that it hung in the air. It swayed like a woman


hanging from a gallows. Exhausted from all the


kindling. I wondered how it felt to finally swing in


ecstasy only in death. To finally exit the frame.


To finally be able to see all the way down the tree-


lined street. To see that kind of light just once.
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The fish, wearied


and left.


If I lie


down on my side,


Congress will think


I am


dishonest. Likely


to slender on this


land. Likely


to sediment.









WOMAN IN BLUE



Once a woman is painted, she is gone. Her face


like a clown, mouth thick, hair black and green


flowers. To paint a woman is to paint just one of her


selves, the easiest to recognize. The dress is white


with green, not blue. Her neck, covered by fur.


Before a hanging, someone calculates the drop


distance required to break a neck, based on height


and weight. Every death is a story of physics. If the


drop is too long, the person dies of decapitation,


too short, strangulation. I would need to drop 7’2,”


according to the Official Table of Drops. I imagine


the knot on the rope on the left side of her neck,


how the knot breaks the axis bone, severs the spinal


cord. After they cut the tree, the branch as large as a


tree hung in its green dress at noon. The gap between


it and its tree is not pallor, but grace. Because there


is no life without separation. I used to think that all


narratives could be boiled down to this one. My father


taught me that we are bound to our bodies but


not to our minds. That our troubles aren’t because


of all the separation. But that no one can possibly


eat all the fruit the orchards keep dropping.






SELF PORTRAIT



The sun to its back, the trunk looked like a


cross. I heard wailing for the newly hung and


was surprised the sound was coming from me,


not the other trees. As the afternoon light


moved down, it became harder to tell what


was alive and what was dead. Death follows


us until we turn to look at it. Like the drawing


where Picasso’s body overlaps with its shadow.


Montaigne wrote: Learning to die was learning


to let go. Learning to live was learning


to hang on. The fingertips do both of these.


At some point, letting go must overlap


with hanging on. At one point, they are the


same thing and share a tip. When my mother


was dying, she soaked blueberries for hours to


clean them. But forgot to eat them.






A MUSE



Dead trunks on their sides, surrounded by cones.


Two lengths and widths of a body. Occasionally,


the sun shined on the bark and it lit up loneliness.


The trunks lay patiently in their dusty dresses,


breasts open for all to see, large green hands and


feet. Thinking the earth had turned on its side.


I lay down on my child’s window seat so I could see


what they saw. I have tried to reassign my


perspective, thinking a new view would make me


happier. But it only made me dizzier. I could still


smell the incense she had burned the night before.


The neighbor used to ask if someone had died.


I said yes, because once someone has died, the


answer is always yes. So much radiance cut out of


the tree that even with my eyes closed, I could see


everything brightly. My melancholy had lost its


needle. In Picasso’s painting, the blue-clothed


figure, head down on the table, was me. But I was


also the open-breasted woman painting beauty


into zigzagging lines. Maybe we are our own
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