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Season Tickets

The hinges of all our histories swing open . . .

Season Tickets
Blouse repeats blouse, and boots,
boots. Ten smiling singers shout.
Each sex lines up to face the other.
Men circle women. Women clap.
The whole stage stamps, the audience
hoots. Everything gets louder.
My husband whispers
it’s like a bad dream
but this doesn’t mean we leave.
He walks out of nothing
until the house lights go on.
In such darkness I sit quietly
on the lookout for lost things.
White aprons embroidered with roses,
pieces of straw from cold barns,
kettles hurled from their fires
toward the end of time.
These I gather for the old, old woman who
restores each to its rightful use. In such darkness
as my husband abides, she works.
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Vermeer’s Light
Turning from the map
on this DNA printout, I glance
at my granddaughter’s face.
13 last month, she still brings to mind that light
in Vermeer’s oils, a sunbeam
falling just-so across a young woman’s brow,
her gaze wide-eyed, beatific.
Does she carry a smidgeon of history
rooted in the painter’s turf ?
I see my own portrait passed on
via her father. I see the grandfather
who made possible her russet mane
who turned his back on my world.
A small dose of Baltic States –
her mother’s side, most likely.
A hint of Scotland/Ireland –
probably the grandfather
who cut himself away
from her beauty.
Threads, wanderings, persecutions,
half-hearted journeys
unrecorded, frozen into silence.
Russia. Sweden. Off the coast
of Norway, dreams given over to fog.
I have a friend who’s Egyptian
she softly reveals, as if that friend
must travel a life of fascinating secrets.
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Two Photos Arrive

for Max

In the first it’s 1921. The man is 33.
Long face, strong jaw
like yours.
Ears, small and elegant
like yours.
Nose, photogenic
in the same way as yours.
Wide mouth. Narrow, well-balanced lips –
same as yours except
his are pinched shut.
He will never tell.
Never has done.
Now we come to the eyes.
Light, clear, swimming with secrets,
almost daring the viewer to pry.
Oh, he would have been a handsome cuss.
Subtract the secrets, and these eyes
still don’t quite resemble yours.
Perhaps you got your mother’s.
1950-something. A wedding anniversary.
Siblings, five grown kids, spouses, a row of grands.
The lower half of his face looks even more the-same-as,
though he’s younger here by a long shot than you are now.
The secrets are just about ready to take him to his grave.
They pull hard at the corners of eyes and mouth. Down,
they seem to say. We’ve done our time. His wife tips her
shoulder to his, smiles broadly enough for them both.
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My Husband’s Birth Father
Now that we have his name we can see him online.

He’s
here on my phone! We’ve got him right this time because of these
birth and death dates. Plus his uniform.
And Texas.
I want to show Keith.
He’s been my husband’s friend for 60 years. All three of us
are in his car. I must wait till we exit the freeway
to reveal this father-in-passing.
Must wait till we get off
and reach a full stop. Must not distract the driver
with the gaze
of Joseph Arthur Conner, whose bio note simply reads:
Spouses, unknown. Children, unknown.
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In the Play House: A Dream
The man in my dream has no
eyes, nose, mouth. As if in a hammock
he lies on the air. He’s quiet like viola strings
that wait for touch. He has no name,
no address. My mother sits near.
Back from the dead after twenty years
she’s a smiling silence filled with sunlight.
He has become her truth, her answer
to feeling a failure. My mother,
this man with no words, and myself
in this tiny house close to my childhood home.
The play house is what my family called it.
Meaning reprieve from achievement. I want
my mother to share her peace with me.
And who is the nameless stranger?
If I were outside I’d find a door. I’d
knock and knock until someone let me in.
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Puccini
My mother waited all week
for Wagner or Verdi on the radio.
She was a regular at the New York Philharmonic –
joked annually about having to abandon
strains of Vienna for the maternity ward.
1947, my birth year. A belly out-to-here
was rare in Carnegie Hall.
She had a bright orange quality
that frightened me as a child.
Westminster Abbey, the Louvre,
Versailles, an opera outdoors in Rome.
Occasional trips and not long and always alone.
Decades later, after my father left this world:
Mumbai, Saint Petersburg, Istanbul, Reykjavik,
African cities whose names I didn’t track. She rode
a camel and then an elephant. Did loop-de-loops
in a plane in Australia in her late 70’s.
Home again she’d walk for hours,
window shop, keep walking.
No amount of foreign adventure satisfies
a woman whose bones are bright orange
whose husband wished to settle her with pearls
who lost a son she was sure would be a diplomat
traveling everywhere, unimaginably important.
I dreaded opera – its darkness, its fires,
its grip – until a phrase of Puccini
caught me off guard not long ago
and broke my heart.
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To Larry
we two
wander, white-haired,
a heartbeat between us,
its pulsing silence our teenaged
brother
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There and Here
I had a father who had no guns. Nor did he use the word guns.
Each autumn he’d tell me, Don’t play in the woods.
Wait until hunting season ends.
Once, before I was born, my father bought a house.
Our home on a hill at the edge of the woods.
These days, at the edge of my life, there’s a man who says,
You should write a poem about that. Not the home I mentioned
or its autumns. He wants me to write about misplaced keys,
seeing my dentist, vegetable stands by the roadside in Oregon.
Good subjects, I reply. You need to write your own stuff.
My childhood home was not for sale
when my father purchased it. He knocked on a door
and encountered the owner, gun in hand, a solitary senior
who was soothed into listening, laying aside, letting go.
The seller had never lived anyplace but there.
The man who wants me to write his poems has lived in two places,
there and here. There, everyone in town kept guns
but no one dreamt of shooting a neighbor. Here, it’s populous and
sprawly
with artists and other god-only-knows. But he likes me.
Or did until I mentioned how my father conducted business.
Two Places called me divisive, stormed off to his cabinet to brood.
I wish he’d unlock it and lift out his fear, stock by barrel by gleam.
It’s good to forge poems from the molten steel of fear.
I go visit the man at the edge of the woods
who has never lived anyplace but there.
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