Caesura: On a Lock of My Mother’s Hair
1874

I can never be a child again,

never hold my mother’s hand, curl

up in her lap or bring her English tea with milk,
three sugar cubes dropped with polished

tongs I borrow from the kitchen maid.

I can never play with her curls

in the early morning before she

pulls her long strands into a bun. I

wish I had thought of cutting a lock

of her silvery hair, keeping it for myself.

I can never read my work

to my mother, her arms

full of Annie & Agnes as she

quiets us all for the nightly performance.

I can never show my mother

the new handmade nightgowns I bought
for only $2.95 or share the program
from the Salvini matinee.

I take out my stationery and

edge the border in black. We have given up
Judaic tradition for the Knickerbocker Club
and the Union League. Our lapels are whole.

My 70 first cousins attend the funeral,
one—a reverend—presides.
We do not open the casket.

As we set out in carriages to Beth Olom—
it was Mother’s wish to be buried on consecrated ground—
two thoughts occur. Father is next. And then .

I shall never marry. My words, silver

as my pen and mother’s hair, propagate

like children. Do not allow me to be locked up
and forgotten.



Caesura: In Memoriam
1885

I ease back on Father’s leather chair,

grommets evenly spaced along each sprawled arm,
peruse city directories bookended by my poems,

a vase of gladiolas and a brass inkwell

matching his monogrammed stationery stand.

The Greek-columned tapestry and windows

face W. 10t Street and the cherry tree.

Sarah can have the objet d’art,
Mary, the silver plate,
Josephine, the sheet music,
Frank, the piano—

But his books belong to me.

Inside every one boasts an ex /ibris
with his signature, presenting

me with his gift.
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