
		
			[image: Cover of Ripenings: Poems by Jacqueline Kudler]
		


			Also by Jacqueline Kudler

			Easing into Dark (2012)

			Sacred Precinct (2003)

		


		
			R i p e n i n g s

		

		

		
		


		
			The Single Thread

		


		

		
			The Single Thread

			     after “The Layers” by Stanley Kunitz 

			Perched on Grandma’s knee, I warbled “Three Little Fishies”

			to Daddy’s always-smile.

			Soon chosen Queen of the May, I reigned over the maypole

			in kindergarten,

			and having reached the pinnacle of my life success at five,

			      sported my Booster sweater at Madison High (as if I ever

			      really belonged in the gaggle of cashmered girls).

			Saturday salesgirl at Gimbels alongside honey-haired

			      Beverly, who regularly pilfered the till.

			File clerk at L&T’s until, sprung out at lunch, I walked Fifth

			      Avenue down to Washington Square and realized suddenly,

			      definitively, that I wasn’t going back.

			Teacher at Jefferson High, three years senior to my acne-

			      challenged charges.

			Lover in the late afternoons, ears whetted to the first turn

			      of a key in the front door.

			His frat pin settled on my left breast for good: 

			      lover          wife          mother.

			Babies on my breast now where the frat pin rode so bravely,

			      soon bouncing them on my knee and belting out how:



			      Down in the meadow in the itty bitty pool

			      Swam three little fishies and a mama fishie too.



			      Lover          wife          mother

		



		
			Beginning of the tearful goodbyes—at the corner stop where

			      the yellow bus spirited them off to kindergarten.

			At the airports, waving them off to their own new-layered lives. 

			At the chapels, where their brides waited, patient for their

			      own futures to arrive at the altar.



			      Swim, said the mother fishie, swim if you can

			      And they swam and they swam right over that dam



			      Lover          wife          mother          widow          crone



			      So many lives, this single life.

			      So many me’s, this single me, 

			      this single thread unspooling still. 

			  

		


		

		
			Flashdance

			     after Merwin

			If Daddy had not been commandeered by 

			Grandma to drive the family to the Catskills, 

			and Mama had not chosen Kutsher’s Hotel 

			for her one-week break, and Belle



			and Gertie had not pushed her onstage to display her

			hidden gifts in the every-Saturday-night Guest Talent

			Show, her vibrato-rich soprano filling the summer 

			evening with “A Kiss in the Dark,” and the tall blue-



			eyed guy in the rear, just leaving, had not stayed on

			for all five minutes of her song, his gaze never leaving 

			her face through the final “wak’ning of love’s young 

			dream,” and if Grandpa Jacob had not died one 



			September day ten years later, sparking my conception—

			Daddy, ever dutiful, and after all, the last family hope to 

			produce the required heir to carry Grandpa’s name this

			side of the grave—and if I hadn’t answered that “Girl 



			Counselor Wanted for Berkshire Camp” ad in 

			the New York Times that spring and found myself 

			locking eyes with a muscle-y guy on the tennis court 

			one July morning, and Don hadn’t implored us to spend



		

		

		
			three days in San Francisco—Just three days before 

			you head back east, he crooned over the phone—I 

			wouldn’t be sitting here at my kitchen window

			lingering over the last coffee on a February



			morning, gazing out at the bay and the blaze of

			acacia on the near hill, pondering what part if any

			I may have played—my dips, my turns, my curtseys—

			in this long gambol, this whole mad flashdance of 



			random possibility. 

			 

		


		

		
			Presentable

			     Pandemic, Day 313

			How I hated Mama’s hands in my hair!

			The way she tussled with the knots, coaxed

			out each strand, coiled each around a cloth 

			to produce my Shirley Temple curls—all that 

			tugging, combing, clucking her tongue in 

			vexation at my wriggles, my ouches, and later, 

			when no one any longer cared about Shirley 

			or her curls, she shaped each strand into braids.  

			Presentable is what she called it—how we 

			needed to look to the world outside our door.



			Ah, Mama, what would you say to your 

			Shirley girl if you got one look at her now,

			eleven months into lockdown. Fargrinta face!

			you’d holler in dismay—put a little color in your 

			cheeks, for heaven’s sake, and do something

			with your hair! You walk out in the street that 

			way? Well, that’s the thing, Mama, I walk out 

			masked these days—no point to smudgy 

			lipstick, and no one’s looking anyway.



			But here’s what I’m going to do for you tonight:

			instead of settling in for the next installment of

			The Crown on the TV screen, I’m fetching out

			the Revlon toolkit—powder, eye liner, blush—

		


		


		
			and applying the prescribed disguises. Next,

			the neglected elixirs—Arpège, Chanel No. 5, White

			Linen: a squirt each behind each ear. As for the 

			hair, no one’s hands but mine have wrestled with 

			the snarls for as long as I want to remember.



			Come then, Mama, let me feel those dear 

			hands of yours once more—yes, come again, 

			so eager always to bear the burden of 

			presentable for me out into the world.

			 

		


		

		
			The World Was Jewish

			     Make a shimel lechol in the old man’s back
And someone sticks his finger IN.

			“Hine-go-seek” we called it, 

			and as for the incantation to start the game,

			its source was a mystery to us, much as the world 

			was mostly mystery then, except the funny words 

			we knew for sure were Jewish, much as the world 

			was Jewish—at least from Ocean Avenue to 

			Ocean Parkway and four subway stops in any 

			direction from the city to the sea:



			mezuzahs anchored head-high at every front-

			door frame; fathers trudging to the subway, 

			sample cases steady in hand; the kosher butcher

			sweet-talking mothers on the corner of Fourteenth

			(“For you, darling, I save a special cut.”);

			grandmas sitting outside the lobbies on

			folding chairs, serene as teakettles,

			all of it—the neighborhood—buttressed by 

			the Avenue R temple on one end, the Avenue 

			P shul on the other.



			News of the world beyond Brooklyn arrived 

			via the big Philco radio in the living room—

		


		

		
			Sunday nights listening to Eddie Cantor, Jack Benny,

			and the music of Artie Shaw who, it appeared, was 

			Grandpa’s third cousin (his name was Arshawsky) 

			and who, in a bold burnishing of the family crest, 

			had married Lana Turner!



			Lana Turner—that platinum-lit, satin-smiled 

			sweater girl, who had just vaulted past Hedy 

			Lamarr to claim first place on my Favorites list— 

			was married to Artie Shaw, which meant that

			Lana Turner was my fourth cousin! 



			Except that first-cousin Marilyn, who was 

			from New Jersey and knew such things, said

			that Lana was a shiksa, which meant, she 

			explained, that Lana Turner wasn’t Jewish—



			a small truth that stunned at first, then slipped

			in slowly, the way a small pill slips in—one

			with sustained-release action that alters

			internal equilibriums over time—a general

			shift in the body’s tectonic balance. It wasn’t 

			long before Lamarr regained her primary place 

			in my affections, which worked out better anyway,

			seeing as her hair was dark, like mine.
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