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For My Mother,
Gwendolyn Ann Turnbough,
In Memory





Memory is a cemetery

I’ve visited once or twice, white

ubiquitous and the set-aside

Everywhere under foot . . .

—CHARLES WRIGHT
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Theories of Time and Space

You can get there from here, though

there’s no going home.

 

Everywhere you go will be somewhere

you’ve never been. Try this:

 

head south on Mississippi 49, one-

by-one mile markers ticking off

 

another minute of your life. Follow this

to its natural conclusion—dead end

 

at the coast, the pier at Gulfport where

riggings of shrimp boats are loose stitches

 

in a sky threatening rain. Cross over

the man-made beach, 26 miles of sand

 

dumped on the mangrove swamp—buried

terrain of the past. Bring only

 

what you must carry—tome of memory,

its random blank pages. On the dock

 

where you board the boat for Ship Island,

someone will take your picture:

 

the photograph—who you were—

will be waiting when you return.


I


I’m going there to meet my mother

She said she’d meet me when I come

I’m only going over Jordan

I’m only going over home

—Traditional




The Southern Crescent


1


In 1959 my mother is boarding a train.

She is barely sixteen, her one large grip

bulging with homemade dresses, whispre

of crinoline and lace, her name stitched

inside each one. She is leaving behind

the dirt roads of Mississippi, the film

of red dust around her ankles, the thin

whistle of wind through the floorboards

of the shotgun house, the very idea of home.



 


Ahead of her, days of travel, one town

after the next, and California—a word

she can’t stop repeating. Over and over

she will practice meeting her father, imagine

how he must look, how different now

from the one photo she has of him. She will

look at it once more, pulling into the station

at Los Angeles, and then again and again

on the platform, no one like him in sight.





2


The year the old Crescent makes its last run,

my mother insists we ride it together.

We leave Gulfport late morning, heading east.

Years before, we rode together to meet

another man, my father, waiting for us

as our train derailed. I don’t recall how


she must have held me, how her face sank

as she realized, again, the uncertainty

of it all—that trip, too, gone wrong. Today,



 


she is sure we can leave home, bound only

for whatever awaits us, the sun now

setting behind us, the rails humming

like anticipation, the train pulling us

toward the end of another day. I watch

each small town pass before my window

until the light goes, and the reflection

of my mother’s face appears, clearer now

as evening comes on, dark and certain.





Genus Narcissus


Faire daffadills, we weep to see

You haste away so soone.

—ROBERT HERRICK



 


The road I walked home from school

was dense with trees and shadow, creek-side,

and lit by yellow daffodils, early blossoms



 


bright against winter’s last gray days.

I must have known they grew wild, thought

no harm in taking them. So I did—



 


gathering up as many as I could hold,

then presenting them, in a jar, to my mother.

She put them on the sill, and I sat nearby



 


watching light bend through the glass,

day easing into evening, proud of myself

for giving my mother some small thing.



 


Childish vanity. I must have seen in them

some measure of myself—the slender stems,

each blossom a head lifted up



 


toward praise, or bowed to meet its reflection.

Walking home those years ago, I knew nothing

of Narcissus or the daffodils’ short spring—



 


how they’d dry like graveside flowers, rustling

when the wind blew—a whisper, treacherous,

from the sill. Be taken with yourself,



 


they said to me; Die early, to my mother.
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