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      Dedicated



      To my family,


      whose love makes everything possible


      &


      To my sister, Susan,


      who’s been sharing my dance since the beginning


      I love you.
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      Preface

    


    
      Poetry has always held a special place in my heart, even if I don’t always understand it. One of my earliest memories is giggling on my father’s knee while he recited a German nursery rhyme. The wonderful rhyming whimsy of Dr. Seuss delights me as much today as it did when I was a child.


      


      I remember my mother collecting little poems she liked—in my mind’s eye I can still hear her reciting Ogden Nash’s Purple Cow and its sequel. Even as a teenager, the lyrics of songs were just as important as the music. When my eighth grade teacher introduced me to T.S. Eliot and Edna St. Vincent Millay (Thank you, Miss Jarmol!), a whole new world of poetry opened for me and I’ve been wandering through it ever since.


      


      Poetry is Life; it is universal. Like life, poetry can send us on flights of joy and sometimes it can break our hearts. Poets gather the world around them, their own experience and the experience of others, to tell a story, to make us think, to remind us we all share “the human experience”. A picture may speak a thousand words, but a poem can create a picture with a few lines. It is reality and imagination combined. It seeks to make sense out of the senseless, and to bring beauty out of ugliness.


      


      This is why I write poetry and take photographs. There is no sweeter sound than to hear someone say, “I know exactly what that’s like. I can see this. I’ve been there.” The poems in this book cover a variety of subjects, emotions, and experience. Some I’ve experienced first hand, others came from creative empathy. It’s my hope that you will come away feeling that we have traveled different paths, but we journeyed together on the same road.
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      Adagio


      a succession of slow, fluid movements performed as an exercise in ballet.
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      A Dance of Dreams


      We live in a dance of dreams,


      glissade from fantasy


      to nightmare


      and back again.


      Sometimes sweet,


      Sometimes bizarre,


      Sometimes graceful,


      Sometimes with the wobbly legs


      of a newborn fawn.


      We learn new steps


      as we jump to unknown futures


      and grow confident in choreography


      perfected over time.


      Sometimes we dance solo,


      other times we revel


      in glorious pas de deux,


      but always we are part of the corps.


      Life is but a dream we create;


      leap into the dance and let yourself soar.
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      Plus One


      I grew up watching coffee perked


      in a silver pot with a black handle.


      My mother always started with cold tap water.


      Savarin was her brand of choice back then;


      she measured a scoop per cup into the basket,


      plus one for the pot.


      As the water inside boiled,


      the cover danced and popped,


      the glass cap that looked like crystal


      bubbled from clear, to tan, to dark chocolate brown,


      and the air came alive on the scent


      of freshly brewed coffee.


      Over the years, the silver pot has been replaced


      by a glass electric one, and again


      by the automatic drip machine.


      Still this sweet memory lives in me,


      and I'm told I make a darn good cup of coffee


      for someone who doesn't drink it.


      I smile to myself and think it's that


      plus one for the pot.
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      The Great Oak Tree


      (for Daddy)


      Like an oak tree


      you stood tall and strong;


      you sheltered me from the storm,


      and gave of yourself to keep me warm.


      You taught me to reach for the sun,


      to hear the music of birdsong


      and laughter on the wind,


      to see beauty everywhere,


      especially in the commonplaces.


      Like all great oaks,


      you were felled too soon.
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      Heart Bubble


      It took a long time


      but I get it now.


      I understand


      the frisson of joy


      fizzing in your chest


      whenever you see me.


      I feel it too.


      I am forever


      your little heart bubble.
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      Acknowledgements


      I am sorry that I'm not the girl I


      used to be, but the years do take their toll


      on all of us. And really, on the whole,


      I may be overweight but I'm still spry.


      I apologize for tears that I cry


      too easily; they're not meant to cajole.


      In joy or sadness they show you my soul;


      I cannot stop them even when I try.


      Apologies aside, somethings don't change.


      Your face is still the one I long to see


      each day. Your smile makes the whole world seem bright;


      at whatever cost, it's a fair exchange.


      Always by your side is where I will be,


      for without you beside me, nothing's right.
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      Missing You


      I see you clearly, waving goodbye


      in your sky blue house dress


      with the big white polka dots.


      Tears run down my cheeks


      from the moment the car leaves the curb


      and for the next two hours of the drive.


      I am inconsolable with homesickness,


      no matter that a week in the country


      away from the sizzling city heat


      is supposed to be fun.


      It isn't, even if my aunt does have a big pool


      and the ice cream man drives down her street twice a day.


      I'd rather run through the sprinkler in the park


      and be with my parents.


      It's the longest week of my young life.


      The day you come to save me from this torture,


      I sit on the porch, bouncing with anticipation.


      When you arrive, I jump up,


      feeling free at long last;


      I race to greet you


      and throw myself into open arms


      that pull me so close


      that I'm lost in your ample bosom


      in a crushing hug I want to never end.


      Happiness overflowing...


      No joy can compare to that moment,


      no love more heartfelt than a mother's embrace.


      No sorrow greater than the impossibility


      of it ever happening again.
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      Toujours


      Before we ever met


      you were there,


      living your life


      in parallel to mine,


      waiting without knowing


      for our lives to intersect.


      Once they did,


      the beginning was the end


      of living separate lives.


      Our love is never ending,


      and should it happen


      that one of us unearths


      the undiscovered country first,


      they will bide


      till we are once again well met.


      We live and love,


      together


      always.
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      Color Remembered


      Though the photo is black and white


      there are no shades of gray;


      joy sparkles in the little girl's face


      as her laughter bubbles forth.


      In the picture frame of memory


      I can see the red cardigan sweater


      that matches the red flowers on the water glass,


      the deep green of the potted plants,


      and the scrawny fake Christmas tree


      with the concrete stand


      that my father lugged home on the subway


      so my grandmother would have Christmas.


      I wonder, does the world ever hold as much color


      as when seen through the eyes of a child?
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      The Last Time I Was Here


      The last time I was here


      there was an apartment complex,


      two stories with Marines


      shimmying down the steel beams


      that held the building up.


      The last time I was here


      I was 60 lbs lighter and


      35 years younger,


      a young bride starting out


      in a new place to call home.


      The last time I was here


      I created memories, happy and sad,


      that have lasted through decades of change,


      and still I remember the road back


      to that long ago beginning.


      Now the apartments are gone,


      as if they never existed at all;


      only the flat skirting remains to mark


      what once was the entrance to the parking lot.


      Open, empty, and silent,


      everything has changed.


      Standing in the exact spot


      where our one bedroom apartment


      with its ugly orange shag rug used to be,


      an eerie frisson I cannot describe


      envelopes me and lingers.


      There is no proof that any of it existed,


      except in memory,


      and memory can fluctuate.


      My husband takes hold of my hand;


      we know what is real.
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      Since You


      Since you arrived


      drastic changes have occurred;


      the world,


      the large and the small of it,


      will never be the same.


      Since you smiled at me


      everything I’ve ever known


      exploded into the infinite,


      leaving me forever changed—


      a new landscape to be cultivated.


      Since you captured my heart


      I cannot imagine the world


      without you in it—


      but “cannot” is a lie;


      “refuse” is the truth.


      Since without you


      my world,


      and who I am within it,


      would be without form and void


      as if creation had never occurred.
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      March 6th 1947/2009


      On the saddest day,


      the day I became an orphan,


      I left the hospice in a daze,


      and tried to keep busy


      to keep from falling apart.


      


      Thinking of the details


      of what needed to be done,


      I went to your room


      in search of photographs


      to create a memorial of


      your life well-lived.


      


      The framed photo sat on your dresser


      for many long years;


      the two of you had eyes for no one


      but each other,


      and I knew I had to take it with me.


      I gently pried open the frame


      and was struck dumb.


      


      I stared at my mother's careful handwriting,


      words written exactly 62 years to the day before:


      Ewald says he loves me and I him.


      March 6, 1947


      Call it a sign or a message from beyond,


      or call it a coincidence if you prefer.


      It makes no difference to me;


      I know what I know.


      You couldn't have said it any clearer.
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      Final Voyage


      You sailed away on uncharted seas


      to a place where I could not follow.


      Amid tears and forced smiles


      we made our farewells


      in hope that journey's end would bring joy


      and happy reunions with those who


      made the voyage before you.


      The trip was not planned;


      I know it wasn't one you wanted to make,


      so I put on my brave face


      and promised you everything would be okay.


      I kissed you one last goodbye,


      then you were gone.


      Someday I will board the same ship


      to see all the places you've been,


      and you will be waving from the shore


      to welcome me home.
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      Self-Portrait


      I am the laughing young woman


      in the photograph.


      Pretty enough, though not a beauty,


      thoughtful, kind and full of fun,


      who loves to dance and


      wishes she drove a red convertible.


      She hides her fears and insecurity


      beneath a mask of indifference.


      Mind over matter—


      if she doesn't mind, then it doesn't matter;


      if she's not going to get what she longs for,


      then she really doesn't want it anyway.


      I am still the laughing young woman


      in the photograph,


      though the mirror says otherwise.


      Older, heavier, hair streaked with gray,


      but still thoughtful, kind, and full of fun,


      even though experience has replaced


      much of the carefree abandon


      with responsibility and obligation.


      Dancing the night away still makes me happy,


      and there's a red convertible sports car in my future


      if I ever win the lottery.


      The mask is crazed,


      tenacity filling in the cracks


      to keep me moving forward


      when innate optimism sags.
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      Remember Water


      I've always been fascinated


      by centuries gone by,


      loved reading books


      and watching movies


      of a world where


      modern conveniences don't exist.


      Absorbed in the life and times


      of those long past


      I forget the dark realities,


      and dream about living in those days.


      But then reality intrudes


      with common sense,


      and I know I wouldn't survive long


      if I magically time traveled backward,


      for there is nothing


      so wonderfully decadent


      as stepping into a hot shower


      and letting its warmth course over you


      for as long as you like,


      no convenience as beloved


      as indoor plumbing.
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      Full House


      Flipping through photo albums


      the world is filled with family and friends.


      There is the belly laughter of children,


      the off-key tones of “Happy Birthday to you,”


      and the too sweet scent of butter cream icing.


      There are clinking glasses with toasts of Gemütlichkeit,


      arms linked in camaraderie as we sway to and fro


      to vinyl polkas played on shiny HiFi turntables.


      Christmas mornings live, alight with the joy


      of childhood wishes come true;


      grandparents watch and smile, reliving days gone by


      when instead of being happy spectators


      all the secret surprises were of their making.


      There are little girls with curlers in their hair,


      excited and waiting to wear their new dresses


      and patent leather shoes on Easter morning.


      Colored eggs and chocolate bunnies,


      jelly beans and marshmallow Peeps


      wait patiently in baskets wrapped in cellophane.


      Flipping through photo albums


      little ones take their first steps,


      and ride their bicycles without training wheels.


      Each milestone lives in perpetuity,


      as do the family and friends who have moved on.


      They are all here, alive and happy,


      in a house full of love.
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      Borrowed Time


      I do not understand “borrowed time.”


      Where do you borrow time and from whom?


      Borrowing implies something will be returned,


      and time taken cannot not be given back.


      I would give much to be able to spend


      even a few spare minutes in your company,


      but the possibility has long since passed.


      I cannot beg, steal or borrow back the time,


      But oh, how I wish I could.
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      Deleted


      It's been so long,


      I scratched your name from the Christmas card list


      and didn't add it to the new address book.


      Even though it's been years,


      that was hard.


      I still see you there,


      while scrolling through emails


      and my phone contact list.


      Even though it's been years,


      I can delude myself


      that you are only


      the push of a button away.


      This is silly.


      It's been years


      and you're never coming back.


      In a fit of pique


      I end the madness.


      Delete.


      Delete.


      Delete.


      Delete.


      Delete.


      In a burst of technology


      you are gone from sight.


      I cannot bring you back.


      But oh, how I wish my heart had a delete key.
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      Henry, Still Remembered


      Long before the internet, email, and social media,


      in that long lost era when communication still came


      in letters written on paper and penned in ink,


      people still made friends with strangers:


      We called them pen pals.


      In the years before the Summer of Love,


      I'd had pen pals from around the world,


      young girls my own age and of similar interests.


      We shared our cultures and how we wished


      we could trade places;


      we talked about what teenage girls always talk about—


      music and boys.


      Henry was different; Henry was a young man.


      Henry was a soldier, fighting in Viet Nam.


      At first I was delighted to get his address,


      excited and a little scared too;


      he was only five years older than me,


      but at fifteen that felt like eons.


      I worried he'd think I was just a kid,


      and what could I possibly say that would interest him.


      I needn't have worried.


      I was too young to realize that talking about normal things


      like the weather, music, and our friends,


      could be a balm when you're living in a war zone.


      Henry was sweet.


      He told me about his home in the Midwest.


      He never wrote about the war,


      and I never asked.


      I thought we were getting on well,


      even harbored secret fantasies that when he came home


      he might stop in New York so we could meet in person,


      and who knew what might come of that.


      Then the letters stopped.


      In the self-centered way of the young


      I wondered what I had said or done


      to make him stop writing without any explanation.


      It never occurred to me


      that he might not have been able to write;


      in my naivete I never dreamed he might be dead.


      I'm ashamed that I didn't consider those things,


      that for so long I thought it was about me and my shortcomings.


      I was young, but old enough to know better.


      I believed in the peace movement;


      I had the posters on my walls;


      I knew “war is not healthy for children and other living things”.


      But that's the thing about war—


      you don't really know until it touches you firsthand.


      Looking back across the decades,


      a kaleidoscope of experience changes the view,


      blending colors and shading perspective.


      I still wonder what happened to Henry.


      Did he die in some faraway rice paddy?


      Was he taken as a POW, and still among those MIA?


      Was he crippled and sent home to recuperate


      with more important things to occupy his mind


      than writing letters to a teenage girl he never met?


      Did he come home broken and battling PTSD?


      Did he manage to survive the war to live a full life,


      only to suffer the repercussions of exposure to Agent Orange,


      the gift that keeps on giving?


      I will never know the answers to any of these questions.


      The details, like Henry's last name or the state he hailed from, are lost to me.


      The realist in me knows that these dread imaginings


      are not only possible, but probable.


      Yet a childlike hope still lives in my heart


      that Henry stopped writing because of something that I said,


      that he made it home in one piece to live his own happily ever after,


      that he lives and loves and laughs there still.


      That is how I choose to remember Henry.
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      Game Over


      Coddled, cozened, and coerced,


      I played your games


      time and time again.


      You never cheated,


      but you always played to win;


      no handicaps given


      for age or innocence.


      Even when I didn't want to,


      I played your games


      because I loved you,


      because it made you happy.


      Sometimes it made me happy too,


      even though I rarely won.


      Mostly I was glad when


      you found new games to play.


      All the cards are gone


      and the dice have been tossed;


      the game boards and playing pieces


      were trashed long ago.


      Game over.


      So why do I long to hear you call,


      “Come play with me!”
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      Growing Old Wasn't Optional


      I have become my mother, my father,


      my aunts and uncles.


      I don't know exactly when it happened,


      I certainly didn't choose to become


      one of the older generation.


      I remember happy occasions


      with the family all together,


      young, old and in between,


      but recently it's hit home


      that there is no older generation anymore.


      My peers and I are it.


      I don't like it much.


      I miss knowing there is someone


      older and wiser with more experience


      I can turn to in time of need,


      someone to listen and understand


      and tell me everything will all work out.


      I wish I had asked more questions


      and listened more carefully to the answers;


      but the torch has been passed


      and I'm not sure I'm up to the task


      of lighting the way for future generations.
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