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			For David & Lucas, always

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Someone once said a poem is never finished, only abandoned. In choosing the poems from my previous work, I have made minor edits to some of the poems from their original published forms. Asylum was conceived as one long poem in 103 lyric sections. I have not included the entire poem. I’ve titled the poems selected from that book with the Roman numerals from the original volume, along with a few words from the first line of the poem. In some of the longer sequences from other books, such as “Manhood,” “The Skiers,” “Torture,” and “Fathers in the Snow,” I chose to include only the most vital sections and hence have renumbered them. The poem “Another Loss to Stop For” was originally titled “The Goddess of Despair.” When the poem was published in The New Yorker, the editor suggested the new title, and it stuck.

		

	
		
			New Poems

		

	
		
			Cleanup

			They won’t stop. Leaves, slick wet—

			curled around shrubs, blanketing

			the funeral garden where ravens rest.

			Why am I married to longing & lament?

			I’d like to slap the face of my unseemly

			devotion. Wake up. Don’t be afraid. Wag

			your beauty like a dirty dog. Trees shed their pious

			costumes. Wind unfurls & as if in ecstasy

			more scatter to mock my loyalty. Yes,

			cleanup’s messy, imperfect, a disaster.

			My limbs hurt. My back aches. One minute

			it’s dark, sun hiding behind maple’s bark;

			the next light is fixed, like a shattered heart.

		

	
		
			Late August Garden

			Beds overgrown; daises deadheaded,

			petunias long given up their flower.

			Purple bursts of hydrangea hang heavy

			in torment. Soon they’ll shed their brittle

			bonnets. Our prized lavender’s lost her sweet

			musky scent. Seagrasses, wild, unhinged, blow

			this way & that like crazy, deluded

			lovers. Memory’s a burden. Regret

			a scam. Grasshoppers destroyed our hostas.

			Why do I care? All summer I tended

			the garden of the soon-to-be dead.

			Haven’t I done enough? Maybe I belong

			in the republic of sin. Come join me.

			Isn’t it grand, death’s perverse deceiving sham?

		

	
		
			Sonnet for the TEndered Garden

			Tender shrub, green leaves of its foliage,

			the curl of a baby’s fingernail, knocked

			over by storm, its brush crumbling to touch—

			how did I miss it—it’s all that I can

			do—for those I could not save—but twist

			the stubborn bush from its tangled roots

			& turn it upright as if giving birth

			to a baby in breach. I don’t mind mud

			underneath my nails, worms my fingers touch

			(they enrich the soil), mosquitoes swarming

			crazily—(it’s one hundred degrees!)

			circling my head like a halo of distrust.

			It’s nature’s promise I curse. All those weeks

			when I prayed for a triumphant birth.

		

	
		
			Sonnet for the Unforgotten

			Let’s not forget the trodden children’s games.

			Violin unplayed, holey socks, old blood-

			stained jerseys, Swiss Army knife with dull blade

			still in the drawer, Lego castles, baseball trophies,

			slippers the dog chewed on the floor. Video

			games stacked, demobilized. Eerie quiet

			coming from your door. Self-portraits imbued

			with inner light, a playlist from your debut

			performance. Is that a love note trapped between

			pages of an old notebook? What other mysteries

			did we ignore? What dangers forestalled or

			implored? Outside, a hawk cries overhead.

			Trees stir. Time’s a contradiction.

			Are you still hiding behind boyhood’s lore?

		

	
		
			Sonnet for the Safe Kept Object

			The only lock of hair I have ever mourned

			is a silky strand—a baby’s purest blonde,

			saved from the first cut of a daughter’s hair

			& preserved with a photo under glass.

			This lock will never darken, never gray,

			grow old or coarse, this monument of loss

			& family—dead at twenty-one.

			The irony! Before an imminent

			separation, to offer a lock of hair

			was thought to be a sign of consecration.

			Once this daughter, unschooled in death’s

			finality, found a dead bird in a fir tree,

			took a feather for prosperity—unaware

			of life’s elasticity, restless, in love with destiny—

		

	
		
			Souls in Winter

			They have returned, just as I wished,

			their ghosts swirling pure as the rain of snow,

			blinding, kissing my lips & face. The long-

			standing trees & evergreens draped in snowy

			white as if in procession, wedding

			past to present. Woody winter berries

			show off their red jewels in celebration,

			deer stop in hesitation as if aware

			too of time’s strange, mysterious alienation.

			How deep the drifts we trudged. The hours

			suffered. Unburdened, without regret,

			light as air, quizzical, I’m here, they say,

			their ethereal silhouettes transparent

			as a snowflake melting on my nose.

		

	
		
			Visitation

			& there was the garden half circled with trees

			& there was a silent woman in white, a nun, a nurse,

			Or a punisher—I did not know—who had come to deliver

			My child. The wind was quiet, the sun hid behind

			A bush that looked because of the light as if it were a burning heart,

			& from it a shape like an angel or a ghost fanned & faded,

			& my child with her heaviness in my arms, finally.

			Where had she come from, this child I had longed for,

			& why suddenly did the weather turn

			As if a fog had descended & we had entered

			Another realm—as if the clouds had shifted into a new day,

			A new era, an era without a past or present,

			As if time were space & then from the garden,

			Though we could barely see it through the dense fog

			Came the child’s father, as if out of a dream,

			Out of the luminous drift of memory,

			My first love, & the woman—there she is—

			Who had brought me my child,

			Has she always been lurking behind the pillars?—

			If she tries to take her, I will kill her—

			My first love, here to see his baby we conceived,

			& like a seed was absorbed in the bloodred soil of the garden

			Where the small, restless birds darted back & forth,

			& the wind howled its enduring grief.

		

	
		
			I Take the Pup on a Walk

			along the horse farm road, we daily traverse

			on the anniversary of your birth.

			She barks at the horses despite their girth,

			one of which, a mare, soon to give birth.

			A baby, my firstborn, I longed to nurse.

			The tragedy was the day she was birthed.

			Her lungs were not quite developed, a curse

			as great as any Greek prophecy birthed.

			The pink & purple hydrangeas have burst

			to mimic the certainty of memory’s rebirth.

			Loss is forever; it can’t be reversed.

			Thirty-six years have passed since your birth.

			Memories still alive, in the mind’s sealed purse.

			Death has not usurped the miracle of birth.

			My pup rubs her nose in the clumpy earth

			dirtying the white spot that marked her birth.

			You get what you get, a likely besmirch.

			Together we sank down in the grass’s berth.

		

	
		
			The Sprinkler Game

			Sophia stands by the hose, barely

			containing herself (I’m watching them from my bedroom window),

			& crazily barks until my husband turns on the faucet

			& waves the hose like a gleeful baton dance

			across the grass. She seizes the water stream

			like it’s one of the moles she digs up.

			Earlier this morning on our daily walk,

			our neighbor’s daughter, showing us her diamond ring,

			tells us the story of her engagement,

			sky luminous, sun beaming,

			taking in the scent of wisteria,

			still wearing her pajama bottoms,

			she stops to pet Sophia smiling at her, tongue out, panting.

			“She’s living her best day,” she says.

			The diamond in the center of her ring is from her grandmother,

			all he had to do, meaning her fiancé, was pick it up from the jeweler

			after it was reset. We are living our best day,

			I think, now in my bedroom

			where the trinkets of the past shape-shift & shine in the daylight

			like my neighbor’s daughter’s diamond’s weight of inheritance—

			while Sophia yelps outside in her delirium.

			But what I really want is to close the blinds,

			to give in to melancholy, which even on a glorious summer day

			has caught me like a bug. What is it? The spontaneity of youth,

			the innocence of desire?—I feel—I feel it all, Wordsworth wrote,

			he thought melancholy was a symptom

			of the loss of innocence. I think it’s the sheen of an inner life.

			& then the pup comes in with her wet face,

			shakes her body as if she’s turned on a mixer

			so that water drops spew from her coat into the air,

			slumps down on my bedroom floor

			with her singular humpf,

			& wakes me out of my stupor.
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