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1. Horse

What does the horse give you

That | cannot give you?

| watch you when you are alone,

When you ride into the field behind the dairy,
Your hands buried in the mare's

Dark mane.

Then | know what lies behind your silence:
Scorn, hatred of me, of marriage. Still,
You want me to touch you; you cry out

As brides cry, but when | look at you | see
There are no children in your body.

Then what is there?

Nothing, | think. Only haste

To die before | die.

In a dream, | watched you ride the horse
Over the dry fields and then

Dismount: you two walked together;

In the dark, you had no shadows.

But | felt them coming toward me

Since at night they go anywhere,
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They are their own masters.
Look at me. You think | don't understand?
What is the animal

If not passage out of this life?
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2. Midnight

Speak to me, aching heart: what

Ridiculous errand are you inventing for yourself
Weeping in the dark garage

With your sack of garbage: it is not your job
To take out the garbage, it is your job

To empty the dishwasher. You are showing off
Again,

Exactly as you did in childhood where

Is your sporting side, your famous

Ironic detachment? A little moonlight hits

The broken window, a little summer moonlight,
Tender

Murmurs from the earth with its ready
Sweetnesses

Is this the way you communicate

With your husband, not answering

When he calls, or is this the way the heart
Behaves when it grieves: it wants to be

Alone with the garbage? If | were you,

I’d think ahead. After fifteen years,
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His voice could be getting tired; some night

If you don’t answer, someone else will answer.
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3. The Untrustworthy Speaker

Don't listen to me; my heart's been broken.

| don't see anything objectively.

| know myself; I've learned to hear like a psychiatrist.
When | speak passionately,

That's when I'm least to be trusted.

It's very sad, really: all my life I've been praised

For my intelligence, my powers of language, of insight-
In the end they're wasted-

| never see myself.

Standing on the front steps. Holding my sisters hand.
That's why | can't account

For the bruises on her arm where the sleeve ends . . .
In my own mind, I'm invisible: that's why I'm dangerous.
People like me, who seem selfless.

We're the cripples, the liars:

We're the ones who should be factored out

In the interest of truth.

When I'm quiet, that's when the truth emerges.

A clear sky, the clouds like white fibers.

Underneath, a little gray house. The azaleas
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Red and bright pink.

If you want the truth, you have to close yourself
To the older sister, block her out:

When | living thing is hurt like that

In its deepest workings,

All function is altered.

That's why I'm not to be trusted.

Because a wound to the heart

Is also a wound to the mind.
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5. Penelope's Song

Little soul, little perpetually undressed one,

Do now as | bid you, climb

The shelf-like branches of the spruce tree;

Wait at the top, attentive, like

A sentry or look—out. He will be home soon;

It behooves you to be

Generous. You have not been completely

Perfect either; with your troublesome body

You have done things you shouldn't

Discuss in poems. Therefore

Call out to him over the open water, over the bright
Water

With your dark song, with your grasping,

Unnatural song——passionate,

Like Maria Callas. Who

Wouldn't want you? Whose most demonic appetite
Could you possibly fail to answer? Soon

He will return from wherever he goes in the
Meantime,

Suntanned from his time away, wanting
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His grilled chicken. Ah, you must greet him,
You must shake the boughs of the tree

To get his attention,

But carefully, carefully, lest

His beautiful face be marred

By too many falling needles.
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4. Parable of The Dove

A dove lived in a village.

When it opened its mouth
sweetness came out, sound

like a silver light around

the cherry bough. But

the dove wasn't satisfied.

It saw the villagers

gathered to listen under

the blossoming tree.

It didn't think: |

am higher that they are.

It wanted to wealk among them,
to experience the violence of human feeling,
in part for its song's sake.

So it became human.

It found passion, it found violence,
first conflated, then

as separate emotions

and these were not
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contained by music. Thus

its song changed,

the sweet notes of its longing to become human
soured and flattened. Then

the world drew back; the mutant

fell from love

as from the cherry branch,

it fell stained with the bloody

fruit of the tree.

So it is true after all, not merely

a rule of art:

change your form and you change your nature.

And time does this to us.
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6. The Jacob’s Ladder

Trapped in the earth,

wouldn’t you too want to go

to heaven? | live

in a lady’s garden. Forgive me lady;
longing has taken my grace. | am
not what you wanted. But

as men and women seem

to desire each other, | too desire
knowledge of paradise — and now
your grief, a naked stem

reaching the porch window.

And at the end, what?

A small blue flower

like a star. Never

to leave the world! Is this

not what your tears mean.
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7. The Wild Iris

At the end of my suffering

there was a door.

Hear me out: that which you call death

| remember.

Overhead, noises, branches of the pine shifting.
Then nothing. The weak sun

flickered over the dry surface.

It is terrible to survive

as consciousness

buried in the dark earth.

Then it was over: that which you fear, being
a soul and unable

to speak, ending abruptly, the stiff earth
bending a little. And what | took to be

birds darting in low shrubs.

You who do not remember

passage from the other world

| tell you I could speak again: whatever
returns from oblivion returns

to find a voice:
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from the center of my life came
a great fountain, deep blue

shadows on azure seawater.
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8. Figs

My mother made figs in wine—

poached with cloves, sometimes a few peppercorns.

Black figs, from our tree.

And the wine was red, the pepper left a taste of smoke in the syrup.
| used to feel | was in another country.

Before that, there’d be chicken.

In autumn, sometimes filled with wild mushrooms.

There wasn’t always time for that.

And the weather had to be right, just after the rain.
Sometimes it was just chicken, with a lemon inside.

She’d open the wine. Nothing special—

something she got from the neighbors.

| miss that wine—what | buy now doesn’t taste as good.

| make these things for my husband,

but he doesn’t like them.

He wants his mother’s dishes, but | don’t make them well.
When | try, | get angry—

He’s trying to turn me into a person | never was.

He thinks it’s a simple thing—

you cut up a chicken, throw a few tomatoes into the pan.
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Garlic, if there’s garlic.

An hour later, you’re in paradise.

He thinks it’s my job to learn, not his job

to teach me. What my mother cooked, | don’t need to learn.
My hands already knew, just from smelling the cloves

while | did my homework.

When it was my turn, | was right. | did know.

The first time | tasted them, my childhood came back.
When we were young, it was different.

My husband and I—we were in love. All we ever wanted
was to touch each other.

He comes home, he’s tired.

Everything is hard—making money is hard, watching your body change
is hard. You can take these problems when you’re young—
something’s difficult for a while, but you’re confident.

If it doesn’t work out, you’ll do something else.
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9. Crossroads

My body, now that we will not be traveling together much longer

| begin to feel a new tenderness toward you, very raw and unfamiliar,
like what | remember of love when | was young —

love that was so often foolish in its objectives

but never in its choices, its intensities

Too much demanded in advance, too much that could not be promised
My soul has been so fearful, so violent;

forgive its brutality.

As though it were that soul, my hand moves over you cautiously,

not wishing to give offense

but eager, finally, to achieve expression as substance:

it is not the earth | will miss,

it is you | will miss.
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10. Averno

1.

You die when your spirit dies.

Otherwise, you live.

You may not do a good job of it, but you go on —
something you have no choice about.

When | tell this to my children

they pay no attention.

The old people, they think —

this is what they always do:

talk about things no one can see

to cover up all the brain cells they’re losing.

They wink at each other;

listen to the old one, talking about the spirit
because he can’t remember anymore the word for chair.
It is terrible to be alone.

| don’t mean to live alone —

to be alone, where no one hears you.

| remember the word for chair.

| want to say — I’m just not interested anymore.

| wake up thinking
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you have to prepare.

Soon the spirit will give up —

all the chairs in the world won’t help you.

| know what they say when I’m out of the room.
Should | be seeing someone, should | be taking

one of the new drugs for depression.

| can hear them, in whispers, planning how to divide the cost.
And | want to scream out

you’re all of you living in a dream.

Bad enough, they think, to watch me fall apart.

Bad enough without this lecturing they get these days
as though | had any right to this new information.
Well, they have the same right.

They’re living in a dream, and I’m preparing

to be a ghost. | want to shout out

the mist has cleared —

It’s like some new life:

you have no stake in the outcome;

you know the outcome.

Think of it: sixty years sitting in chairs. And now the mortal spirit
seeking so openly, so fearlessly —

To raise the veil.
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To see what you’re saying goodbye to.
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11. Snow

Late December: my father and |

are going to New York, to the circus.
He holds me

on his shoulders in the bitter wind:
scraps of white paper

blow over the railroad ties.

My father liked

to stand like this, to hold me
so he couldn't see me.

| remember

staring straight ahead

into the world my father saw;
| was learning

to absorb its emptiness,

the heavy snow

not falling, whirling around us.
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12. First Memory

Long ago, | was wounded. | lived

to revenge myself

against my father, not

for what he was—

for what | was: from the beginning of time,
in childhood, | thought

that pain meant

| was not loved.

It meant | loved.
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13. Poem

In the early evening, a now, as man is bending
over his writing table.

Slowly he lifts his head; a woman

appears, carrying roses.

Her face floats to the surface of the mirror,
marked with the green spokes of rose stems.
It is a form

of suffering: then always the transparent page
raised to the window until its veins emerge

as words finally filled with ink.

And | am meant to understand

what binds them together

or to the gray house held firm ly in place by dusk
because | must enter their lives:

it is spring, the pear tree

filming with weak, white blossoms.
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14. A Fantasy

I'll tell you something: every day

people are dying. And that's just the beginning.
Every day, in funeral homes, new widows are born,
new orphans. They sit with their hands folded,
trying to decide about this new life.

Then they're in the cemetery, some of them

for the first time. They're frightened of crying,
sometimes of not crying. Someone leans over,
tells them what to do next, which might mean
saying a few words, sometimes

throwing dirt in the open grave.

And after that, everyone goes back to the house,
which is suddenly full of visitors.

The widow sits on the couch, very stately,

so people line up to approach her,

sometimes take her hand, sometimes embrace her.
She finds something to say to everybody,

thanks them, thanks them for coming.

In her heart, she wants them to go away.

She wants to be back in the cemetery,
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back in the sickroom, the hospital. She knows
it isn't possible. But it's her only hope,
the wish to move backward. And just a little,

not so far as the marriage, the first kiss.
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15. Saints

In our family, there were two saints,

my aunt and my grandmother.

But their lives were different.

My grandmother's was tranquil, even at the end.
She was like a person walking in calm water;
for some reason

the sea couldn't bring itself to hurt her.

When my aunt took the same path,

the waves broke over her, they attacked her,
which is how the Fates respond

to a true spiritual nature.

My grandmother was cautious, conservative:
that's why she escaped suffering.

My aunt's escaped nothing;

each time the sea retreats, someone she loves is taken away.
Still she won't experience

the sea as evil. To her, it is what it is:

where it touches land, it must turn to violence.
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16. Love Poem

There is always something to be made of pain.
Your mother knits.

She turns out scarves in every shade of red.

They were for Christmas, and they kept you warm
while she married over and over, taking you

along. How could it work,

when all those years she stored her widowed heart
as though the dead come back.

No wonder you are the way you are,

afraid of blood, your women

like one brick wall after another.
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17. Siren

| became a criminal when | fell in love.
Before that | was a waitress.

| didn't want to go to Chicago with you.
| wanted to marry you, | wanted

Your wife to suffer.

| wanted her life to be like a play

In which all the parts are sad parts.
Does a good person

Think this way? | deserve

Credit for my courage——

| sat in the dark on your front porch.
Everything was clear to me:

If your wife wouldn't let you go

That proved she didn't love you.

If she loved you

Wouldn't she want you to be happy?

| think now

If | felt less | would be

A better person. | was

A good waitress.
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| could carry eight drinks.

| used to tell you my dreams.

Last night | saw a woman sitting in a dark bus——
In the dream, she's weeping, the bus she's on

Is moving away. With one hand

She's waving; the other strokes

An egg carton full of babies.

The dream doesn't rescue the maiden.
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18. Celestial Music

| have a friend who still believes in heaven.

Not a stupid person, yet with all she knows, she literally talks to God.
She thinks someone listens in heaven.

On earth she's unusually competent.

Brave too, able to face unpleasantness.

We found a caterpillar dying in the dirt, greedy ants crawling over it.
I'm always moved by disaster, always eager to oppose vitality

But timid also, quick to shut my eyes.

Whereas my friend was able to watch, to let events play out
According to nature. For my sake she intervened

Brushing a few ants off the torn thing, and set it down

Across the road.

My friend says | shut my eyes to God, that nothing else explains
My aversion to reality. She says I'm like the child who

Buries her head in the pillow

So as not to see, the child who tells herself

That light causes sadness—

My friend is like the mother. Patient, urging me

To wake up an adult like herself, a courageous person-

In my dreams, my friend reproaches me. We're walking
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On the same road, except it's winter now;

She's telling me that when you love the world you hear celestial music:
Look up, she says. When | look up, nothing.

Only clouds, snow, a white business in the trees

Like brides leaping to a great height—

Then I'm afraid for her; | see her

Caught in a net deliberately cast over the earth—

In reality, we sit by the side of the road, watching the sun set;

From time to time, the silence pierced by a birdcall.

It's this moment we're trying to explain, the fact

That we're at ease with death, with solitude.

My friend draws a circle in the dirt; inside, the caterpillar doesn't move.
She's always trying to make something whole, something beautiful, an
image

Capable of life apart from her.

We're very quiet. It's peaceful sitting here, not speaking, The
composition

Fixed, the road turning suddenly dark, the air

Going cool, here and there the rocks shining and glittering—

It's this stillness we both love.

The love of form is a love of endings.
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19. Bats

There are two kinds of vision

the seeing of things, which belongs

to the science of optics, versus

the seeing beyond things, which

results from deprivation. Man mocking the dark
is full of obstacles, it is possible to have

intense awareness, when the field is narrow
and the signals few. Night has bred in us
thought more focused than yours. If rudimentary
man the ego, man imprisoned in the eye,

there is a path you cannot see, beyond the eyes
what the philosophers have called

the via negative to make a place for light

the mystic shuts his eyes —— illumination

of the kind he seeks destroys

creatures who depend on things
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20. The Empty Glass

| asked for much; | received much.
| asked for much; | received little, | received

next to nothing.

And between? A few umbrellas opened indoors.

A pair of shoes by mistake on the kitchen table.

O wrong, wrong—it was my nature. | was
hard—hearted, remote. | was

selfish, rigid to the point of tyranny.

But | was always that person, even in early childhood.
Small, dark—haired, dreaded by the other children.

| never changed. Inside the glass, the abstract

tide of fortune turned

from high to low overnight.

Was it the sea? Responding, maybe,
to celestial force? To be safe,

| prayed. | tried to be a better person.
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Soon it seemed to me that what began as terror

and matured into moral narcissism

might have become in fact

actual human growth. Maybe

this is what my friends meant, taking my hand,

telling me they understood

the abuse, the incredible shit | accepted,

implying (so | once thought) | was a little sick

to give so much for so little.

Whereas they meant | was good (clasping my hand intensely)—

a good friend and person, not a creature of pathos.

| was not pathetic! | was writ large,

like a queen or a saint.

Well, it all makes for interesting conjecture.

And it occurs to me that what is crucial is to believe

in effort, to believe some good will come of simply trying,

a good completely untainted by the corrupt initiating impulse

to persuade or seduce—

What are we without this?
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Whirling in the dark universe,

alone, afraid, unable to influence fate—

What do we have really?

Sad tricks with ladders and shoes,

tricks with salt, impurely motivated recurring
attempts to build character.

What do we have to appease the great forces?

And | think in the end this was the question

that destroyed Agamemnon, there on the beach,
the Greek ships at the ready, the sea

invisible beyond the serene harbor, the future
lethal, unstable: he was a fool, thinking

it could be controlled. He should have said

| have nothing, | am at your mercy.
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21. The Myth of Innocence

One summer she goes into the field as usual
stopping for a bit at the pool where she often
looks at herself, to see

if she detects any changes. She sees

the same person, the horrible mantle

of daughterliness still clinging to her.

The sun seems, in the water, very close.

That's my uncle spying again, she thinks—
everything in nature is in some way her relative.
| am never alone, she thinks,

turning the thought into a prayer.

Then death appears, like the answer to a prayer.

No one understands anymore

how beautiful he was. But Persephone remembers.
Also that he embraced her, right there,

with her uncle watching. She remembers

sunlight flashing on his bare arms.
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This is the last moment she remembers clearly.

Then the dark god bore her away.

She also remembers, less clearly,
the chilling insight that from this moment

she couldn't live without him again.

The girl who disappears from the pool
will never return. A woman will return,

looking for the girl she was.

She stands by the pool saying, from time to time,
| was abducted, but it sounds

wrong to her, nothing like what she felt.

Then she says, | was not abducted.

Then she says, | offered myself, | wanted

to escape my body. Even, sometimes,

| willed this. But ignorance

cannot will knowledge. Ignorance

wills something imagined, which it believes exists.
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All the different nouns—

she says them in rotation.

Death, husband, god, stranger.

Everything sounds so simple, so conventional.

| must have been, she thinks, a simple girl.

She can't remember herself as that person
but she keeps thinking the pool will remember
and explain to her the meaning of her prayer
so she can understand

whether it was answered or not.
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22. Parable Of Faith

Now, in twilight, on the palace steps
the king asks forgiveness of his lady.
He is not

duplicitous; he has tried to be

true to the moment; is there another way of being
true to the self?

The lady

hides her face, somewhat

assisted by the shadows. She weeps
for her past; when one has a secret life,
one's tears are never explained.

Yet gladly would the king bear

the grief of his lady: his

is the generous heart,

in pain as in joy.

Do you know

what forgiveness mean? it mean

the world has sinned, the world

must be pardoned ——
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23. Aboriginal Landscape

You're stepping on your father, my mother said,
and indeed | was standing exactly in the center
of a bed of grass, mown so neatly it could have been

my father's grave, although there was no stone saying so.

You're stepping on your father, she repeated,
louder this time, which began to be strange to me,

since she was dead herself; even the doctor had admitted it.

| moved slightly to the side, to where

my father ended and my mother began.

The cemetery was silent. Wind blew through the trees;
| could hear, very faintly, sounds of weeping several rows away,

and beyond that, a dog wailing.

At length these sounds abated. It crossed my mind
| had no memory of being driven here,
to what now seemed a cemetery, though it could have been

a cemetery in my mind only; perhaps it was a park, or if not a park,
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a garden or bower, perfumed, | now realized, with the scent of roses —
douceur de vivre filling the air, the sweetness of living,

as the saying goes. At some point,

it occurred to me | was alone.
Where had the others gone,

my cousins and sister, Caitlin and Abigail?

By now the light was fading. Where was the car

waiting to take us home?

| then began seeking for some alternative. | felt

an impatience growing in me, approaching, | would say, anxiety.
Finally, in the distance, | made out a small train,

stopped, it seemed, behind some foliage, the conductor

lingering against a doorframe, smoking a cigarette.

Do not forget me, | cried, running now

over many plots, many mothers and fathers —

Do not forget me, | cried, when at last | reached him.

Madam, he said, pointing to the tracks,
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surely you realize this is the end, the tracks do not go further.
His words were harsh, and yet his eyes were Kind;

this encouraged me to press my case harder.

But they go back, | said, and | remarked

their sturdiness, as though they had many such returns ahead of them.

You know, he said, our work is difficult: we confront
much sorrow and disappointment.
He gazed at me with increasing frankness.

| was like you once, he added, in love with turbulence.

Now | spoke as to an old friend:
What of you, | said, since he was free to leave,
have you no wish to go home,

to see the city again?

This is my home, he said.

The city — the city is where | disappear.
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24. Confession

To say I'm without fear——

It wouldn't be true.

I'm afraid of sickness, humiliation.
Like anyone, | have my dreams.
But I've learned to hide them,

To protect myself

From fulfillment: all happiness
Attracts the Fates' anger.

They are sisters, savages——

In the end they have

No emotion but envy.
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25. Nostos

There was an apple tree in the yard ——
this would have been

forty years ago —— behind,

only meadows. Drifts

of crocus in the damp grass.

| stood at that window:

late April. Spring

flowers in the neighbor's yard.

How many times, really, did the tree
flower on my birthday,

the exact day, not

before, not after? Substitution

of the immutable

for the shifting, the evolving.
Substitution of the image

for relentless earth. What

do | know of this place,

the role of the tree for decades

taken by a bonsai, voices
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rising from the tennis courts ——

Fields. Smell of the tall grass, new cut.
As one expects of a lyric poet.

We look at the world once, in childhood.

The rest is memory.
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26. Happiness

A man and a woman lie on a white bed.
It is morning. | think

Soon they will waken.

On the bedside table is a vase

of lilies; sunlight

pools in their throats.

| watch him turn to her

as though to speak her name

but silently, deep in her mouth—-—

At the window ledge,

once, twice,

a bird calls.

And then she stirs; her body

fills with his breath.

| open my eyes; you are watching me.
Almost over this room

the sun is gliding.

Look at your face, you say,

holding your own close to me

to make a mirror.
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How calm you are. And the burning wheel

passes gently over us.
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27. Circe's Torment

| regret bitterly

The years of loving you in both
Your presence and absence, regret
The law, the vocation

That forbid me to keep you, the sea
A sheet of glass, the sun-bleached
Beauty of the Greek ships: how
Could | have power if

| had no wish

To transform you: as

You loved my body,

As you found there

Passion we held above

All other gifts, in that single moment
Over honor and hope, over

Loyalty, in the name of that bond

| refuse you

Such feeling for your wife

As will let you

Rest with her, | refuse you
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Sleep again

If | cannot have you.
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28. April

No one's despair is like my despair——

You have no place in this garden

thinking such things, producing

the tiresome outward signs; the man
pointedly weeding an entire forest,

the woman limping, refusing to change clothes
or wash her hair.

Do you suppose | care

if you speak to one another?

But | mean you to know

| expected better of two creatures

who were given minds: if not

that you would actually care for each other
at least that you would understand

grief is distributed

between you, among all your kind, for me
to know you, as deep blue

marks the wild scilla, white

the wood violet.
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29. Lullaby

My mother's an expert in one thing:

sending people she loves into the other world.

The little ones, the babies——these

she rocks, whispering or singing quietly. | can't say

what she did for my father;

whatever it was, I'm sure it was right.

It's the same thing, really, preparing a person

for sleep, for death. The lullabies—-they all say

don't be afraid, that's how they paraphrase

the heartbeat of the mother.

So the living grow slowly calm; it's only

the dying who can't, who refuse.

The dying are like tops, like gyroscopes——

they spin so rapidly they seem to be still.

Then they fly apart: in my mother's arms,

my sister was a cloud of atoms, of particles——that's the difference.
When a child's asleep, it's still whole.

My mother's seen death; she doesn't talk about the soul's integrity.
She's held an infant, an old man, as by comparison the dark grew

solid around them, finally changing to earth.
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The soul's like all matter:
why would it stay intact, stay faithful to its one form,

when it could be free?
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30. Widows

My mother's playing cards with my aunt,

Spite and Malice, the family pastime, the game

my grandmother taught all her daughters.

Midsummer: too hot to go out.

Today, my aunt's ahead; she's getting the good cards.

My mother's dragging, having trouble with her concentration.
She can't get used to her own bed this summer.

She had no trouble last summer,

getting used to the floor. She learned to sleep there

to be near my father.

He was dying; he got a special bed.

My aunt doesn't give an inch, doesn't make

allowance for my mother's weariness.

It's how they were raised: you show respect by fighting.
To let up insults the opponent.

Each player has one pile to the left, five cards in the hand.
It's good to stay inside on days like this,

to stay where it's cool.

And this is better than other games, better than solitaire.

My grandmother thought ahead; she prepared her daughters.
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They have cards; they have each other.

They don't need any more companionship.

All afternoon the game goes on but the sun doesn't move.

It just keeps beating down, turning the grass yellow.

That's how it must seem to my mother.

And then, suddenly, something is over.

My aunt's been at it longer; maybe that's why she's playing better.

Her cards evaporate: that's what you want, that's the object: in the end,

the one who has nothing wins.
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