
Sympathy Cards 
 
To Expectations 
I'm sorry for my loss which is your loss now. What's left of you: dead petals everywhere. 
The brief coherence we had disintegrating around us. You just wanted to feel the 
summer wind in your hair, to bloom from the thing imagined into the thing itself, and 
waving your hand constellated everyone's dreams around a shared vision of our lives 
with him. Twelve weeks of natural-birth classes prepared us for what should have 
happened, not what did. We had such faith. We'd be tenacious, challenge drugs and 
surgical interventions with: but is it medically necessary? until our birth plan stopped 
breathing and everything became medically necessary. "I have to take this baby," a 
doctor said. As he was lifted out C-section, in those first minutes, we could feel our 
whole life opening to the cosmos, and when he didn't cry, felt it closing just as fast. We 
all had such faith. You lived in us for a time, until you didn't. No one was left untouched. 
Thinking it made it real. Everyone was under your spell, unwrapping futures with eager 
hands. In the ever-widening distance between us, I saw you. A trace by then, wholly 
unpetalled. He was born June 4, 1998. In your heart, you know we did everything right 
except have a baby.  
 
To Fatherhood 
Nice hat, I thought, when you came closer. A black, weathered ball cap like mine. When 
I say sorry for your loss, I mean ours. I was all in, pal. Drunk with joy, imagining us 
shoulder to shoulder. Then calamity. From being born to being bagged with oxygen, 
her and I hugging his isolette, our arms like tentacles feeling for him through the ports. 
Scrubbing in, day after day, our skin raw. You, a deer just outside the NICU gazing in. 
Hands shaking, my wife couldn't unbutton her shirt fast enough to kangaroo as the nurse 
placed him on her bare chest. Then back in the isolette. They called this a session. What 
could sound more unnatural. You must have felt it, me adjusting my expectations by 
the minute toward a sinking sense of not having. From will he live, mothered by tubes 
and chirping monitors that keep him alive, to will he live at all. That night you went to 
the cafeteria for coffee, and it was the last I saw of you. When he was just days old, 
there was a moment holding him, when I knew he'd never open his eyes; that in the end, 
I wouldn’t have that either. Not even that.  
 
To Knowledge  
Code what. There is no color for this. The gaggle of white coats tending him were drawn 
to the miracle of his illness. The rarity of it. Not his birth. Three weeks in, during one 
of the countless morning rounds, one doctor says cheerfully, I think we're out of the 
woods. But there were always more woods, more deja vu days and nights as another 
hand on my shoulder steered us to another private sitting room where floral tissue boxes 
waited like unfinished magic tricks, and one diagnosis after another was explained 
away. In you come to the rescue, wheeling a crash cart, hands swirling like a zealous 
mailman as you pull out and present glossy junk mail titled neurology, cellular biology, 
genetics. I share your grief, professor. You only wanted to be known, to marry my reach 
with your grasp, but you caught me at a bad time. He never left the hospital. Back at 
our apartment, baby gifts were piling up like a snow drift against the door. You are both 
the language of science and the language of loss that explains what happened, how it 
could happen again. Thanks, no thanks. I'll be the dark that lights my ignorance. There 
is nothing more to know. I understand enough. He is gone. 
 
 
 
 



To Grief Work 
Sorry boss. I'm not punching that blue clock. Your moonlight hours are killing me, and 
I already have a job. Jesus, more reading homework. Page 53: Suffering is the cure for 
suffering. But why worry about letting go, or attachment, when everything leaves on its 
own. And now more journaling. There's nothing paperwork can't make worse. My grief 
work is piling up. I have not left my house or clothes for days. My wife's crushing it 
with her grief work, though. There's talk of a promotion. Our chemistry cake won't rise. 
We're apart together, cloud 10 miles above us. Falling for months like crumpled crows, 
noiseless debris. There are no chutes to open. Looking up as I tumble head over feet, 
she is gazing down at me; or, I glance down and see her below, looking up. When falling 
becomes your whole life, you fall in love with the gift of finally hitting the ground.  
 
To Sobriety 
With twang: my heart's got more back roads than there's moonlight to light 'em, and 
I'm drinking country-song-hard again. I said I was running out to the store but went to 
the graveyard again and had a few. Friend, you didn't stand a chance. Here's a shot of 
heartfelt condolences. Our son was gone before his eyes had time to become the color 
they'd be. Kids have kids they can't keep. Couples who don't want babies have babies. 
There are dogs in baby clothes in strollers. There are babies everywhere. Hours I'd stare 
like a scientist into my gin, transfixed. Then a moon, then a sun, her and I those agonized 
cries in between. This morning in the cemetery, a fox squirrel carried clutch after clutch 
of oak leaves back to the branches for the nest he’s making. This is the answer, and it's 
not.  
 
To the Light 
It is an old song: We beat like rain against windows and are done. Everything suddenly 
lacks a human texture. Maybe it's true what an old poet said: In such profound dark the 
tiniest light is enough to draw us back. But I am not ready to be astonished. Will not 
turn my face to you. You'll be fine quickening one less heart. Experts talk of surviving 
his death. The word is imprecise, the way cleaning fish means hacking off the heads, 
scraping away the scales, tearing out the sticky plumbing that makes them go. I thought 
the world should be ashamed, taking him before me. Dare I say, some days it seems he 
was never born? We don't forget, but something vacant settles in us. What carries me 
along is surely the wake of his going. In the dark, morning glories, purple and white, 
open for you. I refuse, still the days keep coming and what for Christ’s sake am I to do 
with them.  
 
To Intimacy 
Can we keep this between us, like a tree and leaf in sad cahoots? I go to a place she does 
not go. I know you know, how I fantasize about having sex with my wife while having 
sex with my wife. With the version of her that got pregnant. Who wore red footies the 
night we conceived, who lifted her hips after sex and said mixing, mixing, mixing in a 
soft singsong voice while rubbing her hand in slow circles over her stomach. After he 
died, the milk wouldn't stop. Beads blooming continuously on her dark nipples, trickling 
down her stomach. Her on the edge of the tub crying, constantly wiping. That morning 
in the geneticist's tiny office, “It’s not you,” he said to her, "And it’s not you,” he said, 
turning to me. “It’s both of you together." Remember as we all wobbled out into the 
pointless sun, your surprise it wasn't grief I felt but humiliation of all things, that I'd 
failed, and how you began to wither. Some nights I feel you in the room like a curtain 
watching us. If your healing beauty is truth, then I've made you untrue. Sweet leaf, come 
back.  
 
 




