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Abstract 
 

Migration, a collection of poetry and prose, explores the relationships between 

nature, self, and the other.  Moving between Iowa and Wales, past and present, and inner 

and outer landscapes, I seek the meaning of home and the importance of wildness in my in-

between state. 
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Introduction 

The start of a poem is a seed: the potential for something grand and complex, 

encapsulated.  It can be held, it can be carried by the wind, it can float in the sea.  A potential 

poem—and a seed— can survive anywhere, even turn up in places where you least expect it.  

It can be at both turns a rare orchid or a noxious weed, choking out every desire until only it 

stands. 

Later, after the agonizing, breathlessness, and trying task of writing, a poem becomes 

like big bluestem grass.  It spends the first year of its life making roots, up to 10 feet deep 

feet in the soil, spiraling and anchoring.  Stanzas loop into stanzas; titles are erased and 

scribbled into margins.  Over the winter, you formulate a plan.  You revise, rebuild, mature.  

The next summer, your poem sends out blades and seeds, turning outward like a turkey’s 

foot.  It is majestic, a vein-like purple in June and gold as a harvest moon by October.  The 

seeds of this poem scatter.  Your fields fill tall and wide with bluestem and, by the next 

summer, you have to burn them.  There’s not enough diversity. 

Down the road, imagine your prairie.  In the spring, up come the forbs, arrived from 

some other town on the wind: purple coneflower, partridge pea, bergamot, rough 

blazingstar, leadplant.  Up comes, of course, your bluestem, too, and now there is a 

conglomeration of plants, pulling down the edges of the horizon to meet you.  Canada wild 

rye nods in the wind and white-tailed deer rustle between Indian grasses; somewhere, a 

coyote howls.  From a single seed, a world has begun.  In the vastness of the cosmos, you 

have created a home for yourself. 

Robert Frost says that a poem begins as a lump in the throat, a sense of wrong, a 

homesickness, a lovesickness.  Standing at the fence line of my college’s Field Station, I feel 

an innate sense of rightness.  I am like a bird, called home not knowing by what.  Adopted 
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into this place three years ago, I learned the names and voices of its plants, animals, birds.  

They became like brothers and sisters to me: I know when the Virginia bluebells bloom in 

spring, what bird here sounds like a bouncing ball, and where they coal mined this land and 

how.  I, in turn, have worked the earth, sowing and turning and weeding.  Like clockwork, 

black locust, an invader, comes up, I come in, black locust goes down, autumn olive blooms.  

My once-new leather gloves sit on my closet shelf, cinching their fingers like a fallen silver 

maple leaf.  Where there once were blank walls hang posters of wildlife and photographs of 

sunsets.  We have forged a symbiosis, a trust: land and woman as mentors.  Just as invasive 

plants bow to my herbicides, I bend beneath the weight of a thousand species whose names 

will never know. 

In writing, it is the same.  I can tell you when I write boldly, what stanzas sound like 

when I speak them before I write them, where I found these poems and how I wrote them.  

My mind is a field I am constantly tilling and seeding.  Here, there are blazingstars, ghazals, 

and sonnets, delicate like prairie orchids.   Bison trample through my thoughts until new 

ideas begin to bloom.  Some are research questions, hardy and numerous like goldenrods.  

Others are poems, tree swallows twittering between the stalks of grass that I can never catch.  

I am living in the middle—an ecosystem suspended between harsh winters and summer 

wildfires, bison and red-winged blackbirds, art and science.  Welcome home. 
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Driving at Night in Iowa 
 

The granaries are tumblers turned upside 

down and left on the shelf.  Snow fringes 

the highway, snow blows into my wipers 

and bumpers and headlights.  I can’t see. 

The deer are wallowing in the shadows, 

eyes gleaming and glossy.  They pull closer 

to the road.  In the ditches, switchgrass 

billows like seaweed.  I can’t see and the 

road whines through my tires.  When I 

drive over bridges, humpback whales sing. 

I’m a child, laying in the backseat and playing 

with a mobile of stars.  Cassiopeia, Orion,  

Gemini.  Here, the seeing is so much about 

not seeing: the nighthawk, the barred owl, 

the black ice, the brakelights, the cop.  I imagine 

a whale shark, large and magnificent and basking. 

Light refracting underwater, everything still 

and silent and cold, everything I can’t see. 
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On Inspiration 
 

Write what you know, that’s what they’re always saying to me, 

as if, all of a sudden, a new idea will roll onto the doorstep of 

my mind, like a hungry cat or a Jehovah’s Witness, bursting to 

speak, or a tumbleweed or a package I’d ordered last Monday 

and utterly forgotten.  Or, better yet, they say that the mind is 

like a hallway and unwritten poems are its unopened doors, as 

though I’ll suddenly reach into my pocket and pull out a rusty 

skeleton key and our eyes will both inflate and I’ll say, “Thank 

you, I was so lost.”  I’ll hurry home, tires skittering on the ice 

and I’ll soon run between keyholes, closets and bathrooms 

and ballrooms spreading before me, grand places unknown, 

flocks of albatrosses and piles of crinolines and waxing moons, 

spilling forth like overgrown petunias, and in the sitting room 

at the end of the hall, Amelia Earhart and Charles Darwin and  

Jesus and Dale, the talkative janitor, are all having a splendid 

discussion and I can walk in or just go unlock another door to 

Spain or China or heaven or earth or the cosmos. Maybe I will 

fall into a black hole and become dark matter, spread in the in- 

between spaces, consuming and undulating and ever-unseen. 

Open the door, they say.  They do not realize that most of the 

post is junk mail and tumbleweeds aren’t native to Iowa and 

when I meet a Jehovah’s Witness I am kind, but not particularly 

open for discussions, and when that I see a hungry cat, I do not 

feed it because I am always deeply afraid that it will come back. 
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The Soldier’s Englyn (Englyn milwr*) 

 

Plants falling beneath my feet 

hands are steady and leaves beat 

down, down into ditch’s keep. 
 

Herbicides drip between buds 

and through my hiking boots floods  

a river of white and mud. 
 

Everywhere we are hacking 

through something and attacking 

abstract ideas of what we lack: 
 

tallgrass prairie, bison scared  

into transcendence.  Compared 

to them, we are unprepared  
 

for what is to come.  We fear 

a world made austere and cleared 

of wildness and frontier  
 

prospects.  Suburban sprawling 

and mule deer crawling, small 

deaths hidden in leaves of fall. 
 

We can say the world is wild, 

but we say this from the piles  

of non-native plants defiled 
 

and stuffed passenger pigeons, 

wings molting from works undone. 

It is extinct religion 
 

and I am its priestess, hands 

clasped onto a chainsaw, lands 

yielding to my word and plans. 
 

 

 

 

 

 



6 
 

 

 

This is a black locust tree, 

I say.  She invades and she 

kills.  She must die, and quickly. 

 

 

* Englyn milwr is a Welsh poetic form, consisting of three seven-syllable lines. All three lines rhyme. 
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Spring 
 

The fisherman lays his catch on the grassy bank. 

It is 6:30 AM and my eyes are bleak, blank as the 

overclouded sunrise.  The rain of the past week 

has stopped, leaves unfurl their banners from 

the trees, along with seed pods and helicopters, 

as delicately veined as the insides of my arms. 

 

The fish is the same grayish blue of veins. 

His eyes are the size of shooter marbles, 

yellow as black-eyed susans. 

 

He, being unfamiliar to this place, gasps as if 

mistaken.  He lifts his neck from the ground, 

his lips struggling.  There is a word tangled in 

his throat.  Dried grass dangles from his fins, 

flying as his tail slaps down.  I slide my binoculars 

from my neck.  Death does not need magnification.   

 

As a child, I would bait my own hook.  These days, 

the feeling of the worm straining between my 

fingers reminds me that I am capable of creating  

fate.  I imagine fish line intertwining between my 

fingers.  With a twist of my wrists, I have made 

Jacob’s ladder.  Twisting again, it’s the cat’s cradle. 

 

“The act of watching something die is never fun.” 

Benedict’s voice streams over my shoulder.  Ten 

minutes later we will track the red-crested kinglet, 

small as a hummingbird, its song burbling between 

trees.  An hour later, we will chase a woodpecker, 

head the color of fresh blood.  Two weeks later, 

my diaphragm twisting inside of my chest, I will 

remember only the fish and the weight of my 

hiking boots as I walked away from the bank. 
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Migration 

 

I learned that Japan tests its astronauts 

by having them each fold one hundred 

paper cranes in a week.  The cranes are 

strung in order of their completions so 

analysts can see how an astronaut’s work 

degrades over time. Can they handle 

the stress?  Or do their cranes gradually 

become like jellyfish or shrews or even 

eagles, which are close to cranes but  

not quite the same? 

 

I began to fold cranes when my poems 

began to unfold, their phrases flying away 

before I could place binoculars on them, 

magnify them into something tangible I’d 

find in a guide in rich colors.  I begin 

to string them in great swaths above my 

bathroom mirror, as though I can see  

myself breaking, my poems disintegrating 

into flocks of cranes, sweeping across the sky. 

 

My words leaving, slowly, in groups of ten 

syllables, their wings beating against my 

bookshelves and verses, gentle and 

heavy and flocking and afraid. 
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Burn Days 
 

When a fire sweeps the prairie, the flames are 

twice as tall as my head and I think of all of the 

shrews, waking up lazily in their winter burrows 

to flame and mayhem and singeing, trying to claim 

the last of their saved up seeds from the burning. 

 

Unlike the snakes, they can escape. 

A flame has no traction, no friction, 

and garters writhe uselessly against them. 

They live on the surface and cannot fly or run 

or dig.  They splay open like clay pots, thrown 

on their wheels for seconds too long. 

 

We burn the prairie because it is necessary.   

The whole ecosystem depends on death: death 

of animals giving nutrients to soils, death of plants 

returning caught-up nitrogen, death of seedling 

trees giving sunlight to the struggling grasses. 

 

In spring, the ditches are black with ash and  

sooty farmers with drip torches give two- 

fingered waves to passerby on the highway. 

 

I wear a fifty pound firepack on my back and I 

put out the flames that leap where we don’t  

want them to.  They will not let me start the 

fire, only save that which is deemed savable. 

  



10 
 

Twilight (Englyn unodl crwca*) 
 

Tonight, we crawl like coyotes, 

chests straining against our coats, 

as we weave and we float in the grasses 

of the prairie like smoke. 

 

Ahead, a burst of wings broke 

our silence and we, hoping 

for glory, hurry to see the ghost bird 

we stalk.  It’s a woodcock, imploding 

 

in the sky, his trills an ode  

to some female demanding notes. 

In the wild, women are unforgiving. 

We invoke the songs we’re owed 

 

before the reward.  Devoted  

birds will sing for years, poor blokes, 

and get nothing in return.  This broken 

bird sings tonight, loveless. 

  

 

 

* Englyn unodl crwca is the Welsh poetic form of the “crooked one-rhyme englyn”. This englyn is made up of 

four lines of seven, seven, ten and six syllables. The last syllable of the first, second and last lines rhyme and 

seventh, eighth or ninth syllable of the third line all rhyme. 
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Eastern Towhee (Cynghanedd sain*) 
 
In the towhee’s drink-your-tea 
is a sideways song carefree 
 
Chewink! 
     he shrinks into oaks— 
musical on the upstroke 
 
and certain were his thin notes: 
not blurred, he never rewrote. 
 
Watercolor summer bird, 
breeding brown-winged hopes transferred 
 
into thank yous. 
                               Thank you for 
sunshine.  Rusty chimes ignored 
 
on a noonday drive.  Ringing, 
furious fantasy thing. 

 
 
 
* Cynghanedd sain is a Welsh poetic form, consisting of rhyming couplets of seven-syllable lines with internal 
rhyme.  This internal rhyme is devised by dividing each line into three sections by its two caesuras, with the 
first and second sections rhyming and the third section repeating the consonantal patterns of the second. 
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Ghost Birds 
 
A flash of cornflower blue 
pulls me to the riverbank 
and on a fragile ice shelf 
sit three Eastern Bluebirds, 
fluffing, puffing, sipping 
small mouthfuls of water. 
 
I’d come to the dam for 
eagles—powerful pumps 
of wings and nests the size 
of vehicles, swaying in the  
treetops— and I’d come up 
near empty: three eagles  
where I’d once seen thirty. 
 
But fragile bluebirds—my mind 
is blurry—do they belong here? 
Later, I check my Sibley Guide 
and see they’re summer birds: 
 
Not seen during migration. 
Not seen during the winter.  
 
Three weeks ago, I’d gone to 
the optometrist.  There was a 
speck showing up in my vision, 
never moving, but fading in and 
out, like a hawk on the horizon. 
It was an “optical floater” he said. 
Nothing to worry about. “Will it 
go away?” I asked.  “Uh… no.” 
 
A small ghost forever in my sight, 
perhaps evolving from dust mote 
to dust ball to dust, to old feathers 
to new feathers to wings and tails, 
tiny eyes: fluffing, puffing, sipping. 
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On Conservation 

 

It is 10 PM.  The dark calligraphy of the ditches flows by and the moon is so bright I could 

turn my headlights off and still see the road.  Beside me sits my fiancé Joe, half-fidgeting, his fingers 

considering unbuckling his seat belt.  Instead, he traces it, round and round, like vultures riding 

updrafts.  I understand, he keeps saying.  I’m sorry.  My own fingers drum at the wheel as I ramble.  It’s 

all half-rhythms and fragments and false starts.  I am mad in the way that only twenty-somethings 

can be: mindfully irrationally. 

We are going to look at the stars because, at the moment, I believe that nothing else is 

constant.  Like many college seniors, I’ve been hurriedly searching for jobs and have had limited luck.  

Everyone says that it’s the economy, the Sequester, or “the times,” but I worry that it’s just my study 

or, worse still, my dreams.  I want to become a naturalist, someone who teaches about the landscape, 

its wildlife and history, from a deep personal knowledge.  Unfortunately, of course, there are few 

positions and many competitors.  In evolution, we call this natural selection, in particular, a 

population bottleneck.  My generation calls this life: the glut of baby boomers holding control while 

our millennial species is forever reaching and grasping—well, not much of anything but gap years, 

semesters abroad, and applications to graduate school. 

My resume, cover letters have become mantras I’m constantly repeating: Rhiley Huntington, 

Central College, Pella, Iowa, Biology major, minors in art, chemistry, and writing, enthusiastic about this position, 

look forward to hearing from you.  Under stress, my moods have evolved seasons and lately it seems I can 

move through years in minutes.  I wake up, it’s Spring, everything is fine and blooming.  Check my 

email, no replies: the heat of Summer.  In Fall, the enthusiasm begins to wane and by lunch it is the 

dead of winter, everything covered in a foot of snow, unreachable. 

So, we are driving to stargaze at a place where I worked studying bats, fourty odd minutes 

outside the city.  Anytime anyone wants to build something large in Iowa, they have to survey for the 

endangered Indiana bat.  In the woods we’re driving to, I caught a female Indiana and helped traced 

her to her roost tree.  I haven’t been there in about a year, but it is some of the darkest sky I know 
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within reach of my hometown.  We pass the grain towers, the rock quarry, the sliver of unplowed 

prairie, and the small diner with “The Best Hashbrowns in the Galaxy.” 

This is the landscape of Iowa: agriculture and struggling small businesses choking out the 

even smaller struggling bits of prairie.  I’ve been told that when Lewis and Clark first came to the 

state, the tallgrass prairie was so tall that it stood a foot over the head of a man seated on a horse.  

The irony is that, thanks to their vast root systems, prairies can generate phenomenal topsoil.  By the 

time settlers came to Iowa and started to slash and burn their way across the state, the prairie had 

literally laid ground for its own demise.  In less than one hundred years, we moved from a habitat 

composed almost wholly of prairies to one dotted with them.  If I am to become a naturalist, I 

become one in a world less wild than any that came before it.  I’ll have to teach about the absence of 

nature more so than its presence.  The environmental movement is often based on fear of loss, the 

journey from having to wanting.  

Just before the old river bridge, I turn onto a familiar gravel road and brake harshly.  Joe’s 

seatbelt catches.  Ahead of me, stretching down the hill, white like morning glories, are signs.  

Unexpected signs.  I squint to read as the dust clears: COMING SOON. 

No.  No no no no no.  I think the words are inside my head, but really, I am speaking them out 

loud, marbled together and guttural.  The signs are for a new housing development in the woodland.  

My woodland.  They are large, so much taller than me I could pull them down and build them into 

tents or rafts or deer stands.  Of course, the development has one of those horrible development 

names, referencing the landscape it’s destroyed.  It’s almost a formula: the name of the tree you cut 

down first, then something referencing place or, worst of all, nature.  Oakland Estates, Maple Glen, 

Elm Springs.  There are tears in my eyes; the lines of my headlights dance between broken cornstalks.  

Joe is a red-eyed vireo beside me, each call a reassurance for himself so much as me.  Here I am, in-the-

tree, look up, at the top.  It’s okay, it’s not your fault, it’ll be fine, I promise. 
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The first thing I ever truly lost was a branch of my favorite tree, a flowering crabapple on the 

front lawn.  From the trunk of the tree, that one branch quickly forked into four branches, making an 

easily reachable chair where I would sit and hide, especially in the spring, when the tree’s flowers 

bloomed, dusting my hair with petals and making my jeans smell like old perfume.  It was here that, 

for the first time, I read Romeo and Juliet and slam poetry.  On the branches above, I had carved the 

names of all of the boys I’d ever had a crush on with the key to the house.  In those days, I didn’t 

carry a pocketknife, as climbing the tree alone was enough to cause my mother worry.  Carving, then, 

could take up to half an hour, curves being the hardest, and, of course, if I knew the boy’s middle 

name I had to carve that too, because it meant that I really cared for him.  Joe’s name was the last 

ever to be carved, when I was fifteen, in tight cursive letters on a thin, new branch.  Joseph Stephen 

Binns.  At my desk in the house, I wrote over and over in small strings sheets that were stuffed under 

my mattress and in between folded pairs of jeans: Rhiley Binns.  Rhiley Angela Binns.  Mr. and Mrs. Binns. 

Each March, once the snow had melted, I’d wrap myself in fleece, climb the tree and recut 

all the letters that had grown over.  After the last winter, Jordan Anderson had become dan Andrn 

and Tommy Hanson had disappeared altogether, hidden beneath a scab of bark.  The house key 

cutting into my palm, I thought about receiving communion, the bread becoming the body and the 

blood, the wine.  This was the way for the names to become their namesakes and for me become the 

me-s who knew and loved them.  It was like rereading a book without ever having to open it.  All at 

once I was four feet and five feet and five feet, four inches tall and I was playing MASH with Kshiti 

Manek beneath the basement stairs, slow dancing in the junior high gym with my hands in the boy’s 

position, feeling Joe’s elbow still and warm and certain against mine at a matinee movie. 

When I came home from school my freshman year, the branch was gone.  I stood in a 

dusting of petals, staring at the scar where my chair had once been, mouth agape.  My parents didn’t 

understand and couldn’t be expected to.  “We didn’t know it meant so much to you,” my mother 
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said.  “Your aunt’s been visiting and you know she has the SUV, so it’s just a lot easier to park 

without that branch over the driveway.” 

By Christmas time, it had all been burned in the fireplace, piece by piece. 

 

                            

 

 I drive onwards to the woods because it’s necessary.  I drive, following real estate signs 

where memory could suffice, and soon we arrive. 

Standing in the darkness, there is no sound but our feet crinkling anxiously in gravel and a 

farmer’s dog howling in the distance.  He is muffled by the snow drifts, his whining notes not nearly 

as desperate as a coyote’s.  Above, the stars spread in great swaths like schools of fish, slowing 

turning, spinning away from us. 

To the South, the Dog Star gleams low on the horizon.  Orion’s belt stretches thin above it 

and Gemini leans towards the east, as if running from something.  In junior high, I learned how to 

find the constellation Gemini because it was my sign.  Just pick out the belt of Orion and track 

northwest until you find two bright stars slanting downwards.  These are Castor and Pollux, the stars 

forming the heads of the twins.  From there, you can trace their bodies, an arch, leaning against one 

another. 

We turn to the North.  Here, the bleeding lights of the city give the horizon an eerie glow.  

It’s the color of the lilacs planted at my mother’s childhood home, a watercolor purple tinged with 

red.  It is against this flame that the woods are silhouetted. 

In my mind, I walk through them unpolluted.  The great slope of the ridge running down 

into the river valley, flat a like shelf mushroom.  My toes in the sandy deltas below, the song of wood 

pewees ringing through the trees, and the burn of stinging nettles on my calves.  There are no 

concrete foundations being poured, no lumber being cut, no ignorant men and women in open plan 

living rooms, never knowing their cost. 
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Conservation.  It comes from the Latin word conservatio, meaning to keep, to maintain as a 

duty.  These days, my life is a symphony of loss.  Friendships, lessons, places, it seems they can all 

disappear without warning.  A migration south or a tree branch cut to keep warm in the winter.  How 

can I protect, conserve anything if I can’t save myself?  Names, forests, ecosystems—I have lost 

them all before.  What’s to say I can’t lose a job or a dream or the ability to change things?  

I turn back South, eyes watering.  Gemini hangs above me again, great and strong.  

Constant. 

In Greek mythology, Castor and Pollux were the sons of Leda, a Spartan queen.  One night, 

Leda was seduced by Zeus, disguised as a swan.  In that same evening, she lay with her husband and 

thus birthed three children: Helen of Troy and Pollux, both immortal and hatched from bird’s eggs, 

along with Castor, mortal and born of her womb.  Time passes and when the brothers have grown 

up, somehow— an account which varies between stories—Castor dies.  Desperate and grief stricken, 

Pollux begs Zeus to let him sacrifice his immortality that his brother may live.  Reluctantly, Zeus 

agrees and the two are placed in the sky as the constellation Gemini, always together though lifeless. 

I face the forest again and behind me the farm dog howls, low and long.   

Are you okay?   I feel Joe’s hands on my shoulders, heavy and reassuring. 

I’m fine.  I turn and smile. 

He hugs me and his eyes run over the farmland around us.  He sighs.  It sure is beautiful here. 
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Aubade 
 

The street outside this room is an ocean 

and the wind between the trees, the riptide, 

pulling me from sleep to open the windows. 

Somewhere, you are folded in your blankets 

like a letter I have yet to read, your arms like 

sea anemones, listlessly twisting on themselves. 

You sleep on your stomach while I, being afraid, 

turn towards the door.  I crave contentment, rather 

than counting change at the store and turning 

the day’s tasks in my head, rocks grinding to sand. 

I watch birds at the Halfway Bridge with a checklist 

in hand: ring-billed gulls, hooded mergansers,  

common goldeneye, white pelican.  You hold me 

as through cries, like flames, can be extinguished. 

A few years from now, you’ll make the coffee and 

I’ll make the bed.  But today, it’s another morning alone. 

Light seeps onto the sofa as the red-wing blackbird 

sings “tea-ink” and bells ring through the town square. 
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The Engagement Ring 
 

I don’t wear the ring when I am catching bats 

or blowing glass or canoeing down the river. 

It’s too fragile prone to being scratched 

or bent or lost downstream. 

 

Instead, on these days, it goes into 

a round-bottom flask on my bookshelf  

and sometimes, I think of it as a reactant, 

something I could titrate or oxidize or 

crystallize into something more pure. 

 

I could distill it, boiling gases separating in 

a series of tubes, heavier things like eternity 

and stability coming off first, then, lighter 

kisses to say hello and waving goodbye in 

three-fingered sign language and the way 

my head moves in the curve of your shoulder. 

 

But we both know that I’m no chemist— 

I’m clumsy and uncertain and prone to 

flights not realized in acids or bases. 

 

No, I’m a biologist and I believe in gradual 

changes, a natural selection of better things. 

 

So, when the jeweler asked what kind of band 

I wanted, I told him we wanted something thick 

and durable.  We could polish out the scratches 

from any adventure, I said.  We could endure. 
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The Things I Cannot Write About 
(Only Four of Which are Lies) 
 
love or undertones or spirituals. 
cliché, cacophony, shifting in bed 
and sleepwalking down a gravel 
road, because I wasn’t the one 
who did it.  crying about second 
place ribbons, adoring the one 
for twelfth place in tumbling. 
unfinished crochet projects, crosses, 
sitting criss-cross applesauce with 
fourteen preschoolers who just came 
to understand the meaning of gravity. 
lying as a child about washing my hands, 
lying to my kindergarten teacher about 
drawing a piece of poop on the corner 
of my page, saying it was only a cloud. 
it wasn’t. wringing out dish cloths, 
clocking out at the Dairy Queen, liking 
Jake Sutton in the seventh grade, taking 
one fraternity poster down, just one—  
forgive me, their grammar was abysmal. 
dogs. dog leashes.  deep emotion, divorce, 
the fact that the last words someone 
spoke in this world were to me.  words, 
wants, willpower, wanderlust, whispering, 
wind power, white picket fences, egg whites. 
my great-grandmother’s watch ticking 
to nowhere in a nightstand drawer. 
nighthawks.  nightjars.  night. 
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Year Seven 
 

Still learning to breathe together, 

the beat of rain, insistent, 

against my window pane— 

darling, there is so much 

to be said in silence. 

In your arms, I fold like so  

many sheets of paper, 

bending messily.  I will never 

be graceful or thoughtful. 

 

I am good at forgetting and 

at changing, like driftwood 

or butterflies or recycled cans. 

Our love accepts seasons,  

the hot strike of summer and 

the waning of fall.  Sleepless 

springs and finite winters, the 

warm rain falling outside, and us, 

huddled on the futon in February. 
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Ignorance and Bliss 
 

I worry about it.  Crock-pot recipes becoming the pinnacle of my discussions, along with the 

new organic grocery store or the reduction of the laundry detergent section at the Hy-Vee. 

This is what the women in the coffee shop talk about, like it is the new gospel or perhaps 

a part of Oprah’s Book Club.  I feel doomed.  This summer, my fiancé worked at a finance 

company.  We spent a lot of time with one of his co-workers, our age and already married.  

They were exciting to us in the same way as the albino alligator at the zoo: noticeable but 

unremarkable.  While he worked at the company, she stayed in the apartment, reading poetry 

and blogging pictures taken from their 10th story window and from years gone by.  Her 

words shrank by the week, entries getting smaller and smaller until there were no words, just 

pictures. She knitted and waited for her husband to show up from work.  She just was. 

Across the coffee shop, now the women are discussing a movie that came out three weeks 

ago, as if it’s new.  “Is it reality or is it dystopia?”  “Well, it’s about this sniper and he’s the 

world’s best sniper, which is exciting, but not something that I’d really aspire to.”  “What 

else was he in?”  I look at the ring on my finger and worry about domesticity, as if it is a 

virus: aprons and balls of yarn and printed-out cookie recipes multiplying and mutating until 

I am just a shell of a woman.  A waiter.  A drinker of coffee.  They are so enthusiastic, so 

happy to be talking about nothing.  For them, this is a lovely day. 
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Rough Drafts—An exercise in oulipo*  
 
I, my own lamp-light, muster courage:  
an old hope-chest filled, wistful, 
and once burnt. 
 
Now, bird wings— 
no, bat skin— wraps around windows. 
I am too cold, pride-filled, pensive 
to rip down these papers.  Foolish  
at the best, maybe. 
Put down. 
Lost. 
 
I, be, sum, rwy’n.  March forward, student, 
If you make ideas wonder  
and grow roots. 
 
You, your light, 
it can rend words silent.  Present   
a “go”.  Let ears sleep.  Wander, fevered, 
to rip down these factors.  Foolish 
at the best, honey. 
You liar. 
“Poet”. 
 
 
 
* Oulipo, from the French “Ouvroir de littérature potentielle” (roughly meaning “workshop of potential 
literature”) is a poetic school relying on a variety of constraints of form to generate poetry.  This particular 
poem is derived from the form called snowball, in which a line begins with a single letter word and each 
successive word is one letter longer.   
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With My Mother, Awaiting the 19:07 London St. Pancras  
 
There are strands of grey 
in her head these days, 
ropes bearing against her 
like the great boulder at the  
Natural History Museum: 
 she is a giant shorn with lines 

from nothing but small pebbles 
under the weight of glaciers 

 
There are glaciers of backyard 
decks and raspberry bushes  
needing pruning—I can see the 
scars on the backs of her palms. 
 
In the forming of our earth, many 
rocks were destroyed beneath this 
weight.  They become soil, sand,  
sediments.  But some survive,  
turning up under the farmer’s 
tiller and gorges, scooped with 
water like autumn gourds. 
 
Behind her the clock ticks, pixels 
shifting from twos to threes, sixes 
to sevens. 

68 minute delay for Holyhead. 
Platform One, Manchester 
Piccadilly, arriving at 19:17. 

 
Somewhere in my past,  
I am standing beneath a two-ton 
boulder, wishing for the strength 
to lift it into the trunk of my Honda. 
 
I have begun to cry, mascara nestling 
into the corners of my eyes. 

There is the gasp of the absence of air, 
then the roar of the rails in Chesterfield Station. 

 
Mind the gap, please. 
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Pioneer in China 

 
for T 
 
We call each other on Skype, because we are both are not home 
and because this is the way to pretend that we are. 
 
He says that the little girl who lived there before 
has left small stickers of tomatoes everywhere. 
 
Tomatoes in the kitchen, 
tomatoes in the closets, 
tomatoes in the bedroom, bathroom, bunk beds. 
 
Even now, I see a small line of them, tiny red dots cresting 
behind his shoulder like a string of leaf cutter ants, certain. 
 
I can tell by the tone of his voice 
that the tomatoes lead to nowhere.  
I imagine he follows their paths: 

They are steady until the shower tiles, 
where it appears that the trail has washed out. 
If you take the trail’s fork to the living room, 
you come upon a great river of carpet. 
He has no wagon to caulk, no Indian guide to hire. 
He is lost, in amber waves of berber. 

 
Two weeks ago he had dysentery. 
The doctors gave him antibiotics, ginger tea, and orders to rest. 
From the bunk bed, he plans his trip to Thailand 
and writes English lessons for his students. 
I am going.  I will go.  I’ve gone. 
 
In China, it is customary that, when asked for directions, 
you will always give them, even if you don’t know where  
the destination is. 
 
He points to the wall behind him, irate, tomatoes 
skittering and vibrating in my poor video connection. 
“Do you see this?” 
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Garden Party 
 

for PW 

 

You are the one who teaches me to can- 

under a cottonwood, on top of a card table. 

 

A camp stove boils and roils and we eat 

raw paste tomatoes- grit like gravel , 

juice ribboning ‘round my chin. 

 

I ladle the salsa, you hold the jar and 

we talk about pectin and pickles, 

sun warming the leaves as they fall. 

 

As the seal clicks shut, we clap.  Weeks 

later in the grocery store, I will buy a tomato, 

bruised and waxed.  It will taste like water- 

clear and perfect and empty. 
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Engagement 

 

Orion strides beside the car, where balloons in the backseat 

and flowers in my lap compose yet another constellation. 

 

Tonight, I could be strung in his bow and shot across the sky, 

not knowing where I’d stop, not knowing whether I was 

planet or star or being, here at the boundary of bliss. 

 

What story will we tell? 

The meaning of want? 

The meaning of patience? 

A ring is a circle, but how to know where it begins? 

 

Stars are born from a mixture of gases— 

hydrogen, helium, nitrogen, fluorine, argon. 

 

Diamonds, from graphite and eons of pressure. 

 

We begin with the year’s first barred owl, cricket frogs, 

an eastern meadowlark, singing from the top of a stop sign. 

 

We begin at the boundary of bliss. 
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Thanksgiving 
 

For the strong, wing-beat sound of  

a pumping heart in embrace 

 

for the gravitational pull 

 of pillows at 4 AM 

and the orbits of old acquaintances 

between coffee shops 

 

for the string that plucks insistently inside 

every time I find myself alone, 

for the upswing of the telephone ring, 

and the breast of the first spring  

robin, rusty orange 

 

for the condensation of poems 

between the pages of notebooks, 

the clack of high heels on cement, 

the drag of a paintbrush across paper 

and the mist clouds that rise 

from the coal plant down the street 

 

for the crisp rip of a bite of apple, 

for the cottonwoods’ applause, 

for the clang of the bells by the chapel, 

and the finish-line elation of every prayer  

I give 
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Fermata 

 

for a friend, just broken up with his girlfriend 

 

He draws a fermata on his wrist and I know what it means: 

 hold me. 

 

There was a time when I would have followed directions,  

but I have become better at speaking other languages. 

I tell him it is a hieroglyph, maybe the eye of Horus, 

god of time, and time, as they say, heals most wounds. 

I tell him it is a bird, a man with arms outstretched, 

a single orange in a bowl, a burrow or bathtub drain 

or a broken see-saw.  It can become anything, I say. 

 

Back then, I might have gone home and wrote about it 

being a small heart, beating at the bottom of a well. 

It would have been my heart and he would never have 

come for water.  But I was foolish then and my love 

was like crabapples, easily grown and too easily given. 

 

Today, instead, I say, Friend, your fermata is limitless. 

It can grow wings or split like amoebas or stretch like 

fiddleheads or even learn to climb. One morning, you could 

wake up and find it drawn in the hammock of your clavicle 

but it won’t be a fermata anymore, it will be her hair and 

her smell and her.  Or maybe it will fade every time you 

wash your hands and eventually you’ll hold the rightest thing 

and forget about all those times you made a fool of yourself. 

 

Look, I say.  It’s Libra’s scales, suddenly balanced.  It’s a half- 

moon and a man leaning against its crest.  It’s a woman pulling 

a bowstring to her breast or an apple falling from a tree, freely. 
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How It Begins 
 
You will take a walk.  Everything will seem 
different in some way or another.  How, 
you’re not entirely sure.  The irises will open 
like flood gate, indigo and yellow tumbling 
forth.  Warblers will ring from the trees,  
robins will part from your path.  Everything 
will vibrate.  How, you’re not entirely sure. 
 
As storms move in, you’ll ponder their 
patterns.  The winds, thread forcing their 
way into your skin.  A cross-stitch of a day. 
You’ve never truly thought about the rain 
and the fact that the clouds are like sponges, 
dangling from the sky.  How, you’re not sure. 
 
As you walk back home, you say hello to the 
man in a bathrobe as he comes to watch you 
watch a scarlet tanager.  Tanagers in suburbs? 
He’s as confused as you are.  This is the beginning 
of your life.  How?  You’re not entirely sure.  
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Sunset at St. Cwyfan’s 
 
 

Whitewashed and small, the chapel springs from its island like some great, rare block 

of salt.  It is only an hour before sunset, so the late light is beginning to drip between the 

clouds around us.  Great beams of it drop down into the sea, streaming from their banks and 

the gulls are, for once, quiet.  Ahead, the rest of my group clambers over algae-covered 

rocks.  They are aiming for the small staircase, steps covered in seaweed, cut into the island’s 

concrete retaining wall.  The church, St. Cwyfan’s, can only be reached at low-tide, unless 

you have a boat.  On the way here, my program director, Tecwyn, had to stop by the post 

office to fetch the key to the front door, left there for him by the pastor.  From there, we’d 

driven half an hour through Anglesey, down small back roads, turning past dilapidated stone 

walls and, I suspect at points, using sheep as landmarks. 

Right now, my eyes are darting from the beginning sunset, to the church, to my feet.  

I’m beachcombing and as I walk, my pockets ripen with shells.  Here, is a mussel, blue lean 

oval, and there, a razor clam, long and slick.  Everywhere are an infinite number of small 

white cones of shells, worn from years of battering the coast.  These are some of my 

favorites, for even they have forgotten their story.  Were they great or small?  Strong or 

weak?  Colorful or white as sun-bleached bone?  Neither of us knows.  I also find tightly 

rolled snail shells, banded with pale pinks and blues.  I’ve found these on other beaches, but 

here they seem brighter, smaller, more fragile.  I start out counting them as they drop into 

my pockets—2, 3, 4—but gratefully forget the number by the time I reach the island. 

When it was first founded, St. Cwyfan’s was joined to Anglesey by a thin land bridge.  

However, over time, this bridge eroded and the parish became what is today known as the 

Church in the Sea.  Each year, a few services, along with a smattering of weddings and 
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christenings, are held in the 900 year old chapel.  Local men and women help to maintain the 

whitewash on the outside walls, first applied in the 17th century when the church was 

restored to its current state.  Atop its slate roof sits a small, empty belfry.  The whole 

building is about as large as my living room at home.  Its windows are small and simple, their 

frames gently sagging.  Ahead of me, Tecwyn has left its door unlocked and opened.  I duck 

inside. 

Inside, a hodgepodge of well-worn wooden chairs faces the altar.  The stone floor is 

streaked with grooves of sand and the roof is supported by wooden beams, the color of 

driftwood and sagging ever-so-slightly.  Small collections of rocks and shells adorn the 

windows and altar.  They are piled into pyramids and concentric circles, arranged by careful 

hands.  Whose careful hands?  A priest’s, a pilgrim’s, a mother’s?  Is it a ritual, one rock set 

down for every prayer?  An offering?  A symbol?  I can’t imagine that it’s just for decoration.  

I want it to mean something more. 

 

               

 

When I was a child, my mother would give me a small bucket when we went to 

Saylorville Lake.  I would pick up chunks of limestone and sandstone and shale, opaque 

pieces of quartz and sparkling granite.  Then, of course, I didn’t know their names.  I knew 

only that they were pretty and that was more than enough for me.  My mother, a teacher, 

would have me describe them as I picked them up — smooth, sparkle, heavy, small, glassy, 

rough—  each rock forming an identity as I dropped them in. 

As soon as I got home, I would run to the balcony and pour the bucket out, some of 

the smaller rocks inevitability falling between boards.  I’d rush into the kitchen to fill up a 
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bowl with water and run back out with it again, shirt soaked by the time I made it to the 

balcony.  Outside, I’d drop each rock, carefully, one at a time, into the bowl.  I had learned 

that rocks took on a new form underwater.  Their colors would deepen and textures 

heighten, like my own hair when I lay down on the floor of the swimming pool, wrapping 

around me, undulating and foreign.  Here, in the water, I would name the rocks.  A round, 

pink pebble became Zoe.  A crooked piece of gravel was Gus.  It was a baptism, like when 

I’d watched my mother dipped into a deep tub at the local church, coming up smiling.  

Swimming for Jesus.  Being reborn. 

When everyone had had their name and their bath, the rocks would be lined up to 

dry on the balcony’s boards.  I ordered them by how beautiful I thought they were.  The 

shimmeriest and smoothest rocks sat closest to me and the line would run all the way to the 

deck’s edge, where sat the broken and brown rocks.  I would go down the line, telling each 

what I liked about them, why I had picked them up, repeating the words I had said on the 

beach: smooth, sparkle, heavy, small, rough, glassy… 

 

               

 

Outside St. Cwyfan’s, it has begun to rain lightly.  While my group moves inside and 

under the eaves of the church, giggling and zipping up raincoats, I walk to the island’s low 

bordering wall.  The land runs straight up to the edge, like flour heaping from a measuring 

cup.  I lie down in the grass, my eyes level with the wall, hands crossed beneath my chin.  I 

watch the sun setting over the ocean and I imagine its water as a great tabletop and me as a 

child, nose pressed just against its edge until everything is a vast plane of wood grain under a 

drywall sky. 
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St. Cwyfan’s wall was built in the 1880s, when a group of locals realized that the land 

was eroding.  While the church is still here, obviously,  before me spread a delta of cracks in 

the wall’s stones and the concrete laid over them.  From the cracks, lichens are growing in a 

multitude of colors, oranges and whites and greens blending into the ocean beyond them, 

then blending into the horizon and impending star rise.  I wonder if they realize that their 

house is built on sand, made to look like a rock.  St. Cwyfan’s is still slowly eroding and 

sinking and shrinking and no number of pyramids of rocks and shells will ever save it, no 

matter how perfectly piled, no matter how named or washed or lined up in perfect rows.  

We can place a stone in front of a tomb but, eventually, it will be rolled away.  Waves will 

roar.  The world will lose its miracles and begin waiting, waiting for salvation.  Rock, paper, 

scissors.  Chapel, rock, time.  Rock covers chapel.  Chapel covers time.  Time covers rock.  

We cannot win. 

Rocks are mentioned many, many times in the Bible.  Miracles happen at rocks.  

Water and fire are brought forth from them; they are broken into pieces by the wind and 

rent at the death of Christ.  They are used as places of worship, shelter, observation, and 

meeting.  Rocks build homes, hammer nails, hold the Ten Commandments, and Christ 

himself is, countless times, likened to a rock: strong, trustworthy, and ever-lasting.  During 

Sunday School, we would often talk about the parable of the man who builds his house on a 

rock and the other who builds his house on sand.  Whose life isn’t sturdy?  Who’s in trouble 

when bad weather comes?  We had a song with hand motions and made sample buildings 

out of toothpicks on top of sand from the playground and rocks we brought from home.  

The sand would always wash out, tiny houses and schools and bakeries floating towards the 

drain until, at the last second, the teacher would reach in and pluck them out.  They lay 
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outside the classroom on the pavement in tiny lines, drying in the sun so we could take them 

home.   

As I walk back from St. Cwyfan’s, the grit of sand and November cold forces its way 

into my skin and I collect my shells hurriedly, taking anything I like even slightly, pushing 

into my pocket, and trudging forward.  Shells are almost never mentioned in the Bible, 

except when listed in offerings or accounts of supplies.  In Exodus, the Lord tells Moses to 

take shells with him to leave on the altar of the Tabernacle, the Israelite’s temple and 

dwelling place for the Spirit.  I pass again over the algae-covered rocks and turn to look back 

at the church once more.  A lone grey heron roams the beaches as the sound of the nearby 

racetrack shakes in the air.  The sun is nearly set, the white church now an inky silhouette 

losing its edges.  My classmates are far ahead, so I run back to the bus, the sheep along the 

country roads vanishing, afraid of my footfalls. 

Back at my dormitory, I will pull the shells from my pockets one by one and rinse 

them in the sink, sand trailing down the drain.  They will spread across my windowsill in 

small, neat lines, peaks rising and falling like sand dunes or rocks in low tide.  I will bring 

back rocks, too, slowly at first, then by the multitudes, numbering each with a fine tip 

marker.  In a notebook, I will list the numbers, followed the places I collected them.  Aran 

Islands, Ireland; Arthur’s Seat, Edinburgh; Menai Strait, Anglesey; Mount Snowdon.  They lie in my 

desk in plastic bags, carefully placed next to each other in the dark, but never touching, like 

old birds in a museum drawer. 
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Evolution 
 

“If you remain in me and I in you, you will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.” 

- John 15:5 (NIV) 
 

A flock of cedar waxwings showed up on Monday 

and I knew you were with me.  In church, women  

had raised their palms to you and swayed and truly, 

I worried I was not enough.  I didn’t hear your voice 

as a tugging, like bell ringing or flag raising or fishing. 

They had told me it would be like my heart skipped 

a beat or my tongue could not speak, but we both 

know that they like cliché.  You’ve made a scientist 

of me and I see it differently.  A genetic canvas and 

an ever-evolving artist, the flutter of wings more 

beautiful than harp strings, and the chorus of these 

waxwings, gutting themselves on winter berries. Me, 

praying for salvation by the trees outside the chapel. 

 

 


