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•	1	•
SOME	DUCKS

A	Cycle	of	Poems	for	my	Daughter



	

FIRST	SONG
As	I	started	up	the	gravel	drive

in	the	early	hours

to	meet	you,

a	breathlike	mist	covered	the	field,

and	a	crescent	moon

—near-edge

of	a	pearl—

floated	free

from	the	dark	limbs	of	a	fir	tree.



	

CAITLIN	AND	THE	MOON

Just	days	old,

we	take	you	to	visit	friends	in	the	valley.

Driving	home	now,	in	darkness,

the	rounding	moon	drifts	west

toward	the	mountains

like	a	boatful	of	light.

Asleep	in	your	mother’s	arms,

the	moonlight	wakes	you.

I	watch	your	small	face,

eyes	wide	to	this	strange	new	light,

as	you	watch.

The	moon	follows	us	through	the	trees,

lighting	narrow	fields

that	rise	into	darkened	foothills.

For	the	first	time,

your	dreamy	gaze	fastens	to	something

other	than	your	mother	or	me,

something	full	and	luminous

and	curiously	alive.

And	it	seems	that	an	understanding

passes	between	you—earth	being

and	heavenly	lamp—an	assurance

pure	and	necessary	as	milk.

At	home,	by	the	river,

bundled	into	a	wicker	bassinet,

for	the	first	time	you	sleep

through	the	night.

And	your	cry	at	first	light

is	as	small	and	bright

as	a	birdsong.



	

CAITLIN	AND	THE	BEAR
My	daughter	had	nearly	passed	the	tree

by	the	time	I	noticed	it:	a	mossy	cedar

with	the	buttressed	swell	of	its	base

stripped	clean	to	bright	sapwood;

shreds	of	ripped	bark	and	woodchips

scattered	over	the	trail	like	leaves.

“Caitlin,”	I	called,	“Who	ate	that?”

She	stopped	and	her	gaze	climbed

to	the	claw-torn	edge	of	bark

higher	than	me.	And	she:

“Somebody	big.”

We	felt	the	wiggly	tracks

of	beetle	larvae,

powder-filled	furrows	in	the	orange	wood,

and	the	claw	marks	raked	across	them.

“Somebody,”	I	said,

“must	have	been	awfully	hungry.”

And	Caitlin,	as	if	suddenly

looking	up	at	one	across	the	dinner	table,

sang	out,	“A	bear!”

And	then,	just	as	quickly,	“Where	is	it?”

So	we	looked,

through	ferns,	out	past	the	tall	columns

of	trees,	behind	us	…

“He	must	have	wandered	off,”	I	said;

then,	catching	her	mother’s	quick	glance,	added

“a	few	weeks	ago.”

We	should	have	known	that	later

she	would	find	him,

a	shadowy	figure	among	the	ferns



that	looked	to	us	like	a	stump.

But	we	all	kept	right	on	walking	anyway,

just	in	case.



	

THE	BRIGHTNESS
—for	Caitlin	and	Trisha

My	daughter	and	her	friend	hold	hands

in	low	breaking	swells

on	a	pebble	beach	at	the	edge	of	the	world.

Black	oystercatchers	dash

noisily	over	the	waves

and	gulls	idle	along	the	tideline,

hands	clasped	behind	them

like	bank	guards.

All	the	teller	windows	are	open.

The	girls	jump	and	shiver	as	cold	waves

break	against	legs	and	bellies.

Their	silhouettes	dance

in	the	brightness

lithe	and	diminutive	as	waterbugs.

As	the	largest

of	small	waves	approaches,

Caitlin,	the	younger,	pulls	free,	wanting

to	catch	it	by	herself.

How	well	I	know	that	gesture.

“We’re	floating	backwards!”

they	scream,	as	outwash

sucks	at	their	ankles	and

buries	their	shiny	feet	in	sand.

The	illusion

pitches	them	off-balance.

When	the	dads	at	last	give	in

and	walk	out	to	join	them:	it’s	true.

Waves	splinter	into	diamonds

at	our	feet,	and,



heavy	with	sunlight	and	sand,

sweep	away

the	years	between	us.

I	whirl	and	plunge

an	awkward	half-step	back

for	balance,	and	shout:

“We’re	floating	backwards!”

too.



	

PONCHO	IN	HEAVEN

1
I	don’t	know	what	sent	your	kitty

bounding	across	the	road

just	then.

Maybe	a	redwing	blackbird

whistling	the	evening	light	across	the	pond,

or	the	marsh	wren	it	chases

through	the	cattail	reeds.

When	I	listen	to	the	redwing’s	song	now,

I	can	almost	hear	the	answer

of	Poncho’s	bell

as	he	leaps	from	the	long	roadside	grass

into	forever.

2
For	Poncho,	the	cars	and	trucks	and	noise

no	longer	exist.	And	bright

wingbeats	flash	among	the	cattails

like	jewels.

It	is	always	that	wide	and	hopeful	moment

before	the	bird	hears	the	small	bell

muffled	in	fur

and	springs	from	its	bowed	stem

into	the	open	field	of	sky.

In	that	moment,	the	sky

is	Poncho’s,	too,	as	he	sails

over	the	gold-green	spring	grass,

light	as	thistledown,

farther	than	you	or	I	can	see.

3
In	your	drawing,



you	hold	Poncho	close	to	your	chest,

while	another	Poncho

—the	same	soft	gray	on	white

with	bushy	black	tail—

floats	above	you.

In	your	simple	working	of	crayon,

and	paste,	you’ve	made	something	beautiful,

a	fresco	of	holding	and	letting	go,

an	image	of	a	timeless	present

where	all	we	know	of	love

and	loss

spills	past	the	words

we	have	to	tell	it.



	

WILD	ANIMALS

Dinner	over,	just	past	dark,

and	my	daughter	refuses

to	carry	out	the	compost.

“There’s	wild	animals	out	there.”

“That’s	nonsense,”	I	say,	grabbing	the	pail

and	purposely

leaving	the	flashlight	behind.

Past	the	porch	light,

total	darkness.

Then,	just	beside	me,

a	deer	startles

and	jumps	noisily	into	the	brush.

A	dozen	steps	later,	heart	still	hammering,

I	lean	to	tip	the	pail,	and	a	low

toothy	snarl	rises	from	darkness

a	foot	away.

I’m	halfway	back	to	the	house,

compost	scattered,	before	I	realize	…

raccoon.

“Christ!”

as	the	kitchen	door	slams	behind	me:

“There’s	wild	animals	out	there.”



	

THE	POPE	OF	SWIMMING	BEAR	LAKE
Three	years	ago,	waiting	out	some

rainy	weather,

I	camped	by	this	small	mountain	tarn.

It	was	your	fifth	birthday,	and

guilty	for	dodging	the	party,

I	wrote	this	story	for	you

in	my	journal:

A	long	time	ago,	before

even	I	was	born,

a	black	bear	went	swimming

in	the	blue	snowmelt	water

of	this	lake.

I	know	this	because

a	mountain	man	named	Crisler

filmed	that	old	bear

and	put	him	in	a	movie.

Crisler	filmed	from	high

on	the	ridge,	and	the	bear

looked	like	he	was	dancing

—floating	in	air—over	blue-green

lakebottom	stones.

That’s	what	gave	the	lake

its	name.

Because	you	love	bears	so	much—and	own

no	fewer	than	ten	of	them—

I	wanted	you	to	have	this	story,

so	when	you	finally	came	here	yourself

you’d	know	this	place

as	an	old	friend.

How	could	I	have	known



you’d	make	your	way	here	so	soon?

And	the	two	bears	you	found	here	today,

flipping	over	rocks	on	the	steep	slope

(hungry	for	ants	and	grubs)

would	give	you	your	own	story.

All	night,	the	rains	wash

against	our	tent	fly,

and	the	muffled	clack	of	boulders

tumble	through	the	darkness.

Morning,	we	follow	an	elk	trail

across	a	steep	open	slope.

The	black	bear	who	meets	us

(and	doesn’t	really	want	to	leave

his	berry	patch	to	let	us	by—

but	finally	does)

is	way	wetter	than	us.

He	leans	on	his	elbows

on	a	tuft	of	sedge,	scruffy	ears	and	dark

shiny	nose,

and	peers	down	at	us,	questioningly.

I’m	not	sure	what	to	say

when	you	hold	up	your	Hiking	Bear

to	show	him	we’re	friends.

He	seems	to	squint,

like	I	do	sometimes	at	the	newspaper.

But	all	the	news	is	good.

He	slips	lazily	back	into	a	swale,

and	we	stroll	on	by	in	our	shiny,	wet	rain	suits

proud	as	bishops

blessed	by	an	audience	with	the	Pope.



	

SOME	DUCKS
“Now,	if	we’re	real	quiet	…	,”	I	whisper	to	Caitlin,

and	with	the	next	step

a	thunder	of	wings	fills	the	sky,

cloudburst	of	feathers	and	spray

as	dozens	of	mallards	explode

from	the	small	pond.

Blue-white	shimmer	of	wingbars	and	vapor

billows	across	the	winter	sky.

Caitlin	stands	frozen,

as	a	second,	then	third	wave

erupts	before	us,

astonished

that	our	quiet	approach

could	trigger	such	spectacular	alarm.

The	roiled	surface	splashes	up	in	waves

over	the	shore	ice,

the	din	of	wingbeats	fades,

and	the	sky	is	suddenly

monumental	in	its	emptiness.

Our	eyes	meet	with	my	unfinished	thought:

“	…	we	might	see	some	ducks.”



	

STATE	CHAMPIONSHIP

“There	is	another	great	joy	in	this.

There	is	the	dancer,

and	there	is	the	one	singing	for	the	dancer.”

—Robert	Sund

The	gym	is	cacophonous,	girls

in	sweats	and	leotards	everywhere;

four	events—floor,	beam,	uneven	bars,

the	calamitous	hurdle—

all	running	at	once,

and	kitschy	music	crackles	through	the	air

like	tinfoil.

You	stand	in	the	midst	of	it	all,

poised	and	attentive,

awaiting	a	nod	from	the	judges

to	begin.

Then,

stepping	forward	on	the	mat

in	measured	paces,

you	suddenly

leap

like	a	waterbird,

and	spring,	cartwheeling	into	a	round-off,

flip	mid-air,

a	blur	of	arms	and	legs,

and	land

gracefully

arms	raised,	a	toe

pointed	gingerly	forward,

pause	and	begin	again.

Somewhere,	in	the	strict	forms



and	months	of	training,

you’ve	found	the	freedom	to	take	flight.

Parents	and	friends	clap	and	shake	our	heads

in	disbelief;	your	teammates	cheer,

and	the	judges	smile	approvingly.

But	your	focus	is	elsewhere.

Facing	around	and	taking	a	long	breath,

you	launch	into	a	dizzying	crescendo

of	leaps,	tucks,	back	handsprings	and	flips

—hands	and	feet	drumming	the	mat—

and	again,	the	graceful,	dancelike	skip

and	landing	to	an	eruption	of	applause.

I	saw	in	your	eyes

in	that	moment’s	pause

the	wild	mixture	of	joy

and	fierce	determination

that	pushes	the	spirit	outward

through	toned	and	practiced	limbs

to	a	newer	emanation	of	itself—

fleet	and	beautiful	and	wholly

self-contained.

Alone	and	joyous	amid	the	noise	and	chaos

of	the	world	reeling	around	you.



	

GRASSHOPPERS
Warm	autumn	hillside

above	the	low	song

of	a	dwindling	river;

sharp	clack-clack-clack

of	grasshoppers

whapping	their	wings

over	the	dry	grass	and	boulders.

Brief	flash	of	yellow	and	gray

disappears	into	dust.

I	think:	“band-wings,”	but	can’t	be	sure.

If	my	daughter	were	here

she	would	surely	have	caught	one	by	now.

It	would	loom,

dinosaur-like	in	our	handlens,

waving	its	short	horns,

and	we’d	know	the	species.

But	even	now,	I	feel

her	lifetime	of	catch-and-release

nature	study

is	about	to	strike	out	in	a	new

—and	frightening—direction,

leaving	me,	the	bugs	and	the	rocks

to	ourselves.



	

WINTER	SOLSTICE:	MOONRISE	AT	CENTURY’S	END
With	my	daughter,

I	drive	the	old	pickup

to	the	top	of	Lost	Mountain

for	the	big	event.

We	kick	down	the	tailgate,

spread	out	blankets,

pour	licorice	tea	from	a	thermos

and	wait.

Below	us,	Puget	Sound	and	the	straits

are	shrouded	in	a	blanket	of	their	own.

In	the	chill	darkness,

Caitlin	thinks	water	at	first,

then	sees:	a	sea	of	cloud.

It	laps	the	shore	of	nearby	hills

in	improbably	slow	waves	of	mist,

breaks	against	headlands,

floods	inlets,	making	bays	of	creeks

and	draws,	swallows

islands	of	trees.

We’re	cold.	It’s	dark.	When	finally,

a	small	band	of	opalescent	light

traces	the	eastern	horizon.	Then,

like	the	visitation	of	an	archangel,

a	great	yellow	globe	ascends

beyond	the	Cascade	peaks.

It	is	so	clear

we	can	see	the	moon’s	ragged	edge

roughened	with	contours,	its	face

pocked	with	craters,

textured	extravagantly	with	shadow



and	light.

As	the	orb	drifts	free	of	the	mountains

it	lights	the	sea	of	cloud

for	a	hundred	miles.

Deep	swells,	rolling	breakers,

bottomless	canyons	stir

slow	and	restless	as	tides

in	the	moonlight.

After	a	time,	Caitlin	asks

“Why	don’t	we	do	this	every	night?”

Her	cheeks	are	flushed	with	cold;

moonlight	glints	in	her	eyes.

If	I	tell	her	the	truth,

what	will	she	think	of	me?



	

DIVERS
Before	practice	the	divers	walk

on	their	hands	along	the	far	edge	of	the	pool.

Their	reflections	in	the	still,	blue	water

merge	with	their	actual	selves,

palm	to	palm,

hand-stepping	delicately	along	the	curb

like	mythic	creatures—half	liquid,

half	vapor,	long-limbed	and	angelic—

feeling	their	way

along	the	verge	of	earthly	elements.

In	minutes	they	will	hurl	themselves

swanlike	through	the	unhurried	air,

spin	like	tumbler	pigeons

and	rip	the	clear	surface	water

sleek	and	powerful	as	dolphins.

But	now,	as	the	girls	move	delicately

as	water	striders,	bound	neither	by	earth

nor	gravity	nor	time,	they	are	most	themselves.

Balanced	and	playful	in	the	grace

of	their	bodies,	they	are	masters

of	colliding	elements,

hand	walkers	on	the	liquid	lip

of	the	possible,

acrobats	of	the	air	who	have	yet	to	show	us

how	much	can	be	accomplished

in	a	few	brief	seconds	of	flight.
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