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for my family—

Callie

Ray

my parents and sister

Aunt Mary and those gone before

plants and birds and beasts tame and wild—

for all of you
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Camille holding native flax blossoms








bloom how you must i say

—LUCILLE CLIFTON
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I sat in my Realtor’s Lexus while she toured me around Fort Collins, Colorado, during the waning weeks of May 2013. At that time of the year, I know now, flurries from cottonwoods fill the Northern Colorado sky. Fluff gathers in yards and along the road’s margins like snowdrifts. Apple trees, mountain ash, hawthorns, chokecherries: all their white petals fall onto sidewalks, pile onto windshields. Neighborhood by neighborhood, petal-strewn curbs whizzed by the car windows—disorienting me. All that whiteness swirled around us, and I wondered what I was getting my family into. I thought that, by May, Colorado would be heading into summer, but the wide-flung whiteness made me think the cold of winter might be all this town could offer me.

My shoulder-length black locs and the Realtor’s brunette waves swayed in and out of each other’s side views. We never got out of the car. I didn’t want to look closely at anything yet. Later that summer, Ray and I would come back and choose a house to buy. On this trip, I just wanted the lay of the land.

Fort Collins is a long hour’s drive from the northern edge of Denver, and just thirty miles south of Wyoming’s wide-open rangeland. The American plains spread behind us as we drove. Jagged granite peaks of the Rocky Mountains loomed ahead. I’d arranged the real estate tour because I planned to accept a job that would transplant my NYC born-and-raised husband, Ray, and our three-year-old daughter, Callie, from Oakland, California. This was a final chance to see if I felt safe moving my family to the state where I’d been born but where I hadn’t lived since I was a toddler.

For more than 140 years, Fort Collins has grown around its university and old town center like rings of a tree. Every two decades or so, a new ring raises subdivisions from the surrounding farms and ranches and the remaining grassland prairies. The town’s steady growth meant we could afford to own a house with a yard, leaving behind the rented apartment that overextended our budget in Oakland. The university offered me a position as a full professor, and a secure teaching position for Ray as well. The community’s respect for education meant an accessible system of high-quality public schools for our daughter. All these possibilities excited me. I wanted a home where our family could stretch out and root down in peace.

But I had to figure out what was going on with that white mess all around me.

Was I going to suffer teary eyes and headaches thanks to all the shedding cottonwoods? Would my allergies flare in this environment? Were those fallen ash petals going to be a hassle to clean up? And what about the people in this predominately white town? Would they welcome our Black family? My mind worked as it wondered. I looked to understand this place’s disposition based on the evidence of my interactions—and the history of others’ interactions—with the living world.

Carrying with it seed looking to grow a new tree, cottonwood fluff can travel on the wind for up to twenty miles. As May unfolds into June here, the ash’s white petals will finish. The hawthorn petals, the chokecherry buds, and the apple blossoms too. The trees will go green, leafed out for a new year. Gorgeous in their own ways. What fruit comes in place of the petals will welcome birds, who’ll take berries for themselves and, also, to feed their young. Birds who set up nests sometimes, or sometimes just settle for a moment’s rest. I have to stay in one place long enough to see it, but there is promise all over when I look.

At our tour’s end that late-spring day, the Realtor asked me, “Where do think you want to live?”

I’ve been working to answer that question ever since.
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One October morning six years after that tour in my Realtor’s Lexus, a large white truck dumped seven cubic yards of shredded cedar mulch to cover our driveway. Then the truck dumped another seven cubic yards of compost-enriched topsoil onto the street in front of our house.

The Wednesday the soil and mulch arrived was not a calm day. Since the weekend, wind had blown at rates of up to forty miles an hour. Drastic weather changes here kick up a barometric fuss. The night before, our house shook in gusts more than once. Fallen leaves blew everywhere and gathered with dust motes and stray trash in crevices around our porch and patios and shrubs. Such winds come to Colorado to warn us that, though the day rose warm, by nightfall our yards could be blanketed in snow. That October Wednesday was not the ideal day to open our home to many hundred dollars’ worth of soil.

“Why couldn’t they deliver on Friday?” Ray asked a few days before the truck arrived.

“Because Wednesday is the day it is coming,” I said.

Set on completing the first steps in our yard project before Halloween—a week away, when costumed and sugar-crazed kids would crawl through our neighborhood—I hadn’t considered the wind. I simply called the landscaping supply company to arrange delivery. And the delivery was there.

Ray and I danced around the mound in the street, trying to protect our soil from the wind. Our friend Tim stopped by briefly on his way to deliver a jacket to his daughter at the nearby elementary school. He couldn’t stay to help, but he watched our frenzied motion for a moment.

“If this isn’t a metaphor for marriage,” I told Tim, “I don’t know what is.”

The plan had been to convert the water-hogging south lawn into a drought-tolerant, pollinator-supporting flower field. But between a book tour that had me out of town nearly weekly from June to October, and the work of overseeing some interior renovations when I was home, most of 2019’s planting window had slipped by me. A snowy spring had run right into the blazing heat of summer. Then it was fall, and soon the snow would start flying again.

“What are you going to do about the south lawn?” Ray asked several times that summer. He was enthusiastic about the idea of creating a yard with more breadth of life than the turf that had come with the house. Like me, he’d read climate reports the Guardian and the New York Times dropped into our email. We both knew the catastrophic impact on local pollinators wrought by decades of American suburban lawn culture. Knowing that sometimes even good ideas overwhelm me until I let them go, he warned, “We should get started before it’s too late.”

I had a quiver full of excuses: It had been a very hot summer, with temperatures often exceeding 100 degrees Fahrenheit; leaves wilted in the yard; flowers died in the dry heat; Fort Collins gets only about fifteen yearly inches of rainfall, compared with a national average of around thirty inches.

I told Ray I needed time to research low-water, semi-arid-climate-loving plants.

He gave me a look.

I need time to research was one way to say I’m not going to do what you’re asking right now. On my most exhausted days, which were many, I figured not planting a large pollinator garden would be fine. No one used that patch of the yard but for a solitary rabbit.

“Camille.” Ray wasn’t giving up. “What do we need to do to get that pollinator garden started before winter?”

Ray and I had been married more than a decade by then. “Love is patient,” said a reader at our wedding.

We married on the summer solstice. A date decided largely by venue availability, but one that feels like the most instructive kind of coincidence. The summer solstice is the longest day of the year. I love those expanded hours of brightness. But the night of the solstice, the hours when we and our wedding guests danced in June moonlight, is also when darkness starts to beat out the light. The day we announced our love also reminds us that there could be less of what we love from day to day.

During our years together, Ray learned that sometimes my big ideas need to be broken into manageable sections. So he took the wheel and talked to our lawn guy, a man I worried about offending with my plan to drastically reduce the amount of lawn we paid him to mow. “Andy’s on board,” Ray reported. “Explain what you want. He’ll lend a hand.”

The first week of October 2019, Andy arrived with a sod cutter. In less than forty-five minutes, he’d sheared several two-by-four-foot strips of sod, bundled them like enormous Fruit Roll-Ups—green on the inside—and loaded them into his trailer. Roots waved up from the rolls’ dry, gray, exposed soil. Suddenly, we had 720 square feet of stripped earth to amend in preparation for planting come spring.

The reader at our wedding declared, “Love is kind.”

For a week, I admired that weed- and grass-free stretch of compacted, reddish-gray clay. The air smelled dusty and expectant without the lawn’s scent heavy on the breeze. I was grateful that Ray had engaged Andy, and thankful to both of them because they pushed the pollinator garden project into life.



Whether a plot in a yard or pots in a window, every politically engaged person should have a garden. By politically engaged, I mean everyone with a vested interest in the direction the people on this planet take in relationship to others. We should all take some time to plant life in the soil. Even when such planting isn’t easy.

Our south plot’s newly exposed surface was as hard and crumbly as the sloughed-off parts of an old red brick. Too dense for most plants’ delicate roots, the clay seemed dead and unproductive, lacking the organic materials—the microbes and fungi and insects—that differentiate useless dirt from what gardeners call soil. The weight of the thick sod had compacted the earth so that water pooled on the surface instead of penetrating. I had to pound my shovel to break through. The clay crusted and cracked and formed rocks the size of Callie’s nine-year-old fists.

I was going to have to amend that patch—to feed it, aerate it, enhance it—if I wanted to welcome new life. Even though this tract of land was accessible, I’d have to work to build a garden. I wanted to work to build the garden.

The green of growing things calms me. Plants stabilize me. And I am interested in the patience that is required as I wait for growth. For the politically engaged person—any of us—such patience is a key to survival. Patience is a kindness that carries me through long days and longer nights.

In May 2019, weeks after I first hatched the plan to replace the south lawn with a pollinator garden, I gave a poetry reading in Manhattan as part of a venerable series. I was excited to accept the invitation, but the night became a disappointment before it even began.

I’d neglected to check Callie’s school calendar before I agreed to the trip. This was the year her class participated in the annual third-grade egg drop on the last day of school. Each kid designed their own container in which to protect an egg that a beloved custodian would drop onto the playground’s blacktop from the roof. An egg landing intact earned the child much-coveted bragging rights. Callie had been excited about this for months. But I was on a plane to New York City the morning of her big event.

Ray recorded the launch and happily successful landing of Callie’s egg, but watching on a phone after the fact is not the same as being there.

The poetry reading promoted an anthology celebrating the varied voices of the United States. The evening’s readers represented several races and ethnicities, a kind of attention to inclusivity I admired. But a few days before my flight, I found out that I was the roster’s only woman. I brought this to the attention of the event coordinators, and they said it was too late to correct the lack of gender equity. As a concession, they said that I and the other readers should make a point of reading others’ poems to that end.

When I joined the seven male readers at the venue, the organizer reminded us of our time limit and suggested I read first. As if to be first is to be anointed. The first woman to do that! or The first Black person to do this! I hear such praise so often as a cause for celebration. But to be first is often lonely and vulnerable.

I read my poem from the anthology, as well as one poem each by two other women: a wry, pointed poem by Jane Mead and a focused, hopeful poem by Audre Lorde. I kept to the specified time limit. Then I sat down. Like an obedient girl.

Near the podium stood vasess filled with bright red gladiolas. Big and loud, stems tall as my torso. Gladiolas are summer flowers, tropical plants. It was late spring, still cold, that New York night. In what heated greenhouse or chemically drenched country would these trumpeting beauties have been raised and cut down? One of the reasons Ray and I wanted our own garden was to surround ourselves with beautiful flowers without participating in an industry that often sprays women and brown people with toxins for the sake of more profit and yield.

The men at the podium, every one, read over their times. They read their own poems from the anthology. Then they read others. Not others as in other people’s—women’s—poems, which was the idea conveyed to me. No. These men read other poems of their own. As the reading wore on, the hothouse gladiolas seemed more and more like reflections of the size and shade of my rage. I’d flown to New York on one of the biggest days in Callie’s elementary school experience to read a single poem of my own and watch men drown out my voice and the voices of all the other women in the book. The red gladiolas rose from their huge vases. I had no way of knowing then that I’d missed Callie’s last in-person closing day of elementary school.

After the reading, the men headed to a bar for a celebratory drink. I was not welcomed to join them. I knew several of these guys, have known them for a very long time. This was not the first nor the last time they sent me cues—a kind of concentrated coldness—that made it clear they did not want me in their space.

About a decade earlier, at a writer’s conference I attended alongside several of the same men, I asked why they excluded me from that evening’s plans when, in the past, we all spent hours laughing and talking together. One of the guys’ lips curled into a sneer. “Because you went and got married,” he said.

“But you’ve been married this whole time we’ve known each other,” I countered.

“That’s different.” Before turning his back on me to join the rest of the guys as they prepared to go wherever men like them go, he said, “You’re a girl.”

He said that word, girl, with such disdain I wondered how I ever managed to believe I’d been a valued member of that tight circle of men.

I woke up the morning after the New York reading feeling acutely alone. I missed my bed, my family, but I couldn’t go home right away. I had scheduled a session for a new publicity photo. I have some headshots I love. Flattering ones taken by talented women photographers. A radiant one Ray took before he was my husband—when we were dating—when I didn’t know he was focused on me. Seeing the photo he captured, I immediately realized I should stick with a man who saw the best of me—who loved me that well—even when he knew I wasn’t looking. But years had passed. More white and gray had moved into my locs. In my eyes, I saw a different kind of exhaustion than previous photos revealed. So my agent connected me with a photographer to capture a new set of headshots.

Much of the session took place in the photographer’s Alphabet City studio. But when the thrill of being in a New York photo shoot waned, and my anger about the previous night returned to douse my inner light, he proposed a solution. I write so much about nature, he explained. It made sense to take some photos of me interacting with the natural world.

The photographer held a membership in a nearby community garden. We passed three vegetable gardens along the way to our destination. It made me happy to see them. In the process of making meals, it is important to sometimes get our own hands dirty. But vegetable patches require a quid pro quo between plants and humans, where the plants get to keep growing so long as they produce tasty, nutritious fruit for human consumption. The photographer had an ornamental garden in mind for me. We walked to a space more like the kind of garden Ray and I wanted to build. A garden that seemed to have nothing to offer humans but beauty.

Every person who finds herself constantly navigating political spaces—by which I mean every person who regularly finds herself demoralized and exhausted by the everyday patterns of life in America—should have access to such a garden.

There was a koi pond. Stands of lilies. Though the sun warmed us that May afternoon, it was a bit chilly. Still tightly poised, most green things were not yet ready for the showy stage of blooming. But my God! Even early in the season, this garden enchanted me.

I saw evidence of camaraderie and a collective sense of humor among the garden’s members. A comically illustrated poster on the corkboard showed how gardening offered THE ORIGINAL FULL-BODY WORKOUT. Shoveling, hauling, digging, plugging, squatting, raking, lifting, and pruning all engaged different muscle groups. The garden welcomed merriment. Members had to work to enjoy the space, but they could enjoy the space while they worked.

Elephant ears the size of my chest! Catalpa leaves the size of my head! The smell of chlorophyll and loam, like the petrichor I love so much after fresh rain. In that garden, I breathed deeply and happily for the first time since I’d boarded the plane to New York.

The religious tradition I grew up in claims there was The Garden, where Adam and Eve lived in ease. And then, because of Eve’s misdeed, there was the rest of the world. The wilderness into which they were cast. A world filled with labor and struggle and strife. I disagree. If the sweat and sore muscles of the original full-body workout yield spaces like the one where I stood that morning in Alphabet City, such a lot doesn’t feel like a horrible fall from God’s grace.

In the photo we took in the garden, I am standing in a bank of maple leaves. I am looking off somewhere, toward other beings who thrive, as I believed myself, in that moment, to also be thriving. My smile is genuine. Because in gardens I find hope.

As he packed up his equipment, the photographer told me the mayor of New York worked to get rid of gardens like the one where we stood. Often founded on vacant lots to reengage and resuscitate overlooked land, such gardens, according to the mayor, wasted potentially valuable property. Imagine the revenue that could be gleaned from that lot with a building full of shops and condos. Imagine how many people could be housed—and at what a high price—in that now-wasted space.

Such imaginings leave out the people who’d found home there already. The photographer and other members of the community garden. The koi and the songbirds and the butterflies I watched with excitement during the hour I spent there. In some cosmologies, worldviews I honor, these fish and birds and butterflies are also people. Living beings, with lives of value. The tree people who found space in that garden not afforded to trees on the average city street. If we felled them, what a high price we would pay. Those trees gave us a different kind of wealth. Carbon capture and a payout of oxygen. A space that absorbed the clang of surrounding streets and enveloped us in a dampened, cooling, calming quiet. A place to rest during the work of resistance, where my body lowered the cortisol spike I suffered the evening before. A place where I reveled in beauty. I can’t quantify the economic value of beauty as compared with another human structure in what is now a garden. A garden is never wasted space.



My part of the prairie project, the name Ray and I settled on for the south yard’s pollinator garden, involved calling the landscaping company to arrange delivery of amendments that accelerated the productivity of hard clay soil. After months of stalling, I made this call. Without consulting the weather report, or Ray.

For several years after we all moved to Colorado, my parents pointed out that I tended to say my garden, my bedroom, my house when I talked about our new home. None of these spaces should be considered mine alone, they suggested. “You should include Ray and Callie,” they said. Our garden, our home. Our daughter, our life.

I try. But too often I slip back into thinking about what serves me alone. I was ready for the soil, and so I called for the soil. And so, one Wednesday morning late in October, a delivery truck with two enormous, improbably shiny white compartments filled with soil arrived.

I’d wanted to stand outside and watch, but the driver warned us about the dust. As a compromise, Callie, Ray, and I observed from the closed window of my (newly renovated) home office. I found the delivery thrilling. What engineering feats must go into figuring out how to lift that heavy bed and its otherwise secure tailgate so each payload, but only one payload at a time, poured into a controlled pile within feet of our front door. Mounds high and wide enough to fuel a dirt-biking child’s dreams emerged out of a dust cloud, like figures in a magic show.

When I showed my student Jess a video of the truck dumping an SUV-size load of soil in what appeared to be the middle of the street, she observed my delight and laughed when Callie noted how admirably cars shifted course around the road’s new obstacle. Next she noticed Ray emitting what might have been the world’s longest, deepest, most exasperated sigh.

This, too, is a way of measuring love. How deep are our sighs? How do we learn to stand beside people whose actions and attentions we can’t fully fathom, even as the world dumps a pile of crap and dirt and shredded promise just outside our door?

Normally at that time in the morning, Ray—who, like a male emperor penguin, is often the lead parent in our home—made sure Callie finished her breakfast, packed her lunch, and overcame her aversion to wearing socks. Then he’d hop on his bike and trail her to the elementary school before pedaling off to his university office. But, that day, during the windiest week of the fall, his wife had ordered a truckoad of dirt. Ray rearranged his plans.

In less than ninety minutes, he had to lecture in front of his class of a hundred students. He still had papers to grade and a multimedia presentation to complete. Instead, he would spend thirty minutes driving to and from the nearest hardware store.

“Can you make sure Callie gets to school on time?” Ray asked after his long sigh. “I’m going to buy tarps.”

I love this man.

“While you’re there,” I hollered as Ray started the car, “can you pick up whatever you call the kind of shovel that has a pointy end?”

In the immediate aftermath of receiving enough landscaping material to convert 720 square feet of what was formerly sod (and, honestly, a whole lot of dandelion, clover, crabgrass, creeping Charlie, and thistle) into an extensive native and naturalized flower garden, some people might hesitate to admit to their partner that they didn’t know the name of a shovel with a pointy end. And it is possibly also unreasonable that a person about to undertake such a project would have used a small, bright-red, oval-ended shovel so vigorously that its head broke off in the cruel Colorado clay. To compound these failures, when I tried to repair the damage, I noticed, for the first time, the words CHILDREN’S TOOLS FOR WORK AND FOR PLAY inscribed on the broken shovel’s back end.

I’m no landscaping expert.

I sometimes find it hard to believe anyone trusts me.



When Ray and I first started dating, I was in the initial stages of compiling the anthology Black Nature: Four Centuries of African American Nature Poetry, the first book to highlight Black America’s long and varied legacy of environmentally engaged poetry. In those early days of the book project and my relationship with Ray, I flew from the Bay Area, where we both lived, to conduct research in his natal city.

With about half the number of people occupying roughly twice the square-mile grid, San Francisco is not nearly as crowded or built up with concrete and steel as New York. Lower Manhattan’s densely packed buildings, bright taxis, and intimately pervasive buzz made me miss the man with whom I’d fallen in love. I called Ray while I walked on the tight, busy streets of the warehouse district near the old Poets House. “Where are you right now?” I asked.

Ray was on the fifth floor of the parking lot closest to our offices at San Francisco State University, where I was a professor in the Creative Writing Department and Ray taught as an adjunct in the Department of Africana Studies. The campus is only a three-minute drive from the Pacific Ocean, and the air was often heavy with salt-soaked fog.

“There’s a duck on that car,” said Ray.

“A duck?” Lake Merced bordered SF State’s campus, but I had trouble believing a duck would fly all the way to the roof level of a parking garage.

“Yes. A duck. I mean, I think it’s a duck.” Ray stopped a bystander. “Is that a duck?”

The bystander told him the bird was a seagull. This made more sense to me, given the proximity to the sea and the amount of trash available for a scavenger bird on the campus.

There was nothing sublime about the way Ray or I interacted with nature at that moment.

I’d flown to New York City to research a book about Black poets who write about nature. But there I was, infatuated by the giant human footprint surrounding me and falling deeply in love with a New Yorker who couldn’t tell the difference between a gull and a duck.

Ray said, “At least I knew it wasn’t a pigeon.”

I worried that I might be a greenwashed fraud.

At the time Ray misidentified the gull, we lived in a paved, stuccoed world. The only animals of note scavenged human waste. Six years after the duck incident, we moved here, to a planned Fort Collins community, where broad, green lawns can be as destructive to native environments as steel and concrete. But we were trying to build a more supportive environment for the plants, insects, birds, and small mammals who lived around us. The duck incident is one reason why—though neither of us quite knew what to do with the weather, the flora, or the unforgiving, hard clay soil outside our door—we committed ourselves to learn. The duck incident is one reason why, that October morning, we scrambled to secure the mulch and soil I ordered. I could have laughed at Ray that day on the phone call between New York and San Francisco. Both of us did laugh. We laugh still. Who confuses a duck with a gull? What I mean is I could have ridiculed him for what he didn’t know. Instead, I realized in that moment how much I, also, do not know. About myself. About the world around me. How much I take for granted about the language I use to describe the world, and how much I could miss out on as a result of what I didn’t work to learn. The duck incident showed us a new way to learn to love each other and to love the world in which we live.

Thanks to that duck, Ray and I became students of flying people. By the summer our daughter came into the world, three years after that transcontinental phone call, Ray and I owned more bird identification books than parenting books. We hiked together and subscribed to the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s email list. When we moved into the Colorado house, we installed bird feeders around the yard. By the fall of the soil delivery, we had five different types of feeders, supplied through an account at a store called Wild Birds Unlimited. Our plan for the prairie project included a birdbath with a circulating water supply and bee and butterfly hydration stations. We fell deeper in love with birds and bees and butterflies together. This work hasn’t always been easy but, together, we developed a vested interest in our relationship with each other and with our on-the-wing neighbors.

When I told Ray I didn’t know the proper name for the broken digging tool, he didn’t laugh at me. He accepted the fact that I am still and always learning. This is part of how we say, “I love you. I love how you help me live in the world.”

Just before Ray returned from the hardware store with two blue twenty-foot tarps and a shiny, adult-strength, pointed digging shovel, I managed to get Callie off to school. She even wore her socks. By asking the soil delivery man what size tarps he should buy, Ray made space for someone else’s wisdom in our garden, which is one of the most important keys to survival and success we have learned. This is why the tarps he bought fit our needs.

Later that evening, I spent half an hour online researching the names of different types of digging tools and I shared the most informative article with Ray. We’re in this pursuit together.



While we were engaged, Ray said we should have a very small wedding. Maybe just our parents and a few of our closest friends. That wasn’t what happened. By some accounts, more of our wedding guests were our parents’ friends than selected friends of our own. For this, we have reasons to be grateful.

During our wedding reception, the DJ invited all the married couples onto the dance floor. “Anyone married less than a day, sit down,” he commanded. He started playing through a list of our favorite songs, a melodious score for something he called “the anniversary dance.” As the newlyweds, Ray and I witnessed the longevity of the relationships of the people who had come to support us.

We married the week in 2008 when the state of California first issued same-sex marriage licenses, and so when, moments after we sat down, the DJ said, “Anyone married less than five days, please take your seats,” a member of our wedding party and his new husband left the dance floor too. In the center of that couple’s table, as on all the tables in the room, stood bouquets of the kinds of flowers you might find in a San Francisco Bay Area yard. Pink and yellow and cream and red and orange gerbera daisies. Delicate sprays of baby’s breath. White-petaled, yellow-tongued calla lilies. Little white and yellow rosebuds. Bright, common, dependable flowers I love.

A month. Six months. A year. Two. Three. At each marker, more couples—Black, white, Asian, Latinx, Native, and mixed race—sat down. But at forty years, forty-five, even fifty-five, couples still smiled as they stepped in sync around the dance floor. The final couple danced all the way back to their table when the DJ called out fifty-eight years. The beads on her deep blue dress glittered in the light of the candles, and his brown eyes twinkled as he watched her move. As I watched two people whose deep love I’d witnessed since I was a child, I thought of a line from a Nikki Giovanni poem: “Black love is Black wealth.”

The DJ told us he’d never seen anything like the length of our anniversary dance. My mother thinks he meant he’d never seen so many Black people in successful long-term relationships, or he’d never seen such a diversity of races and ages and sexual identities gathered, in loving celebration, in one room. Maybe that was it. Maybe it was something else. As Ray and I watched the collective motion persisting on the dance floor, we understood differently—better—what it would mean for us to work to love each other for all our lives. And we understood differently—better—that we’d entered a community intent on helping us.



When Ray returned from the hardware store that windy October morning, we pulled the tarps over the piles, secured them with some broken floor tiles left over from our bathroom renovation, remaindered hickory flooring from our home office renovations, and two-by-fours we found in the garage. Then, with less than twenty minutes to spare before the African American history class he taught began, we got in our car, and Ray drove us to campus.

Tim texted around three p.m. On the way to pick up his youngest daughter from school, he saw that the wind had blown up several corners of our tarps. The blue coverings waved like wind socks in a gale.

Ray and I scrambled to rearrange our plans and raced home, hoping to keep the wind from claiming all our soil and mulch. Together, we shoveled into container after container some of the dirt that stretched beyond the pile’s margins and farther into the path of traffic. The more we shoveled from the bottom of the street-side mound, the more the mound spilled back into the spots we shoveled. “We’ve passed the angle of repose,” I told Ray. Cars driving around us slowed only slightly but never threatened to run us down.

While Ray and I worked on saving our dirt, I kept thinking of what I said to Tim earlier that day: “If this isn’t a metaphor for marriage, I don’t know what is.”

I remembered some railroad ties the house’s former owners had piled in the southeast corner of the backyard, discarded landscaping relics from the 1990s. Ray brought the heavy wood beams around the house, and we wrestled them into position on the tarps.

“The bees better never sting me again,” I told Ray. There was something in this for us, yes. But this was also about a larger vision. We were discovering how to use less water, how to benefit more living beings, and how to build something more beautiful, more nurturing to our human and nonhuman neighbors, than what we’d inherited when we moved into this house. When I said I hoped the bees wouldn’t sting me, I gave voice to my hope—our hope—that the bees appreciated our efforts.

“I don’t envy you that job,” said a ruddy-faced man who cruised past us in a green-and-white Mini Cooper. The neighbor’s joking tone reminded us that our work was visible, maybe laughable, to others.

As Ray and I wrangled another railroad tie onto the tarped mound in the road, the Mini Cooper returned. I thought of how delighted Callie was when the Cat in the Hat tidied up the big mess toward the end of the Dr. Suess book. “Did you bring a Cat in the Hat cleanup machine?” I asked the driver.

“It’s not much,” he said. “I found a few things behind my wife’s she-shed.” He offered us a couple of cinder blocks, more railroad ties, and a few heavy rocks. “Good luck!”

And just as quickly as he’d come, he was gone.
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Golden columbine in the prairie project





Our two-story house looks like a child’s drawing of a house. All squares and triangles set in the center of a fifth-of-an-acre lot.

On a small concrete patio just outside the front door stand pots of annuals. Strawberry-looking globe amaranth. Bright ruffled marigolds. Troll-doll-haired celosia in neon red and orange and pink. Showy fuchsia, whose white and pink and purple bells surround fuchsia-colored pistils like the skirts and legs of Moulin Rouge dancing girls.

To the right of this patio is the start of a stretch of lawn leading to a wide juniper bush as tall as I am. The bush grows between our lot and our northside neighbors’ driveway.

I use the word so often, I looked up what neighbor means: “n. 1. a person who lives near another. 2. a person or thing that is near another. 3. one’s fellow humans.” Proximity to another. A kind of fellowship. Humanity. By happenstance of alphabetical arrangement in my Webster’s Dictionary, the word neighbor shares a column and close proximity with the words negress, negritude, negrophile, and negrophobe. These are the kinds of alignments and accumulations and accidents of proximity I notice.

We built a raised vegetable bed toward the eastern edge of the fence we share with our northern neighbors at the start of our sixth summer in this house. Out of tedious rock beds near those raised beds, and also in the northwest corner near the patio, I cleared small patches for some welcomed plants. Still, a bank of river rock extends along most of the length of our house’s north exterior wall. River rock overrun with bindweed and western salsify (which looks like an overgrown dandelion) and plain old dandelions too. I’ve done little in that north-central part of the yard to give the eye entertainment. The area mostly consists of a sizable chunk of lawn, measuring about four by fifteen yards, that Callie asked me to preserve so she has a place to run around with her friends.

It was partly to fight the dandelions that flourished in the hardscape along our northwest wall that I tore out some of the rock in the spring of 2014. Two kinds of creeping Veronica now carpet the space with their pea-size low-growing leaves and lentil-size purple and white flowers. Pink and blue and purple bachelor’s button as well as blue flax fill the little plot too. They each have blossoms the size of a dime. The bachelor’s buttons sport several stems with a bright crown of rays atop each. If I deadhead spent flowers for new growth to come in, these bloom from mid-June through October. Some large part of gardening, like some large part of living, is figuring out what to cut and when.

Curving toward the patio near that northwest corner—in the sunny patches around a no-longer-diminutive dwarf mugo pine that welcomed us to the house, and which it took me several years to learn to properly trim—delicate red and pink Shirley poppies grow if I’ve prepared the plot successfully and the season is right. In June and July, the cleared space sports grape hyacinth with heads shaped like blackberries and petals the color of blueberries.

Deep purple and lavender and pink and sunset orange and buttercup yellow and creamy white snapdragons grew out of the rocks and weed barrier that covered this patch the August we first moved in. The snapdragons and the dwarf mugo pine were the only living plants in that bed.

Poppies, bachelor’s buttons, and snapdragons are considered annuals in our part of the world, where winters come sometimes as early as September. They complete their entire life cycle in one growing season. While perennials send down taproots, investing for their own future, annuals gamble everything on their seeds, hoping future generations might prosper somewhere else. By August the bachelor’s buttons will host as many dried seed heads as flowers. The Shirley poppies will flower no more.

Plenty of perennials also gamble on seed heads. The blue flax seedpods look like tan ball bearings up and down the plant’s stalks. The seeds scatter over our yard’s northwest corner. Year after year, even as fresh shoots sprout from old root crowns, I can count on new plants to populate the areas I open for them.



One May afternoon in our seventh year here, Callie and I spent a few hours thinning the north lawn’s abundant swaths of dandelion heads. We each had a bucket, and the fun was to see who could fill hers the fastest. She was nine, and rather than consider weeding a thankless chore, I wanted Callie to enjoy this activity. We concentrated on the flowerheads, catching them before they went to fluff and seed that would spread through the yard.

Dandelions are the type of perennial that diversify investments between the roots and the seed heads. The May afternoon in 2020 when Callie and I weeded, I decided not to concentrate on the ways the plants’ roots also spread. Instead, we focused on what we could see above the surface. A spent dandelion flower can send each of its seed filaments as far as sixty miles. It’s astounding the distance some seeds can spread.

“Did you know people used to want dandelions in their yards?” I asked Callie.

“What?” she said. “Why!”

My daughter used to love these little flowers just the same as any other flowers. Maybe more, because they seemed to offer themselves up so abundantly. She wove chains of dandelions into bracelets and necklaces. She presented them in tiny bouquets as sincere displays of her most earnest love. When their filaments turned white and readied to spread, she picked dandelion seed heads and blew, believing whatever she wished might come true. But I’d absorbed the late twentieth-century landscaping preference that dandelions were undesirable. Without meaning to, I passed it on to her.

I wanted to redirect our thinking.

I popped a dandelion into my mouth—stem, leaf, and flower.

“Are you sure you can eat that?” Callie wondered why I would eat something I seemed to despise.

European immigrants in the seventeenth century brought dandelions to North America because they missed the bright, tasty plant from their homeland. One benefit of the broadleaf perennial is that their deep and broad root systems pull nutrients and minerals from parts of the soil other plants can’t reach. The north side of our house slopes, so the ground suffers more runoff than other parts of the yard, leaving less topsoil and more compacted clay. I may have been trained to revile these plants, but dandelions help our yard in many ways. They find bare spots in the hard ground where grass roots can’t penetrate and, opportunists that they are, and hard workers, they dig in, sending taproots as deep as three feet. Breaking up nonproductive dirt, they start to create healthy, receptive soil.

From deeper in the earth, dandelions pull up minerals like copper, calcium, iron, manganese, magnesium, phosphorus, potassium, and zinc. Through their broad leaves and multiple flowerheads, they spread these and vitamins K, A, C, and nearly all the Bs across strata more accessible to other plants and animals. Dandelions are one of the most nutritious plants in our yard. Some experts say their greens are more beneficial (albeit more bitter) than kale.

“I am sure you can eat them,” I told Callie. I described dishes we could make: roasted dandelion root tea, dandelion pesto, dandelion green salads, dandelion head fritters, pickled dandelion bud capers, pizzas topped with dandelion leaves.

She wrinkled her nose and insisted the plants should go in the green bin for compost, not in her mouth.



Callie continued collecting flowerheads and the little buds that come before them, and so did I. She had a pair of scissors and delighted in giving so many dandelions a trim. As we worked contentedly near each other, our buckets filled and filled and filled.

“Do you think they used to do it this way in the olden days?” she asked.

I thought she was asking if people born years before her practiced our weeding method, which, since we weren’t pulling up the plants’ roots, was effective only as a short-term cosmetic fix to keep me from worrying about neighbors accusing us of bringing down property values with our weed-infested lawn.

“If you were an enslaved child, weeding might well have been one of your jobs,” I told Callie. “But I imagine it would have been a great deal less fun.”

She stayed quiet a minute, mulling over what I’d just said.

“But do you think they used to cut their lawns this way?” she eventually added, her eyes focused on the scissors in her hand.

By “they” she meant “people in the olden days” which, for her, could mean any time before 2010, when she was born. To me, “the olden days” usually meant sometime in the centuries before my own birth.

In the olden days, I told her, people used to cut lawns with scythes (curved, knifelike tools with long handles) and sickles (curved, knifelike tools with short ones). I told her that a Black man named John Albert Burr patented America’s first nonclogging rotary mower in 1899. Burr was enslaved until his teen years. Even after that, he worked as a field hand, probably with a scythe and a sickle, until his innovations and inventions caught the attention of patrons who helped him leave the fields and attend school.

I do a lot of the work in our own yard. I enjoy the physical and mental demands of a robust garden. I like knowing that I helped to build this vibrant ecosystem with my own hands. We’re not against paying people to help us with tasks I can’t or don’t want to take on, but we’ve tried to spare the expense of hired labor. Still, because we don’t want to buy and store our own lawn mower, we hire Andy to mow our lawn every other week. Andy is a sweet, lanky guy, with tousled brown hair, who grew up in Fort Collins and built a business that allows him to work outside, in the place he loves. I pluck the dandelions only in late April and early May, before the grass has grown high enough for Andy to mow. No one forces me to work. I don’t labor in the yard in bad weather, or when I’m sick, exhausted, or bored with the task. I enjoy working in the garden. The agency to choose to work in the yard, in our yard, belongs to us alone. I wanted Callie to understand the difference between her situation and the situation of children like John Albert Burr, born enslaved, and, even after Emancipation, subject to the mercy of white patrons. No person with control over our lives or our bodies or our money or our futures told my daughter or me what to do with our hands. We chose to weed the dandelions in this fun though ineffective manner. Plenty of people had, and still have, no choice about putting in countless hours of difficult, poorly remunerated labor.

“I don’t think it’s a coincidence,” I told Callie, “that the man who invented one of the first lawn mowers was Black.”

Callie looked up from her work again, this time with an inscrutable expression. Then she went back to pulling weed heads from the yard as quickly as she could. “I suppose that makes sense,” she said.

In the end, she’d beat me at our game.
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