
the iowa review 121

Ruth \ 'rüth \ (n.) 

As in gnawing distress, as in sorrow
for one’s own sins. Probably
a contraction of reuth, from the noun rue
in middle English. Probably two women
in a field beyond town. They lie
for days on the unshorn bales, 
their breath smells of barley
and wheatgrass. All they want 
is to float without falling 
between sky and dank earth,
to say each other’s name 
as if it were a hymn for this moment 
in summer, the reprise pounding 
through them even in sleep. 
But now, both are awake. They move
around in hunger. Hands crossed over 
bare breasts, theirs is a hunger 
that has been spinning inside, hung taut—
a dimly lit chrysalis, likely 
for centuries. I am not like you, 
one opens and closes her eyes on the other 
like saying, I have meant to be meek 
and fear my own failure. Above them, 
birds migrate south. They drift 
on the upwash of one another 
and do not have language for it. 
In the east, the sun falls flat
on the slopes. How does god want them
to learn such warmth, knowing 
it will be what ends them? 
Probably with eyes shut hard, mouths 
newly awake and tongue first 
retracted. They know it’s a sin, though it feels 
like every animal kneeling,  
blood-pumped, hardening
into new speech. 




