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A Constellation of Half-Lives is a 
collection of poems that attempt to 
reconcile the crisis of living on a 
collapsing planet with the 
unreasonable joy of loving and the 
pleasure of being alive. 
 
With careful precision and an 
exquisite eye for detail, poet 
Seema Reza examines what it 
means to be a mother, a daughter, 
and an American in a time of war. 
Through second-person poems 
she questions whether the beauty 
of this world outweighs its fragility 
and risk. 
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Q. Tell us how A Constellation of Half-Lives evolved. 
The project began a cycle of poems addressing an imagined (though not quite fictional) 
woman named Khadija, a mother living directly in the path of the destruction and 
environmental contamination of the Global War on Terror. Working with American 
veterans who are deployed to places where people look like me and my sons, I can't help 
but think of how easy it would be for me to have a different role in the war, just one twist 
of fate, you know? As I wrote, it became a series of second-person poems exploring the 
uneven distribution of grace. There are letters to other American civilians, to my sons, to 
veterans, to my sisters and mother, to people I have hurt and to people who have hurt 
me, and to the reflection of myself I find whenever I look closely at other. 
 
Q. You reference your Muslim upbringing a bit, and your decision (regret, maybe?) 
to not raise your own children in that tradition. Can you talk about that? 
Culturally I'm Muslim, and most of my family is quite practicing. The guilt of not practicing 
the way I was raised never fully dissipated. Between the ages of 15 and 30 or so, I didn't  
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consider myself Muslim at all. In these poems I'm acknowledging it as part of my identity, 
which feels a little scary. I feel like someone is going to stand up and point out that I'm a 
fraud and a terrible daughter. And maybe there's something akin to regret or at least 
uncertainty about not really giving my children the tradition of religion––theirs to accept or 
reject, but at least the option. 
 
Q. In the series of sonnets, "Reckoning with Impermanence" you weave together 
the experience of motherhood and daughterhood and cover this expanse of 
experience. How did that poem come to be? 
My older son and I took a road trip up the coast of California when he turned sixteen, and 
it was one of those experiences that was so visually and emotionally beautiful that it also 
devastated me. So I'd been thinking about why extreme beauty and joy are so so sad, 
and how that's something that becomes stronger as life progresses. As these poems 
were arriving, my older son was beginning the process of stepping away from me into his 
own life, which is the hope and point of parenting––to deliver your children safely into 
adulthood, but it's so complicated. You want them to be better parented than you were, 
but you know that your parents wanted that for you too. And everyone kind of fails. We 
just have to figure out how to become okay with who we have become. 
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Q. You're known for your other work with poetry; teaching in military hospitals, and 
of course, the beautiful HBO documentary We Are Not Done Yet which follows a 
group of military service members and veterans through the process of writing a 
poem. How does that work inform your writing? 
I learn a lot from teaching. The questions we ask together in writing workshops feed me 
personally and creatively. But as a facilitator, you can't bend to your own emotions––you 
have to be there for your participants. When I'm writing, I don't have to be anything for 
anyone. I don't filter out my worst instincts, my messiest thoughts and parts. I can center 
my own perspective, my own discovery. It's a place where I'm free to take up as much 
space as I want, which in turn fuels my ability to hold space for other people.

More about We Are Not Done Yet (link)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=2&v=YiDUJqKxBnc
https://www.salon.com/2018/10/23/new-hbo-documentary-explores-trauma-among-u-s-service-members/
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