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For Marcia, Elizabeth, and Benjamin
—these and all my poor prayers







PREFACE


Seven published books and a section of uncollected poems is what my old friend Scott Cairns calls Slow Pilgrim: Collected Poems, for which I agreed to write “a preface” (not “an introduction,” please note). I assume I have been accorded this honor because I am not only an old friend of the poet himself but myself a poet who delightedly claims on the jacket of Cairns’s second book that he “writes in fervor (not piety) as a poet writes in verse (not doggerel). . . . Cairns has Religion that he may not perish from Poetry.”


Now I must not only repeat that observation but enlarge upon it. In the last and finest poem of Cairns’s 1990 volume The Translation of Babel, in a poem ominously called “The Translation of Raimundo Luz,” Cairns informs us (in a note preceding the poem) that the Brazilian hero is “a devoted family man, a fan of American rhythm and blues, an accomplished cook, and a fiction.” Moreover, Raimundo Luz ends his poem in a twelfth section called My Farewell with these words:




. . . I am slowly learning one thing;


of one thing I am slowly becoming


aware: Whether or not I would


have it so, whether I sleep


or no, I will be changed.


I am changing as I speak. Bless you all.


Suffer the children. Finished. Keep.





That is the last poem in Cairns’s second book; the last poem in Cairns’s fifth book, “September 11,” will certainly be more problematic for us to respond to with customary cheer; it would have to be, given the title’s significance for most Americans, but we have the biblical epigraph to bring us up to date—familiar lines from Exodus 13:22—and then the poem:




According to the promise, we had known


we would be led, and that the ancient God


would deign to make His hidden presence shown


by column of fire, and pillar of cloud.


We had come to suspect what fierce demand


our translation to another land might bode,


but had not guessed He would allow our own


brief flesh to bear the flame, become the cloud.





We are in a remarkable circumstance here, and its rare excellence allows me to add one more extolment to this poet’s achievement. I am referring, of course, to the poet Cairns and to the astonishing congruity of his contemporary stance to his religious understanding: I can adduce no other American poet who has cared in just this amalgamating way for his text and his Text.


So now we are in the fortunate contingency of having in our hands Scott Cairns’s seven whole books and an assortment of his uncollected poems. This is a circumstance of a very special nature, for Cairns is the singular poet in this age of our country who has not seen fit to oblige his poetry to serve his belief, nor his belief to serve his poetry; it is one grown-up mind we read, one man’s voice we hear: a contingency which makes it absurd for me to speak of service in either direction, for in these poems there is but one direction—inward. I’m proud to observe the wise discrepancy and to savor that service’s disappearance from expression in a believer’s art—likely enough Scott Cairns will not even know what I’m talking about.


—RICHARD HOWARD










INTRODUCTION




Silence is the language of God,
all else is poor translation.





—RUMI




Silence is a mystery of the age to come,
but words are instruments of this world.





—ST. ISAAC OF SYRIA


In a poem titled “The Priest Confesses” from his first collection, The Theology of Doubt, Scott Cairns has his priest-persona (and alter ego) say: “My heart / and mind are separate as two stones.” As the lines that follow make clear, the priest’s dilemma is anything but an academic exercise—it has little to do with abstract debates over the relationship of faith and reason. It is, in fact, an urgent, personal predicament. Stepping out into the morning air he suddenly sees his chapel and everything around it bathed in golden light. In that moment of transfiguration he remembers a young woman who once came to the chapel whose face seemed to give off the same golden glow. The priest remembers her as “awkward,” and yet somehow that girl’s odd demeanor is more “appropriate” than any “common grace” because it bespeaks a love deepened by loss. But he stops in mid-praise of the girl because he fears he’ll say too much, giving in to the “sentimental bent” that keeps him “blind to all those things I cannot see.”


Looking back at this early piece from the vantage point afforded by this volume of collected poems, it seems clear that Cairns has been on a lifelong pilgrimage in search of a way to live—and to create, as an artificer of words—that unites mind and heart, that achieves a true human wholeness. Like the troubled priest in his poem, Cairns as a young poet finds himself struggling with a life in which thought and feeling are sundered—a condition that, if the numberless accounts in modern literature are to be trusted, he does not suffer alone. To read his poems, essays, and memoirs attentively is to observe a tireless exploration of the sources of the riven soul.


Another discovery the slow pilgrim makes is that the forces behind this division include a pair of very strange bedfellows. On the one hand, he wrestles with the legacy of growing up within a powerful religious subculture that splits the spirit off from the letter, reducing faith to didactic legalism. These fellow religionists of his youth loved nothing better than to turn Christianity into a set of moral propositions to be brought down like so many sledgehammers upon the unrighteous.


But then the slow pilgrim encounters a surprisingly similar problem in the world of mainstream literary culture. There he observes a throng of writers who seem to think that the poet’s job is simply to recount a past experience and sprinkle it with insights gleaned along the way—a milder form of didacticism, perhaps, but a secular analogue to the sermon nonetheless.


Ironically, the fundamentalist and the literary hipster share a tendency to turn language into communication—so many messages from the past inserted into so many edifying bottles. And what does one do with a bottle when it is empty? Toss it in the trash.


Cairns came to believe that writers and readers should hold out for more. Great literature moves past communication to become communion—a journey of mutual discovery that takes place between speaker and hearer, an encounter that both have with a mystery that is both a presence and something experienced in the present.


To use the metaphor of communion is, of course, to invoke the sacrament of the Eucharist. In a number of essays published in recent years, Cairns has pursued this analogy, setting out a concept he calls “sacramental poetics.” As he has put it in one such essay, “That two ancient companions, theology and poetry—after having experienced a wrenching divorce—might once again discover a mutually beneficial relationship is perhaps wishful thinking. On the other hand, it may be that the divorce was a little hasty in the first place, that it was insufficiently considered, that the two had neglected, for one thing, to think of the children.”


At the heart of sacramental poetics is the conviction that words are not merely ciphers for ideas but things in their own right—original, raw material—with their own agency and power. The Greek word for “word” is logos, familiar to us from the opening of the Gospel of St. John. But Cairns believes that in modern Western thought logos has too often reduced “word” to disembodied abstraction. He prefers the Hebrew word davar, which means both word and thing—and even, as he notes, a power.


Thus, “a text is a made thing capable of further making.” For the ancient Jewish commentators of Scripture, Holy Writ is generative—that is, each encounter with the word becomes the occasion of new words that enrich our understanding. That is why the Talmudic form of commentary known as Midrash often interprets the scriptural stories by telling new stories, not by looking for an analytical bottom line.


Which brings us back to communion. Cairns believes that the notion of the Eucharist he grew up with—that it is merely a recollection of a past event—misses out on a far greater mystery. In the sacramental traditions, the words uttered by the priest are understood as meeting and mingling with the Word that God is speaking to us in his Son. The bread and wine—artifacts made by human hands—have words spoken over them, but this is not merely descriptive language (removing the message from the bottle) but language that possesses agency and power. At the altar our human making is joined to God’s greater making in Creation and Redemption. This brings about true union: speaker and hearers become one just as bread and wine become Body and Blood.


Cairns has a high view of language, and yet one of the key milestones along his pilgrimage has been his embrace of the Orthodox tradition of “apophatic” theology, which is an expression of humility before the inadequacy of language. The apophatic has also been called the “theology of negation” or the “via negativa.” It is best understood in contrast to “cataphatic” theology, which affirms that things in the created order offer meaningful analogies to the divine. As for example saying that God is King. The apophatic tradition insists that in the end all analogies break down. Apophatic language is the adumbration of mystery beyond language.


It may be a commonplace to say that all great literature and art emerge out of a dialogue with silence—that the musical note emerges from and disappears into silence—but in the apophatic poetry of Scott Cairns this statement takes on a richer meaning. To hear what the silence is saying to us we need to become slow pilgrims. All great poetry slows us down, its meter echoing our beating hearts, enabling us to attend to what happens in the brief spaces between those beats.


In his memoir Short Trip to the Edge, Cairns concedes that “all ‘God talk’ bears a trace of both flavors” of theology. But the burden of his poetry has been the paradoxical task of employing words apophatically—language that seeks not to possess mystery but to hint that what is unutterably “far” away can sometimes become more “near” to us than we are to ourselves.


While theology is central to Cairns’s vision—both as occasional subject and as underpinning to his poetics—it would be a mistake to classify his poetry as religious. Certainly it is not devotional or liturgical in the traditional sense. His poems address us in our quotidian experience of life: they are best experienced in an armchair, not in church. They employ irony, wit, and wordplay that demand the active collaboration of the reader.


At the same time, Cairns believes that what poetry and theology have in common is simply a reflection of the way the world is, and thus the distinction between sacred and secular is itself another abstraction that imposes boundary markers on the world that the world itself does not possess.


This is also where one can begin to understand what might be called Cairns’s moral sensibility. Because if the truth is that as embodied creatures our primary responsibility is to place ourselves before the loving presence of the mystery, it makes no sense to treat sin in legalistic and psychologically stigmatizing terms. In his poem “Adventures in New Testament Greek: Metanoia” Cairns writes of the word for “conversion” used in the Gospels:




The heart’s metanoia,


on the other hand, turns


without regret, turns not


so much away, as toward,


as if the slow pilgrim


has been surprised to find


that sin is not so bad


as it is a waste of time.





In a sense, to get paradoxical again, Cairns is a moralist who helps us see that moralism is a self-defeating proposition, much ado about nothing—at least when seen against the enormity of the love and mercy that are constantly being offered to us.


Left to itself, the mind floats off into abstractions, which may start off benignly enough, but which have a way of becoming moralistic and inhuman, cut off from the contingent world of our embodied life. By the same token, the heart by itself will inevitably fall into a “sentimental bent.” Brought together, they make us human again. This is what the poetry of Scott Cairns performs in every line and why it is such an enormous gift not only to the literary community but also to all who feel themselves embarked on a pilgrimage through life.


Mind and heart finally become one in “Adventures in New Testament Greek: Nous.” Reflecting on the Greek word for mind or intellect, the slow pilgrim strives to find a richer, more human definition, one that is fully embodied and which has the power to make us whole.




. . . Dormant in its roaring cave,


the heart’s intellective aptitude grows dim,


unless you find a way to wake it. So,


let’s try something, even now. Even as


you tend these lines, attend for a moment


to your breath as you draw it in: regard


the breath’s cool descent, a stream from mouth


to throat to the furnace of the heart.


Observe that queer, cool confluence of breath


and blood, and do your thinking there.





Feast of the Epiphany, 2015


—GREGORY WOLFE










THE THEOLOGY OF DOUBT
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(1985)


for Marcia




. . . Listen-through all that swoop


down from the mountains my curious, quiet breath comes:


I am frantic to find these


little stones; I am building a house for us.





—WILLIAM STAFFORD


[image: image]


Imagine a number of men in chains, all under sentence of death, some of whom are each day butchered in the sight of the others; those remaining see their own condition in that of their fellows, and looking at each other with grief and despair await their turn.


—PASCAL
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If a man’s troubled mind felt itself ensnared like a prisoner in this difficulty, he would doubtless recollect the testimonies he had heard in these sacred places; he would perhaps go to one of them again in order to inquire as to whether there might not be a wish which was so safe that he dared pour the whole of his soul’s fervency into it . . .


—KIERKEGAARD
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The thing to remember is


how tentative all of this


really is. You could wake up dead.





—CORCO HENDERSON






SELECTING A READER


—after Ted Kooser




The one I want is the one


whose nape is a little damp


from perspiration, and who


would be beautiful if only


her nose were a little shorter, or


if her eyes didn’t hint the way they do


of wanting to move closer together.


One of her front teeth will be


leaning just a little on the shoulder


of the other. She will have


come into the bookstore to fill


out a lunch break alone. I’d have her


lift this book not thinking much


about wanting it, but she’d read


this first poem and find herself


smiling, forgetting how her eyes


actually cross when she reads, letting


her lips part just enough for the light


to catch the edge of her tooth.













The Borrowed House
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TAKING OFF OUR CLOTHES




Let’s pretend for now there is no such thing


as metaphor; you know, waking up will just


be waking up, darkness will no longer have to be


anything but dark; this could all be happening


in Kansas. We could lie back in a simple bed


that is a mattress on the corner of a floor.


We’d have nice blue sheets and a wool blanket


for later. I could be the man and you could be


the woman. We’d talk about real things, casually


and easily taking off our clothes. We would be


naked and would hold onto each other a long time,


talking, saying things that would make us


grin. We’d laugh off and on, all the time


unconcerned with things like breath, or salty


skin, or the way our gums show when we really


smile big. After a little while, I’d get you a glass of water.






MY WIFE JUMPS CRAZY




My wife jumps crazy into bed,


still wet and shaking from the shower.


In a very little while, she’ll be


warm enough to dress, dry enough


to move through a cold room. But now,


she is cold and shaking, eager


for the warmth of arms and legs together,


the warmth of close breath. And I am glad


for cold mornings, glad for the simple


shock of waking, and for the occasional gift


of a cold and shaking woman getting warm.






WAKING IN THE BORROWED HOUSE




Our lips move, we say morning,


we say wake, we hear the words


and thinking back feel them coming


from us and going out across


the still air, waiting in the lighted


air before us. Such words do


come from us, and we fool ourselves


by thinking we have said them


on our own, have imagined, say,


the sun lifting past the ridge


and have given a word


to contain it. There are worse


things we do, and worse things


we do with words, but we fool ourselves


by thinking we’ve imagined all


we say. Our hands lift and find


the common breath falling


from our mouths, and lifting


a little further find the tender


boundary of our lips, the portal for all


our given words, water, morning, green.






ANOTHER ELEGY


—after James Wright




Any morning, you could wake


to the quick dissolve of a sad dream.


Beside you could be sleeping a woman


or a man; we, all of us, need


not to rest alone. So, if you wake


you might find that other face beside you,


which in sleep becomes more sad


than you had known. Everything we write


turns into elegy, and every elegy


slips into our own. I say this now


because we know we’re dying, and dying want


some words for setting down.






DURING ILLNESS




Her hand on my brow


is cool as a cup, as cups


lining a cupboard, cool


as dirt against a dog’s belly,


or a stone in a dark place.


In this world of hands


there are wet stones and lichen;


there is the particular


movement of beetles, the scatter


of beetles disturbed


by a hand. There is the certain


dissolve of light. The absence of color


under stone, the skeletal life


of darkness, of insects scuttling


over stone. The certain loss


of every hand.






WAKING HERE




This night, one of those clouded


nights that glue the sheets


to your legs and drain the hope


of sleep from you, so that even


the woman tossing beside you


becomes nothing more


than an irritation. So, the two of you


grow slowly stupid in the dark, being


for the most part awake, but numbed


by heat and darkness. At such a time,


you might believe you’ll go on


like this forever; but the night above you


clears, your borrowed room


cools by slow degrees, and the moment


arrives when you startle to the fact


of having slept.


If, at this moment, you might lift


yourself to one elbow to witness


the moonlit room, you would see


that there is waking in this house


a word, simple as blood, whose sound spoken


clearly enough might make things right,


a word like water, or light, a word


clean and honest as dirt, or a woman


you wake to clear autumn nights, the odd light


of the moon on her, a quiet word suggesting


what it may be you are in the world to learn.






SOUNDING




Begin with one man stretching


across a woman, trying


to get at what she’s thinking,


taking her face in his hands,


reaching deep into green water.


Her face, untroubled as shell, as


a gift of deep water, that darkness


beneath every surface. An uncertain


face, confused by the skewing of light,


a face turning back to the insistent


grip of water. This is the beginning


of a question. It is a boy diving off a bridge,


the moment his feet leave the railing.


It is the anticipation of a name, of hands


knifing deeply as they can.






EDGING THROUGH THE RUINS




Overhead could be a dark wind of birds


and beside you, say, a woman whose face


is troubled by the shadows of birds, her face


flecked by the indecision of birds in flight.


Her face like that would be hard for you, so


you’d look to other things. Beyond


her shoulder you might find what was


once an orchard and, there among the trees,


a scatter of sheep, fixed to the ground


and staring north, their faces blank


as sheep. There could be a stack of rocks


in the far clearing, marking the border


of someone’s land. You might see


birds dipping among the grasses, or grasses


edging through the rocks, and edging


through the ruin of a house.


Maybe then, her face again, tentative


as birds on a wire, and her mouth, dropping


its words to the grasses, the grasses


taking her voice like a wind.






REASON




It could be a late night phone call, or a note


you find troubling the bed. It could be


a telegram you can’t help going back to,


but something has died, or has


left you, and you can’t remember which.


You do know that you sit alone, that you


have ten strange fingers, and that something


whistles in your lungs. Odd, the way


a face hangs so heavily, and can seem to pull


you over, can seem to pull you down.


If your hand were to change, become something


altogether different, say, a grip of flowers, or


a club of dirt, you might understand


the strangeness, might say out loud, There, now


that’s the problem; something’s changed my hand to dirt.






LAUGHTER




This whole thing got started


while I was listening to my mother,


giddy on the phone. It was the way she


laughed that got me thinking. I was thinking


no one could believe that laugh; it wouldn’t


matter how badly he wanted to hear someone


laughing, or to be partly responsible for his


mother’s laughter; no, my mother’s laugh


there on the phone wouldn’t fool anyone.


So, I’m guessing that’s when this wandering


got started; my mother’s laugh made me


grin a little and I began thinking of some


of the times we’d had at the old house,


remembering the room she was calling from—


the pictures, the furniture, all those things


we’d broken and tried to mend.


I thought of my brother Steve and how


we used to laugh at mom and sometimes


dad. It’s funny how I love my brother. Anyway,


out of nothing particular, I remembered the day


at camp when that kid from West Seattle jumped


my brother and started punching away for


no reason hitting him again and again on that


sharp bone over the eye until I threw myself


into him, only wanting him to stop, and


knocked him down. He just got up


and walked away grinning like he’d


finished a candy bar. My brother and I


sat there in the brown grass, trying


to understand. I couldn’t believe any of it,


and felt sick. All that week whenever


we saw that kid again, he’d look


right at us and he’d be laughing.






SEEING THE LOVERS




From the high window


of my new home, I can see


two young lovers walking.


Their faces have turned a little


toward one another, though not


quite enough for their eyes


to meet. Their nearer hands


have found each other in a way


that looks a little frantic. Already,


what I have said has become


less true. Her eyes have found


a shadow in the pavement; his arm


is gliding through my neighbor’s tree.


My own hands won’t be trusted


to tell me anything I need to know.


From my high window I discover


two young lovers carrying


themselves along. They pass


through varied patches of shade


and sunlight, and don’t appear


to notice any difference. Where


I’m sitting, I can tell myself the difference


is important; I can see their faces


brighten and then go dark


with the passing light; my eyes


can study one and then the other,


and begin to shape another lie.






IMPERATIVE




The thing to remember


is how tentative all of this


really is. You could wake up dead.


Or the woman you love


could decide you’re ugly.


Maybe she’ll finally give up


trying to ignore the way you


floss your teeth when


you watch television.


All I’m saying is that


there are no sure things here.


I mean, you’ll probably wake up alive,


and she’ll probably keep putting off


any actual decision about your looks.


Could be she’ll be glad your teeth


are so clean. The morning could be


full of all the love and kindness


you need. Just don’t go thinking


you deserve any of it.













The Theology of Doubt
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MY GRANDFATHER’S STORIES




My grandfather would begin


by telling me to close my eyes, blind


myself to what was obvious, there


on the back stoop. Then, his story.


In one, a lone deer stood


blinded by his lantern, stood


mindless before him as he


approached, clubbed it hard


at the neck, and led it nearer the truck,


where a second blow, higher up, dropped it


to the road. In another, my grandfather


ruined his back, trying to free a trapped faller


from beneath an enormous tree. In that story,


my grandfather’s face turned fierce,


and his voice was horrible. Once, he spoke


of finding his own father, dying on the back stoop,


his hands like stones holding open his shirt,


as if tearing open his shirt could have lifted


what crushed him. In all of these, one story


was waiting, taking the shape of something


already in me, and the shape of something else.






FINDING THE BROKEN MAN




When I found the fallen climber


caught halfway down the slope


of stunted pines, he was already dead


two days and his body stank; he was


loose and careless as a boy. I gave


my jacket up for lost and wrapped him


as I could, then shouted loud, hoping


others in my group were near enough


that together we could lift him out.


It’s a common thing near White Pass


and, I suppose, near any mountain town


to be called out in search of hikers


overdue at home. Having found one dead


is a sort of badge we wear, and one


I’d probably wear, if the others searching


had heard me call, or if I’d been man


enough to wait.






ACCEPTING BLOOD




When my brother lost


his footing along the slick


weeds beside the beach house,


keeping his balance meant


shooting his arm through the glass


of a side window. His blood


was immediate and simple.


There wasn’t time to pull back


his clothing, to inspect the damage, or give


much thought to anything, only time


to grip him where his coat was reddest,


and to grip him hard at the hinge


of his shoulder. I held him like that


until his blood had colored most


of what I wore, until we reached


the hospital, where the nurse


could finally replace my hands


with gauze, and there was nothing


left to do, but let him go.






SKINNING FISH




When my hand stopped doing


what I’d intended or when


my intentions somehow drifted


too far from what my hand


was in the middle of, the salmon


I was skinning leapt from the board


and the knife went deeply


into my wrist. A shock of wisdom


asserted itself: the world hasn’t much


use for most of us. Granted, it was


a small wound, and the scar of it


is hardly worth mentioning; just


the same, that fish, lifeless, wide-eyed


on the floor, was no comfort.






THE THEOLOGY OF DOUBT




I have come to believe this fickleness


of belief is unavoidable. As, for these


back lot trees, the annual loss


of leaves and fruit is unavoidable.


I remember hearing that soft-soap


about faith being given


only to the faithful—mean trick,


if you believe it. This afternoon,


during my walk, which


I have come to believe is good


for me, I noticed one of those


ridiculous leaves hanging


midway up an otherwise naked oak.


The wind did what it could


to bring it down, but the slow


learner continued dancing. Then again,


once, hoping for the last


good apple, I reached among


bare branches, pulling into my hand


an apple too soft for anything


and warm to the touch, fly-blown.






HARBOR SEALS




Kill them if you want to, say,


if you’re a fisherman and you think


seals are too good at catching the fish


you want, fish that put food on your


family’s table. That passes


for pretty good reasoning. All you need


is a small rifle and one good eye. Just be sure


you do it quick. It’s embarrassing enough


to come across a dead one on the beach,


but worse to come across one dying.


The one I found had little more


than a scratch across the back of its neck


that sent a dark line of blood


into purple sand. A seal’s eyes are liquid anyway,


and alert right to the end. When the sea mist


is fine and constant, a seal


can stay beached for hours without


drying out. You don’t have to believe


any of this. I sat down close to the idiot


thing, and waited with it for the tide.






VISITATION




On our way to the hospital, my mother


pulled our old car over


to the side of a busy street to tell me


my grandfather’s lungs were killing him.


I understood well enough; by that time,


my own face had turned against me


with a kind of palsy children get; corrective


boots were the only boots I wore. This dying


was something more than what I’d known,


but I knew enough to guess the disappointment


the old man must have felt. He’d gotten skinnier


than I’d imagined, and though he told the same


old jokes he’s always told, there was something angry


in his laugh. Just before we left his room,


he stole my nose and wouldn’t give it back.






THE WHALE




The whale was dead and already


Turning to jelly where it flattened out


into the sand. But my dad thought


it would be a good thing for us


to inspect. The gulls


had gotten its eyes,


people before us had left sticks poked into it


everywhere, and some boys


from WSU were carving those letters


deeply across one side. My brother


started crying for no reason at all; dad


just looked embarrassed and tried


pulling us back toward the car.






THE BEGINNING OF SOUL


I can’t stand myself
—James Brown




In my city, you don’t ever


want to be thinking too much


about the thing you’re wanting


most. If you want to see


anything clearly, the last


thing you want to do is look


right at it. Now, there might be


a woman who, when you hold her,


gives you a little taste of


being where you want; the worst


thing you could do would be


to tell her. If you have to speak at all


talk your way around the truth.


This town will give you


a taste of real life, maybe, but it won’t


let you remember anything clearly enough


when it’s over. If you don’t think you can stand


this loneliness, you’d better learn.






THE ADULTERER




In my shadow world, no one


ever quite wakes up, slow eyes,


forever red from rubbing, fall


vacantly from one vague form to the next.


Some days, a sun might shine, but its light


bumps against everything like a wash


of tepid water, and even then does nothing


to illuminate the place. Understand,


the problem doesn’t rest


in a simple lack of light, but in an abundance


of light that does no good. In my world,


leaves are barely green, faces remain


confused with darkness. We have stories


full of unclear language, whole volumes


of wrong names. Each time we find the place


where we can stand our vague mistakes no longer,


we settle into what will pass as sleep.
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