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​The Glad Raising the Dead Like Waterfalls
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I


Gladness has fingers like thin rain,




and when she touches the slate of the noon the city’s shadows turn into ropes of water, pulling old names upward through the grates. A bright hush gathers—




not silence, but the sound water makes when it lifts its own weight in secret. On the hill with the rusted fence, you can see them rising:




petals of sleep opening into faces,




faces into torrents,




torrents into startled breath.




The glad is raising the dead like waterfalls, not by command but by pouring: column after column of clear motion, a staircase that refuses to be a staircase,




the river standing upright to greet its stones.




What prayer is this,




that doesn’t kneel or look away, that simply keeps falling upward? What bone remembers it once was rain? What rain remembers it once was a body? II




I heard you say,




“God is such a heartless, boneless girl,




sinking into the ground.”




And the ground, shy with leaves,




parted its lips full of roots




to accept that tender descent.




Heartless, boneless: not cruel,




not hollow, but boundless,
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a rule written without fists.




A girl like a sentence that forgot its period and wandered into meadowlight.




She carries no hinges, no hammers, no locked doors rattling in her dress. She carries no skeleton,




so nothing in her can be prison.




She sinks—




not to vanish but to find




what subterranean eyes have the courage to see: worms writing alphabets the rain can read, stones sleeping with the patience of calendars, seeds rehearsing the choreography of thunder. She sinks, and gladness rises,




and what we call death, embarrassed, adjusts its coat and waits at the threshold, pretending it never had a key. III




Once there was a valley with twelve mouths of water. They spent all year learning the names of the hills until one spring they rushed to speak at once,




and speech stood straight like a choir lifted by ropes of sunlight.




Each mouth became a throat of memory.




Each throat became a silver ladder without rungs, only flow, only hush.




The villagers brought empty cups,




not to drink but to listen.




They said the water sounded like bees forgetting their stingers, like bells letting go of the metal they’d married, like graves trying not to laugh.




“I dreamed of my grandmother,” said one, “and she was suddenly taller than our roof.” “Of my brother,” said another,




“his eyes were two handfuls of wet gravel, and then the gravel sang.”
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“I dreamed of my unborn daughter,” said a third, “she came to me soaked, laughing, her hair the color of sap.”

And the glad kept raising,

and the dead kept becoming glass

that overflowed its mold.

IV

What is a heart when gladness is raining upward?

A reservoir with a door flung open,

a window that refuses to return to wood. What is a bone when god is boneless? A memory of scaffolding,

useful once, then sweetly obsolete. The breath says, “We learned to stand,”

and the water says, “Now learn to fall without falling.” A girl with no heart to hoard herself, no bones to barricade her,

goes downward like mercy,

soft and dense as dusk in a wheat field.

She passes through the strata:

old gardens drowned in coal,

letters the miners never posted,

shoes that walked the war home and stopped. Down, through bedrock where the planet keeps its library of pressures,

she slips like a rumor of forgiveness,

never snagging, never bruised.

V

On the seventh noon of the seventh week, the cemetery forgot who was hosting whom.

Grass unbuttoned its collar and confessed to the sun, “Listen: I have been reading the names upside down for a hundred seasons. I am tired of this rehearsal.” Marble cleared its throat,

and all its carved birds flew off as water.
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The dates loosened as if time were a belt taken off after a too-long meal.




The soil made a new vocabulary from the syllables of worms and rain. And the glad, oh the glad,




with her hands brimming like monsoon baskets, lifted the letters of every epitaph,




stroked them until they dripped into voices.




The dead were not returned like borrowed books.




They were returned like songs




a child discovers in a creek and refuses to stop humming.




They climbed the bright ropes and arrived,




not older, not younger, but fluent in falling.




VI




In the town, doors startled on their hinges. Mirrors blinked twice and chose their truer faces. Spoons remembered tides and leaned toward bowls. We looked at one another with wrists unbuttoned, and the pulse was a skylark we forgot we’d caged.




A man hugged his father and the silence was loud with two rivers pushing the same rock.




A woman brushed the damp hair of her sister and felt a forest lifting its deer toward moonlight.




A child, seeing her shadow return from a longer winter, put her ear to the floor and whispered,




“Teach me the underground alphabet.” God, heartless girl, kept sinking. No throne, no brittle crown,




no drapery of thunder to stiffen her waist.




She descended past the civic notes and the stone itineraries to where the first wet thought crossed fire’s bright shiver and said: we could be a world. VII




Some said it was blasphemy to make a ladder of water. Others said, “But the ladder is only water being honest.”
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Some said the dead should stay as the law insists:

quiet as folded umbrellas after a storm. Others said, “Have you ever seen an umbrella not dreaming of rain?” The glad did not argue.

She kept raising, not lifting as a crane does,

but offering as an orchard does when it cannot help itself. She cupped their shoulders with the softest current and the vertebrae of grief loosened their fists. Even the most stubborn sorrow,

the one we call by our own name in secret, learned how to float without pretending to drown. VIII

I walked the ridge above the valley,

and the wind had the taste of clean iron. On my left, the waterfalls stood upright, full of the names my life had misplaced.

On my right, the fields opened their birdless arms, and everything not water wanted to be. I tried to pray in the old way—

listing, bargaining, polishing the door to a room I feared might be empty.

But the girl without bones, without the hoard of a heart, kept sinking with such patient devotion

that the ground around my knees turned generous.

So I prayed like this:

Let my ribs be hinges: let them open.

Let my spine be a river: let it bend and sing. Let my skull be a bell with no metal inside it, only an emptiness that loves to be rung. And the waterfalls answered,

not with words but with the rumor that words envy.

IX

I remembered the wars I carry in my pockets, spent cartridges of small refusals,
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maps of detours I took to avoid the brightness.




I remembered the little deaths—




not the dignified quiet kind,




but the ones with sharp elbows,




the ones that arrived in grocery aisles and stairwells, in birthday rooms thick with frosting.




I remembered and felt the rope-ladder of water brush against my shoulder.




“Up,” it murmured without saying anything. “Up and through and back down again: that is our single motion.”




I rose, and each step erased itself.




Each erasure made more room for the next step.




It was an arithmetic of mercy: subtraction as harvest, zero as a gate that refuses to lock. X




A rumor went around the valley: that the girl sinking was not alone. That earlier, years before our calendars,




when the mountain still practiced saying “mountain,” another bonelessness had passed through the roots, a whale of light swimming the black soil,




a grammar of warmth that left verbs in the bedrock.




Some called it god’s ankle,




some called it the world’s first breath,




but the ground simply called it remember.




Now the girl came as answer or echo,




or as the kind of question that creates its own yes.




Her descent did not cancel the older passage; it braided with it, like two long, wet braids, like rivers meeting in the house of a plain




and discovering they were the same river practiced twice.




XI




Midnight. The waterfalls flamed without fire.




By “flamed” I mean they gave off the shape of light,
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the way truth gives off the shape of a room where no one hides and yet no one is naked. The dead, freshly fluent in their water-tongue, did not speak advice or warning.

They spoke weather—the weather of the interior, the movement of a sky no ceiling can imitate. They told us how to sleep without dying: to lay down like seed, not like stone,

to dream as if a root were using our body to count. They told us how to wake without being born again: to rise like mist, not like crowns,

to put our feet down like a blessing finds its object.

XII

Morning. Children ran between the standing falls and came back drenched with ancestral laughter. Dogs learned new tricks: how to fetch echoes, how to sit in the laps of invisible chairs.

The blackbirds, famous for their grammar of refusal, practiced a new tense: the future unconditional, in which every leaf becomes a window.

The old men at the store traded gum for stories. The old women traded moth-worn recipes for rain. We younger ones braided our days into ropes, forgot to be clever and started to be clear.

And the girl—god or the rumor of god— disappeared only to descend more deeply.

We felt her absence like pressure that keeps the house from tipping, like the friendly weight of the planet owning its spin. XIII

Not all returned. Some loved their quiet too much.

Some had learned a new word for horizon and were not done saying it. Some found the bed of the earth a couch whose cushion tasted of mineral stars.

This, too, was gladness: to raise and not require.

We set places for them anyway,
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bowls that might be emptied by scent alone, chairs that made the air sit down.




We learned to toast with unlifted glasses.




We learned to kiss what could not be touched




and found that touching was one of many alphabets.




XIV




If you ask me now what death is,




I will say it’s a downstairs library




where the books are wet but legible,




where the librarian speaks with the throat of soil




and stamps your hand with a date that always says today.




If you ask me what god is,




I will say: a girl without a frame,




a softness heavier than stone,




a sinking that teaches us to rise,




a fall that restores the meaning of up.




If you ask me what gladness is,




I will say: the courage to pour




without counting the jars;




to lift by dissolving the weight you think is yours; to make a ladder of what refuses to keep shape. XV




Abandon your iron for a moment.




Leave your inventory of moons on the windowsill.




Come walk where the river stands,




where each drop rehearses being cloud and stone and skin.




Put your ear to the earth.




Hear the girl descending,




the ground adjusting its dress to welcome her, or him, or the pronoun beyond both,
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