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The Mission She Walked Back Away From

I.

They rang the bell at morning like a question,

one bronze vowel suspended in the air,

and she woke with the word in her mouth—mission—

a syllable of bread and flint, of road and prayer.

Her shoes were stitched from yesterdays and ember dust,

her hands remembered doors they’d never closed.

The map was the size of her rib cage, folded twice.

Outside, the courtyard smelled of oranges and rain.

Somewhere a window gathered the first light like a blessing.

Somewhere the sparrows spelled her name.

She walked to the gate where the arch made a promise

no wall could keep: that beyond is only beyond.

Angels leaned on the lintel with the posture of wind,

their feathers full of distances, their faces like songs

retrograded on a spinning record. “Will you go?”

said one without moving its lips, “or will you remain?”

Her heart held two candles lit from one flame.

She blew on both and watched the smoke braid.

“I will go,” she said, and a stone rolled away

from a path that didn’t exist until she named it.

II.

The mission was not a place but a hunger that walked,

not a task but a door in the middle of a field.

It asked for her voice and loaned her a silence;

it asked for her footsteps and offered a yield.

She crossed the first hill where the grass was a choir,

green throats open, all vowels of astonishment,

and the angels followed at the edges like weather,

like pages torn gently but never quite sent.

They carried pockets filled with river light,

they spoke in calendars, they breathed in bread.

By noon, her shadow had grown into a country

and invited her to sit under its tree.

She ate an apple of doubt, tart and clean,

and washed it down with water from a maybe.

A girl in a red scarf passed her on the path,

carrying a basket of names she had outgrown.

“Keep one,” said the girl, and poured them, bright and brittle,

onto the road like rain that forgot to be rain.

She lifted a name and it cut her palm

and bled a small star that wouldn’t heal.

III.

“Turn back,” the first angel suggested kindly,

the way a river suggests a bridge by existing.

“Turn forward,” said the second with a smile

that had learned all its teeth from lightning.

The third angel said nothing; it looked at her shoes.

She looked at her shoes too—the laces were rivers,

the tongues were two small doors. She tied them again,

made new knots of promise and pause,

and stood to see the road write itself in front of her

with ink the color of forgiven storms.

She remembered the mission’s first whisper—

that purpose is a room that builds itself

when you stand in a place and love it enough.

But love is a kiln; it also burns.

The orange trees flashed like chapel candles in wind,

and the afternoon leaned like a ladder

against the bare ribcage of the sky.

She thought of all the towns without a bell,

all the mouths without a word to hold,

and kept walking because walking was a kind of ringing.

IV.

At dusk she arrived where the field learned fire,

a place of thistles holding sparks in each thorn.

Here the road wore a coat of moths;

here the air was a page scratched almost bare.

The angels gathered the moths into their sleeves

and turned their sleeves to lanterns and sang.

They sang of the day they first felt heavy

and fell like answers into a world of questions.

They sang of her, though she did not yet know

she was the chorus they had missed becoming.

A door stood free of any house,

hinged to the wind and closed to the rain.

She put her ear to its wood and heard winters—

old winters stored like grain in a bin.

Behind the door, voices braided:

merchants of mercy, tailors of dust,

a mother teaching her son to name clouds,

a lover building a bridge with the word stay.

“Mission,” the door said finally,

“is the echo that outlives the call.”

She lifted the latch and nothing was there—

no room but the night, no floor but the border

between who she had been and who might arrive.

The angels set down their lantern sleeves.

“Choose,” said the quietest, its feathers tired.

She took three breaths like ships leaving harbor,

took one step into unbuilt air—

then turned, laid her palm on the wood,

and closed the door she had opened.

She walked back away while the latch was still singing.

V.

They followed her back like a rumor of weather,

not reproachful, not pleased, only present and bright.

The road unwrote itself behind her heels

with the calm of a scribe crossing out a kindness.

“Did I fail?” she asked the emptiest wind,

and the emptiest wind held her question like grain.

“You chose,” said the first angel, “and choosing is flame.”

“You paused,” said the second, “and pausing is bread.”

The third touched the small star in her palm,

and the ache of it answered for them all.

Back at the arch, the bell dreamt bronze dreams.

Back in the courtyard, the oranges kept their suns.

She touched the wall—warm with other hands,

graffitied by years of gentle stubbornness.

The sisters passed with baskets of thyme;

a brother drew water and gave her the rope.

She pulled up a bucket of sky’s reflection

and drank what she could of its patient blue.

“I came to go,” she told the stone saints,

“and I went as far as my name would let me.”

VI.

Night laid its book open on the tiles,

paragraphs of crickets, margined with dew.

She lay on the page and read herself backward—

birth’s last sentence, labor’s first clue.

Angels perched on the eaves like commas

waiting for breath to become a vow.

They polished their halos with moonlight milk

and argued softly about distance and now.

“Listen,” said one, “to the hinge of the door.”

“Listen,” said another, “to the hinge of her chest.”

And she heard—oh she heard—the door she had closed

speaking in its sleep of empty rooms filled anyway.

She heard the path she hadn’t taken

bend toward her in a language of rivers.

Her body became a bell-rope then,

and she rang herself until morning rang back.

“I cannot hold both the sea and the shore,”

she told the night, and the night agreed.

“Tomorrow,” she whispered to the unbuilt room,

“I will bring you windows, or at least my hands.”

VII.

Dawn is a stern and kindly gardener;

it snips the dark and waters the dust.

She rose with the scent of thyme on her breath

and the ache of the star in her palm.

The mission was humming its workday hymn—

bread to be kneaded, floors to be swept, shoes to mend,

letters to be written and not yet sent.

She tied on an apron of possible futures

and washed the bowls with river-slow care,

and each bowl held a sky she could not empty.

“Purpose,” said the elder, pressing her shoulder,

“isn’t a straight road so much as a field.”

The elder’s hands were calendars of scars,

her eyes two patient barns of grain.

“Sometimes you sow. Sometimes you glean.

Sometimes you walk home with your pockets full of weather.

Sometimes you simply hold the door

so others can carry the harvest through.”

The angels nodded like flags in a gentle wind,

and even the dust seemed to listen.

At noon, a woman arrived with an illness like hunger,

and at noon she left wrapped in syllables of warmth.

At noon, a child learned his name could be ladder

and used it to climb out of a small, deep silence.

At noon, she found a broom that swept more than floors,

that lifted from corners the dried husks of yesterday.

The star in her palm pulsed once, then softened,

like a bell deciding to be a bowl.

She set it down inside her chest where bowls belong

and carried its hush from room to room.

VIII.

Still, the door in the field wrote letters to her sleep—

letters in dust, folded by wind, sealed with rain.

Still, the road she had named wanted a second naming.

Still, the angels kept their sleeves bright with moths.

“You can go again,” said the first, “because going returns.”

“You can stay again,” said the second, “because staying moves.”

The third lifted her hand and traced the old star,

now only a pale memory of ache and shine.

“Choose,” it said, “and choose again.

Love is a loom; it demands many warp threads.”

She took a day to learn the language of hammers,

a day to memorize the grain of wood,

a day to sew pockets into the aprons of strangers

so they could carry a little more sky.

She took a day to cry in the herb garden,

face down in thyme, held by its green hands,

and the angels stood far off and let it rain through her.

She took a day to write a letter to the room she closed:

I turned back because the door was too full of me.

I turn forward now because the kitchen is full of the world.

In the evening she gathered the choir of spoons,

polished their throats until they remembered rivers.

She lined them upon the table like moons in phases,

and the table learned tide, and the room learned hush.

“We are leaving at dawn,” she told the angels,

and the dawn, overhearing, sharpened its rose.

But when dawn unlatched itself from the east,

she was still binding bread with her warm hands,

watching the crust learn courage in the oven’s small world,

watching heat turn grammar into bread.

She walked back away from leaving, again—

not out of fear, but a fuller sort of hunger.

Her feet drew circles where straight lines had been,

and the circles gathered water like bowls in rain.

“Do you see?” the elder asked, and she did:

how the path to the field crossed straight through the kitchen,

how the threshold and horizon winked like twins.

She smiled at the door inside the wall inside her chest,

and the door smiled back with the patience of cedar,

and the bell kept ringing inside the bread.

IX.

There were days when the angels felt light as ash

and blew across the tiles in soft departures,

days when they weighed as much as history

and could not lift their old, sweet wings.

She loved them either way, as weather is loved—

for being the grammar the world keeps speaking.

They told her stories of roads that hid in ladders,

of ladders that folded into boats,

of boats that remembered the sky too well

and opened their ribs to let stars walk through.

They showed her a handful of feathers each time she doubted,

not as proof but as practice in seeing.

They taught her to read the small parentheses

in the corners of people’s eyes.

They taught her to plant anchors in sentences

so the wind could not take the meaning away.

They taught her to mend nets and resist despair,

to salt the thresholds and sweeten the names,

to bless the mud that keeps the house from floating,

to bless the light that keeps the mud from forgetting.

When children dreamed of deserts, she poured them rivers;

when elders dreamed of storms, she stitched them roofs.

She became the sort of door that opens both ways,

a hinge with a heartbeat, a prayer with hands.

The mission was a circle drawn wider each season,

the center always where someone needed water.

And sometimes, when the oranges caught fire at evening,

she would walk to the arch and face the unbuilt field,
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