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Charles Wright

from Littlefoot

8.

Good luck is a locked door,
but the key’s around somewhere.

Meanwhile, half-hidden under the thick staircase of memory,
One hears the footsteps go up and the footsteps go down.

As water mirrors the moon, the earth mirrors heaven,
Where things without shadows have shadows.
A lifetime isn’t too much to pay

for such a reflection.

9.

Three years, the story goes, it took the great ship to appear
In silhouette from the shadows

hanging above Lake Garda
And dock at the small port of Riva,
The Hunter Gracchus carried upon a bier by two men
In black tunics with silver buttons
Up to a back room in the mayor’s office

until it was time to return on board

And circle the waters of the world,
Unable to set down on land,

unable to leave this world,
The story goes on, because of a wrong turn of the tiller
This side of the other shore,
Some inattention,
The great ship and the great body,

like lost love, languish and lip the earth,

Received sporadically, recognized everywhere,
The ship with its infinitely high masts,
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its sails in dark folds,
Cobalt and undulant rocking of lake swells and waves,
Long runners and smooth slatch of the seas,
Creek hiss and pond sway,
Landfall and landrise

like Compostela at land’s end.

There is no end to longing.
There is no end to what touch sustains us,

winter woods
Deep in their brown study and torqued limbs,
Fish-scale grey of January sky,
Absence of saints on Sunday morning streets,

the dark ship
Dead leaves on the water, the muddy Rivanna and its muddy sides.

≠

We all owe everything to those who preceded us,
Who, by the lightness of their footsteps,
Tapdanced our stories out, our techniques,

who allowed us to say
Whatever it was we had to say.
God rest them all in their long robes and vanishing shoes.
God grant that our figures be elegant,

our footwork worthy.

Faith is a thing unfathomable,
Though it lisp at our fingertips,

though it wash our hands.
There is no body like the body of light,

but who will attain it?
Not us in our body bags,
Dark over dark, not us,

though love moves the stars and sets them to one side.

Sunlight like I-beams through S. Zeno’s west-facing doors,
As though one could walk there,

and up to the terraces
And gold lawns of the Queen of Heaven.
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I remember the lake outside of town where the sun was going down.
I remember the figures on the doors

and the nails that held them there.
The needle, though it has clothed many, remains naked,
The proverb goes.

So with the spirit,
Silver as is the air silver, color of sunlight.
And stitches outside the body a garment of mist,
Tensile, invisible, unmovable, unceasing.

10.

The Holston, past Rotherwood,
clear white and powder white,

The hills dark jade and light jade,
All of it flowing southwest

against the wind and the wind noise,

Summer enfrescoed in stop-time
alongside the Cumberlands,

Leo and Virgo slow as a cylinder turn overhead,
Wind in the trees, wind on the water.

11.

Like clouds, once gone in their long drift,
there’s no coming back—

And like the wind that moves them, we step
Wherever we please, or wherever we come to be,
Each one in his proper place,

not too near, not too far
From That’s okay and No one was ever interested enough.

How many years have slipped through our hands?
At least as many as all the constellations we still can identify.
The quarter moon, like a light skiff,

floats out of the mist-remnants
Of last night’s hard rain.
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It, too, will slip through our fingers
with no ripple, without us in it.

How is it it’s taken me almost a lifetime to come to the fact
That heaven and earth have no favorites

in either extreme?
Bits of us set out, at one time or another, in both directions,
Sleeping fitfully, heads on our fists,
Now close together and warm, now cold in the south sky.

Each one arrives in his own fashion,
each one with his birthmark

Beginning to take shape and shine out
And lead forth like a lead-lamp.
Look for us in the black spaces, somewhere in the outer dark.
Look for us under the dead grass

in winter, elsewhere, self-satisfied, apart.

A good writer is like a wind over meadow grass.
He bends the words to his will,
But is invisible everywhere.
Lament is strong in the bare places.
Among the winter trees, his words are fixed to music.

Or so we flatter ourselves,
sunset cloud tufts briquets

Going ash in the ash-going sky.
We never look hard enough.
The grasses go back and forth, up and down, for thousands of miles,
But we don’t look hard enough.

Every other building a church,
Each side of the road,

Orebank half-a-mile long
Under this hill until the last curve
Down to the highway, left to Kingsport, right to Bristol,
East toward the rising sun, west toward home.

5 points v10n1&2final  6/8/07  10:32 AM  Page 264



Five Points / 265

“Through the years of dust and sand,”Tao-chi lamented,
Meaning his worldly ambitions
—his “single unworthy thought”
That set him adrift on the floating world—

his old age
Just recompense for what was not found,
Awaiting the great wash, a “final crash of thunder.”

For half a lifetime, and more,
his days were the days of an ant,

His life, he thought, no longer than that of an insect’s,
Going north on land,

going south on the raw rivers,
His last painting a single narcissus plant, his thoughts,
He wrote down, still wandering “beyond the boundless shores.”

12.

Cloud mountains rise over mountain range.
Silence and quietness,

sky bright as water, as lake water.
Grace is the instinct for knowing when to stop. And where.

13.

Water, apparently, is incomprehensible
At its beginning and at its end,

nothing into nothing.
And in between it’s unsizable.
Certainly childhood water’s that way,
The rivers coming from nowhere and going nowhere,
The lakes with no stopping place.
The waters of childhood are unimaginable.
The French Bread and Little Pigeon Rivers, the Holston,
Hiwassee and Cherokee Lake,

Pickwick and Indian Path.
Water’s immeasurable.

The heart is immeasurable,
and memory too.
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Such little boxes to keep them in.
Like blue herons in heaven’s field, they lift their long legs
Silently, and very slow,
In the ponds and back eddies they stalk through and rise from,
Air-colored in the sky-colored air.
How like the two of them to resettle then,

one hunting, one perched above.
Memory is a lonely observer,

the heart has thin legs.
They live in an infinite otherness, on dark snags,
In waters the color that they are,

and air is, the hard, endless air.

Snow, then sleet over snow, then snow again,
the footprints still firm

Into the dark beyond the light’s fall.
Whiter inside the darkness to sough than to the north.
Whatever has been will be again

in the mind, in the world’s flow,
Invisible armies outside the windows in rank,
Footprints continuing into the vestibules of the end.

The light that shines forth from the emptiness does not sink,
They’d have you believe.

As well as whatever is next to it,
They’d also have you believe.
Philosopher, they are not able, philosopher.
And her begot him, think that.

It’s Groundhog Day, and sunlight is everywhere.Thank God.
Winter is such a comforting

with its sleet and icy dreams.
Shadows abound, and raw twigs,
The sharp edge of the absolute still snug in its loamy bed,
The template of its wings like shadows across the grass.
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What poverty the heat of noon is,
And how we embrace it hard in our dutiful duds.
Short February.
How we will miss you and the actual world,

the singular,
The frozen composition that pentimentos our sorrow.

Still, for the time being, we have the sunlight that eats away
At our joy,

and still give thanks for that.
We try to count up the buttons on its golden coat,
But our eyes are unworthy.
We offer both our hands,

but they are unworthy too.

And so we remain transfixed
—the flowers from Delos
Unpurpled and stiff in their tarnished and silver bowl—
By sunlight,
Hoping the darkness will clear things up,
Hoping that what its handkerchief uncovers is what we get.

Just east of midnight,
the north sky scrolls from right to left,

A dark player piano.
No stopping the music, east to west,

no stopping it.
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