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Drifter in the North: Four Poems

Translated from the Chinese by Lucas Klein

To Rumi

Back country in the dervish’s rucksack,
in a square at the center of town,
pockets shaken out.
Of these billions shaken out of the air,
all that’s left is a single clenched coin.
Lifting the dormant owl-like felt hat on his head,
the more rice he begs, the more the dust in his stomach.
A slice of something split in half by words,
too late to be grilled into toast, it’s already been made a miracle.
Please try to comprehend the honor of hunger
not from what you eat, but from what you don’t.
(A grilled fish will speak the language of water.)
The dervish reveres water like a god, braving waves to come to China,
with an empty bowl and an emptier stomach
from pen to farm implements, passing to my hands.
A small cultivated plot shrinks the greatness of the desert.
I'm no farmer, but I'm becoming one.
With manual labor, put down your thinking.
Digging down with this hoe
harms Sufi arteries and lightning,
the rolling thunder of petroleum never to be plugged again.
How much corn has begun to grow, the desert to recede,
After how many grassland empires have begun to fracture.
The Arabian prince needs a little shame to examine himself,
Asia Minor needs dignity to preserve its minority,

the angels need a touch of anger so they can keep calm.
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Digging down with this hoe it’s not all harvest,

(no need for a bumper crop, enough to eat is good enough.)

but below deep digging the earth has been dug through,

and the sky escapes through a cavern of light,

constellations like the blind staring at the face of song.

Words return to the source, gold kneels and does not rise.
Matter’s more benevolent, even the small crime of making matter
forgives the greater crime of material desire.

Ultimate goodness never worries about the common good,

nor does it care about bad faith goodness looking back and laughing.
Because in the face of holy begging,

the dervish has vanished from the crowd.

Without him, all the bowls in everyone’s hands are empty.

(October 18, 2013, Shanghai)
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Drifter in the North

Can the flowers of a past life bloom beyond the complexion of this moon?
Silver-plated moonlight covers the land’s insomniac night.

A screw and a flower embrace, tightening time.

Still a scholar from Jiangnan wants to sell time in the capital.

Eye of a flower, look into Buddha’s eye and see yourself a blind man.

Man, what do you need to turn into the ancient one on top of you?
Still a daffodil wants to bloom inside a water lily,

but fast asleep in its center is neither a saint

nor a criminal: unless this body were a body beyond the body.

A tear as pure as this, who knows where it will go?

Young drifter in the north, idling beside a computer,
think back on that time as a child riding that old bicycle
into the sky: reaching home, the key fell to the ground.
There were a million ways to kneel down,

but none would find this key for you.
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Hopkins Garden
The ink moon comes to the page.
This paper moon of the ancients, never sprayed

with pesticides.

A flower thief reincarnated as night mist
sleeps in a midnight garden.

He dreams of another on himself
stolen by flowers, blooming for a while.

... in this momentary bloom,
a thousand years pass.

No one knows the true form of these flowers,
whether they are Zhuangzi, or are Tao Yuanming.

Even the young scholar borrowing moonlight to read by
hasn’t discerned the metaphor of flowers.

The ancients and moderns look at each other with the eyes of a flower.
And seen through Buddha’s eyes, all are blind.

From the eye of the flower flies one hundred thousand fireflies,
a sky full of stars falling to the grass.

Without the buttons of the stars, can flowers and nuclear weapons
put on the clothes of the clouds?

Cloud world, body full of wormbholes,
entirely unaware that time has slipped away.

Flower-thief, if you suddenly wake,

then step into the starry sky holding your lantern of words.

July 31, 2016
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The Miluo Qu Yuan Shrine

Soul oh and Ink oh a body of water in the rice flowers
crops growing on the human figure
white sleeves in a country’s black windbreaker
some are cold of clothes some hot inside some sit and forget mountain ghosts
with all sentient being seated around the cycle of death and rebirth
rotating satisfaction with the $tunyata of the myriad things
breaking the bile of ghosts like bug’s transformation into butterfly
and then transforming a little longer but not transforming into mutation
just enough to see the empire as small
for man to stake it all

the gods must live or die
Qu Yuan submerged underwater the gods hold their breath
but are the Heaven’s Questions questions for a child or for the teacher
the sky fills with anger dropping a rainstorm and gods’ curses
something is held in deeply back to the black earth
held in hard nor does it float to the surface for a breath
or trade lungs with the fish that slipped the net
or use sound from fish lips to speak words of men
a storm is coming wind rushes through the house dropping fish scales
the old chair is creaking sitting between the past and present
a tragic wind digs up ten thousand people’s ash prince bones
and blows them blows them into the tragic blowback of an inch of ash
local debt if not for the flowing of cold hard cash

wouldn’t this national mourning be the poverty of princes enamored of flowers?

July 21, 2018
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