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The Milky Way

The Bushmen call it

“the backbone of night,”
Native Americans believe it’s
a “spirit trail” to the afterlife.
Here, in this time and place,
we hardly notice it.

I've pointed it out

on clear nights

when the sky rings

like a silent bell.

“Look,” | say, “you can see
the Milky Way tonight
trailing Cygnus the swan.”
My son looks up

where the sweeping arc of my arm points

to that ghostly rainbow of night.
“Cool,” he says.
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The ancients had myths to tell its story,
the structure that holds up the sky

or where spirits rest in the night,

while we know it

as the delicate fiber of our galaxy,
around which we spin

like bright schooling fish.

Would it have more impact

if he could imagine it

within the framework of a local legend?

But | can’t do that for him,

so | stay within the ethos of science

and tell him

“to think of a city in the night

spread over a hundred thousand light years.”
“Just neighboring lights,” | say,

“seen from a distance.”



