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FARING
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Light before you call it light graying the sky. Doves on window ledges call and answer, a low branching into seven-fold division.

‘As’ means like but also means while: As a cloud passes. As the shadow in the early morning. As the door turns on the hinge.

Who was it who said that every narrative is a soothing down.

Winter sun floods the table.
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Quarter past ten: Wave of nausea after morning pills, hot tea, six candles. Thin sheets of cloud now dominant.

The boy wants glow sticks as protection.

Radiator—is it a hiss or a shush? An aspirant or a consolation? Half our days spent living in the future, an illusion.
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Six days later: as the light grows, so does my will for the weight that tethers us to the ground, shoulder blades descending and meeting.

Flowers at once religious, secular, and sexual.

Blue sky, a dot of cloud. Voices of children from the street below; children with a ball.

Builders are raising the scaffolding, preparing their day’s work. Talk with a friend, who was taken by the wolf at night.
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Sediment on the windows, light flecks the edges of buildings, wind works at the building, worrying it, cyclist with a flickering lamp on the avenue below.

Shadow of a neighbor crosses the window in the building opposite.
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Strength of feeling now vanished but the memory of it is of a kinship of some kind.

In its recollection, it registers unease beneath the day.

‘I love you,’ he says, ‘but maybe we shouldn’t profess our love for one another because, you know, it might mean you’ll die?’

[image: Illustration]

And what is actual? The word derives from a cauterizing agent, ‘redhot.’ Is actual for one time only, as if only once could something be realized? In its weakened sense, it is ‘opposed to potential, possible, ideal.’ Beside me on the sofa, the boy is restless with joyous movement and intermittent improvised joy.
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In the streets below, each passerby carries time internally, it opens the mind like a flower blown in its native bed.

William Cowper in his laundered kerchief at table. He stares out of the poem in alarm.
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By rue d’Amsterdam, inside the rib of the building, crowds rush to three imminent trains, wait by the sandwich and coffee kiosk, trailed by wheeled luggage, pigeons, soldiers moving among them. The eye of the corporal passes over a bystanding neighbor.

Listings and times flap, click, shuffle, the building lists towards departure as if inclined to hear the far-off sound that marks the end of land.

Musical interlude, another train entering the great mouth.
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EXITS AND ENTRANCES TO THE AUDITORIUM
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‘But the history of no life is a jest.’ Hallucinatory dream sentence, that, while up in the night again as if I had a newborn, seamlessly integrating into the running sleep narrative of that hour.

Bashō at the end of his life noted the restlessness, the insuppressibility, of thought—

As for dream, it wanders

the withered fields.

And what does fear mask? Give it room, ask it a question.

Was it seventy years ago that Kenneth Tynan played the role of Fear in The Masque of Hope? (‘I mummify transience,’ he wrote about the same time.)

According to Kant, we are compelled to bring a form of structuring activity to experience. ‘Human reason, in one sphere of its cognition, is called upon to consider questions, which it cannot decline, as they are presented by its own nature, but which it cannot answer, as they transcend every faculty of the mind.’ Accordingly, structure of any kind is a form of thought, even counting.

I went to a showing of The Seventh Seal at the Paris Theater, on the last Sunday in July. We met on the blinding pavement, Peig and I, then entered the cool dark. I’d forgotten the opening—shrill voices singing something meant to be glorious—then a spoken line from Revelation:

And when the Lamb had opened the seventh seal, there

was silence in heaven about the space of half an hour—

I was interested in the phrase ‘about the space of . . . .’ Not as a rough estimate, not approximately or even referring ‘to things scattered over a surface,’ but of measurement and circumference ‘around the outside, on every side, all round . . . in every direction.’ How comforting, to have such precision in the midst of that terror.

Not time and space, but time as space. The space you take up on earth is a period of time, set by luck or the spinner, the allotter, the one with scissors.

One might pray not to be at the mercy of the mind’s wanderings in the final hour. What about the unraveling of thought, the destructuring of mind?

Bound in blankets for half an hour in the long cigar tube of the PET scan machine, there is no clock to agree to, to find comfort in. Instructed to lie still, unable to clear my throat, I tried to suppress the mind’s hallucinatory lurid wanderings by going through the sonnets but always lost my way at the seventh or eighth line,

and then I tried to hear songs, to reconstruct the lyrics, to divide up the time, or even to hum in order

to hear the sound of ‘inseparate words’ in my chest.

Then I began to count, to twenty, to make the length between one and two, and two and three, and three and four, long enough so that at twenty I would be quarter-inched backwards through the machine a stop, time passing more slowly from numeral to numeral, to fill the space of half an hour

—because if the count went past twenty it would be somehow unbearable—because immeasurable.
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That breathing continues (if we continue) is hidden in the meaning of words we have for inaudible pauses and endings—the French un temps, a time, or the English period, full stop or duration.

Silence and breaths taken punctuate our speaking. Rests indicate the pace of the movement of thought; they are instructions for listening.
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In the old photograph, the group of seven children (c. 1875?) peer at the camera as if it could not be trusted to stand still, they bend towards it like tulips with minds of their own. One of them, Henry, leans past his book to say something. He was the one who ended his life in Italy among the lemon trees, but as a boy his gaze is warm and direct, as if all would want to forgive him any transgression he might with his good nature mistakenly take in the course of his foreshortened life—

I would like to hear more of that.

Anton, who died of syphilis, his arm too long for his jacket sleeve

Jo the jurist, Betsy, Clara’s dry wit about the eyes

Lex with the toy boat who would study the setting of the winds, too fluid for structural composition—

My aim was to calm the imagination not to excite it. But I could not utter the word curiosity. My breath failed the four times I punctuated my sentence with the word.
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To listen to our own breathing and to someone else’s is to experience someone’s else: an intimate sameness (if we are in accord); an else-ness, if not. Patterns of breathing are both involuntary—the breath of deep sleep, of hard labor—and interpretive. Changes in the rhythm of inhalation and exhalation register emotion, the rising emotions of anticipation, fear, anxiety, and excitement, and the easing emotions, recovery from heightened states, being relieved in mind, being in one’s element.
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Dickinson’s words and graphic marks describe the movement of late afternoon light:

When it comes, the Landscape listens –

Shadows – hold their breath –

When it goes, ’tis like the Distance

On the look of Death –

The dashes induce shortness of breath in the reader, as if we are meant to mimic the shadows in their intent listening. We pause to hear a sound so faint it may only be visible.

What do the landscape’s shadows anticipate? For when the light passes, their edges will be erased, they will vanish. Or will they have complete dominion?
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The boy darts through the room rustling and clicking, his YouTubers screaming distortions into the microphone and shouting at the zombies killing their avatars.

Is the clicking the sound of a plastic tray of cookies or a toy I forgot we had?

The volume is turned low enough.

Outside, bursts of jackhammers—smaller implosions of the same along with the starting and stopping air conditioners. Late August, sudden cooling.
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‘Come sleep! O sleep, the certain knot of peace
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