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A Note About the Author


First Round

I
Floating


I said some nonsense or other to them

and they mocked back, “but we’re your one design,”

or “you’re our one design”—which was it?




The pen slipped and capered on the page,

escorted by ripplings in the atmosphere

like breeze with nothing to blow against.




“We wear no form or figure of our own

—a wisp, a thread, a twig, a shred of smoke—

to tell us from the motions of the air.




We’d love to live in even a bubble,

to wrap around its glossy diaphanous,

reaching and rounding, as slinkily real




as a morning stretch or a dance in a field.

But we know only this air, and memory,

once, or several times, removed and turned,




the pang of a once-had, a maybe-again,

that shifting half-light, our home and habitat,

those hours, soft-toned, windless, that favor passage,




the usual relay of twilights. And,

how often a century? The sun eclipsed,

that ‘created’ half-light, not dusk or dawn:




us glowing through, our light, our element,

in which we show best, glow best, what we are.

Yesterday some snowflakes slipped through us,




refreshing kisses passing through our heat.

Ah, we wanted to say. If we could have,

we’d have laughed right out from sheer surprise.”




And what else? “We’ve got you to stand for us.”

And I have you, I said, to float for me. ■



II
How I Yearn


I had been missing them very badly,

that day and that day and the next—and yet

the solace they offered was imperfect,




airborne and volatile. I invoked them,

yes, often, in lieu of human contact.

Not that they weren’t human, just abstracted




from humanness on the physical plane.

But why had they deserted me? I knew

the answer: for spurning them out of hand.




But where, in that case, did they swirl off to?

Did they rise higher, higher, and vanish

into some upper ether or did they




betrayingly visit someone else who

might at that moment seem more receptive?

Calling them back after a desertion




was never simple: I had to turn my mood

soft, bright, calm and dreamily attentive;

then, after a time, they would slip back in,




one by one, refiguring their spirals

in those inevitable rows of seven.

Would they, I once found the courage to ask,




weave together and net the air for me,

linking and looping their remembered limbs,

to break softly my falling if I fell?




Cradle me, oh cradle me, I whispered.

That was not a service they could do, though.

Life is so complicated for us here,




so troublesome, really, that I wondered

how they found theirs. Did they love it up there

cutting their spirals into cold fronts and




turning somersaults with the storms? Did they

nestle cozy into their troughs of air,

basking in the serene and glossy heights,




the breathtaking vistas of blue-gray seas,

the pink-tinted cloudscapes, the high music—

Or did they, as we do, long for blankets




and warm bodies? So I broached that question

when they came soft-shoeing back in this time.

“No memory, no thought,” one lipped to me,




“can stand in for the loss of a life of touch.”

Amen, I said, and that’s the life I want.

So I brushed the air to be rid of them. ■



III
Denmark


“But how could you tell him? Never ever

have we allowed—have we intimated—

you should share our visits with anyone.”

That’s I think the gist of what one said.




“All territories have, never forget,

their own imperatives and covenants,

and the tacit ones. Under the so-called

presumption rule—that’s Denmark—we presume




that the broader and deeper sovereignty,

crossing all lines, subsuming all bodies,

aquatic or abstract, will override

interior but lesser requisites.”




I wanted to argue that telling him

was not so different from telling myself.

“Oh appeal, appeal, if you must,” one said.

“We don’t mind a hum, a word, a whisper




now and then, alluding to some other …

But outright revelation will only

imperil all that we’ve done, we and you,

to come to this arrangement—all the hours




at work before dawn in the north country,

the briny, eye-blue Baltic blustering

hard by, the sun rising to never more

than low in the sky, a cold yellow blur




gleaming dull in the iced fourchettes of trees.”

So, was that all? Was that the sum of it?

Must I then keep mum or suggestive or

throw over all that they had been to me?




“Stay, stay,” I happened to hear one murmur.

A song sprang to mind: “Oh, Copenhagen,

wonderful … salty old Queen of the sea …”

(Or some such.) They beamed, for they liked that thought. ■



IV
A Spring


“Go on,” they say and say. But I don’t know

how they mean. It seems a matter of joy:

“Go on into it.” All right, pester me,




I whisper back. I find it best to be

prodded into pleasing sensations. (Those

who’ve gotten the other kind of scolding




know how hateful it can be.) I’ve listened,

and tried and tried, but as always, “the will

is not the way.” (As one so sweetly quipped,




“try forcing a spring to flow.”) I guess I

know that now and the knowing is a clue.

“It’s just the first in a compendium




of clues no one holds the index to.” “Yes.”

“A flurry of pure air, then some bubbles,

then a rivulet; the less you tend it,




the more it will rise, redouble and rise,

now a smooth-sliding, cool-flowing river

and sometimes gushing up almost wildly.”




“The will is not the way.” This was their mot,

as usual not all that practical.

But above all else, I should “reverence




what flows from elsewhere,” and “how like water,

springing cool among grass blades, parting them,

rising to the rim of the embankment




and finding the first down-flowing passage.”

“The green grass may be just a metaphor,

or also” (laughing now) “a memory.




No, the landscape doesn’t determine us:

joy will also flow from mud or rubble.”

They gurgled and whispered, “yes, darling, yes.” ■



V
Death


Well, the night is blooming. Death may not be

(as the atheists would have it) nothing

at all, but rather (think many of us

who’ve abandoned god for a sense of god)




a moment to move through, on the other

side of which to find, no one knows, but more

than worms and darkness. For some, a power

almost to speak—although speak may not be




the term in the absence of lips, tongue, teeth.

To say. By some means they implant their thoughts

into a person’s mind. Mine, for instance.

And thus they go on growing and thriving.




At times they only seem to want to chat

or to make florid gestures, curves and sweeps

and curlicues—esquisses! Coy promises

—teases of a vision not to be had;




at others they seem to bud or burst forth

with words pushing to be said, and they nudge

and tickle me to say them for them. They’re

working on the matter of openness—




not though, for its own sake, as a value,

but so that I’ll be more fertile for them.

Not altogether a noble purpose—

but that depends on the nobility




of the thought they’re striving to cultivate.

Doesn’t the wish to have one’s thought thought of

seem vain, decorative? The lingering

effect of having lived well, maybe, and




not being able to leave it at that.

Always one stroke more to add: another

asterisk, addendum or afterword,

sprig after sprig, petal after petal.




And if their thoughts are fine ones (most seem so

these nights) I don’t mind helping them out by

letting them do their thinking in my thoughts.

Petals of promise; calyxes of joy.




I like to fancy them as my teachers;

if they use me well, I may even learn

to use myself. And just now the room fills

with a fragrance of flowers. Or of love—




no, that isn’t so. And yet, imagine

a garden, not wild but cultivated,

and richly fragrant. Yes, some spring flowers

turned in a breeze: that fresh, that rapturous. ■



VI
A Flower


“Which ones?” And here they were, with me again,

slipping gently from this topic to that:

“Those for whom earthly senses are almost




not bearable, for whom a rough voice or

vile smell or small abrasion drawing blood

are racking or still worse. Those are the ones




living on the rim of Death, skirting it,

life being too lush, too real and too rich—

meaning, they’re allotted too many nerves.”




“And for what? To please themselves, god only knows.”

“But you can’t have one without the other.

You can’t be exquisitely pleasured and




not draw darker data through the senses.”

There was the rub. They all laughed. We all laughed.

“And ‘we all’ know what too much pleasure is.




Or do we? (Paolo and Francesca knew.)”

“The truest blessing to the sensitive
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