

A Voyage on the Spirit

Reading on the ferry, a table near the coffee bar, the babble

Fades, the gabble and hustle, then to a kind of white noise.

It was Homer, The Odyssey, a perfect companion at sea,

Not in the rolling hexameters or some modern tortuous poetic

Attempt, but in the bold prose of Lawrence, of Arabia, yes.

I even forgot to watch for the girls and women who often

Enchant these short voyages, or their children, rioting about.

Which book would I dip into?  Which adventure or stratagem admire, 

Of this most western of heroes, with Faust and Oedipus the sign

Marked on our soul?  Lone men in a world indifferent and dangerous,

Mistrustful of gods, suspicious of fate.  Melodramatic as myself.

I glanced out the window, at the passing islands.  Active Pass, that

Must be Galiano.  Where I met her, what? Almost two decades ago,

The eighties, a vacation, on a whim, which came to feel like

Destiny.  She sat on a black rock, watching the ferry, waiting

For the swell in its wake to surge against the rocks, waving

At passengers in a row along the railing on a bright bright day.

Waiting for me, I could not help but think.  Fool. She was Calypso,

Or that Circe, who has had too bad a press over the centuries.

She looked up as I stumbled the last few feet to the little beach.

Long black hair, strong cheek bones and very intense eyes,

Startling blue. Sky blue, and limitless as the sky indeed.

What conversations passed that day I do not recall, they

Were but a background, a set for our little drama.  Tragedy,

Or comedy.  Which mask put on?  Those were, after all

Magic years.  Anyway, we hit it off. And in the way

Of those generous times, we spent together the remainder

Those few days left of our vacations on Galiano.  I never

Saw her again.  Not for many years. Only sporadic letters.

She married.  A daughter, Tara.  I married.  

Our lives revolved in parallel lines, never meeting.

But magic that first glimpse, purest magic and light.

I never sought to repeat it with anyone, nor talked of it,

Not in any way deeply.  No. Those moments were gone,

Gone into memory, and somehow beyond expression.

Until a late-morning voyage on the Spirit of Vancouver Island,

On a bright day in the middle of the summer, when the seals

Looked like mermaids, swimming in clear, clear waters. And she

Was a siren sent to shatter my complacency, once again.

“Mind if I sit down?” and it was almost not a question.  She stood,

Quite tall and slim.  Her hair long, past her shoulders, red-brown,

Eyes green, and a ready smile.  Her eyebrows arched, and I nodded.

She sat with easy grace, putting coffee and books on the table

As she sat, all in one fluid motion.  I nodded in appreciation.

“I always sit that way, “ she said.  I answered, “You read

My mind.”  She laughed as I went on, “A very short book.”

And she “But with moments of interest?”. I looked at her,

My heart suddenly weak.  God! So ridiculous! She is so young.

Men are fools, mad for youth, made adolescents again

By a flash of eye, a twitch of thigh.  All such attraction is fatal.

And undeniable.  I looked again, and shook my head, wryly.

“What?” she asked, “what?”  and all I could do was shrug.

We sat, and read, and talked, and drank coffee and then sat,

Talking quite quietly, our hands near the table’s middle, my

Head down, as if I knew to look up would usher a too welcome 

Doom.  Somehow, our hands touched, and we linked

Fingers.  I looked up and found her staring steadily, calmly,

More calmly than I.  My heart, in total disarray, was stunned.

Foolish as a boy, lost hopeless in his first crush, I could not

Speak, I, for whom words, patter, had been a way of life. “It,”

She said, “seems right with you.”  My mind groped for the meaning,

My ego flailed away, desperate with longing.  Helpless, 

I was helpless before a storm of emotions, crazed imaginations.

I knew there was only one way to reason and calm.  I gazed

At her lips, and said, very quietly, “I want to kiss you.”  

This would bring things back to earth, at least for me, and. 

I prepared the laugh that would dismiss the words before she 

Could answer.


          “All right,” she said, and smiled.  She leaned 

toward me, her eyes half closing, her lips parted.  I leaned 

toward her.  

                  I suppose I should write some similes of electricity,

Lines on that wild peculiar magic flowing from a first kiss,

But I cannot.  It lasted but a few seconds.  Afterward, as I

Carefully ordered events to make sense of it all, I sought

Some other quality, some transient glamour, that sealed
That moment.  None.   No reason for not pursuing, yet,

Nothing in that kiss to suggest anything more would be;

No reason for tossing over all I had for that one instant,

And all it suggested.  This was all it was: a kiss, a meeting.

It was inevitable I offer her a ride into Vancouver, 

Inevitable we go to the car, long before docking, inevitable

We find ourselves paralyzed by the conjunction, the hopeless

Conjunction of desire and our immediate circumstances.

Inevitable what we do in the clumsy confusion of the car,

Our arms entangled, when only the Spirit’s docking horn,

Halts our headlong progress.

                                                Angelina.  An gel in a. Ah. Little angel,

That was her name.  I found myself chanting it for days after.

And that was all there was to it.   Of course not.  We drove on

Into Vancouver, to her apartment on Commercial Drive, parked,

And agreed no more could come of it.  I was married, and she,

She definitely, was far too young.  We agreed, as adults we agreed,.

Then rushed to her rooms like teenagers.  I could not stay, nor she,

Both of us with commitments for that evening and night, and after.

So then, finally, we parted.  

                                           Months, I was haunted for months

By the memory of her, and that, strangely, of that other on that island,

So long ago.

                     Another summer, and another hot day, bright and clear,

But this time I worked in my garden in front of my house, weeding

Watering, dead-heading flowers, all the little chores I so carefully 

Avoid.  Another letter had come, and my head was in turmoil.

She.  It had been decades, with only an occasional word, and now,

She was coming.  She had a surprise for me, she said.  While I

Was reminded yet again, of that other light beauty on the Spirit,

Who I could not entirely put out of my mind, tho I had not heard

Nor had I tried to hear, from her.  That was past, as much past

As this other summer love, coming to, what? Re-awaken something

Long gone?  A car turned into my driveway.

She was as I remembered, but for the streaks of gray, her eyes

As bright, as dancing, as intensely blue as at that little beach,

On that black rock, with the ferry sending its wake to the shore.

“Hello, my friend,” for that is what she called me, and my heart

Went weak as we embraced.   And decades fell away.  She stepped

Back, her hands on my shoulders, and shook her head, smiling.

“Still, the same.”  We stood, looking at each other.  A deep breath,

And she gripped me tightly, then opened the car door.  “There 

Is someone I want you to meet, my friend.  Come out, sweetheart.”

She glanced back at me,  “ Come, come meet your father.

“Tara Angelina, whatever is the matter?”

