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                  Far in the woods they sang their unreal songs,

                  Secure. It was difficult to sing in face

                  Of the object. The singers had to avert themselves

                  Or else avert the object. Deep in the woods

                  They sang of summer in the common fields.

               

               
                  They sang desiring an object that was near,

                  In face of which desire no longer moved,

                  Nor made of itself that which it could not find …

                  Three times the concentrated self takes hold, three times

                  The thrice concentrated self, having possessed

               

               
                  The object, grips it in savage scrutiny,

                  Once to make captive, once to subjugate

                  Or yield to subjugation, once to proclaim

                  The meaning of the capture, this hard prize,

                  Fully made, fully apparent, fully found.

                                                                        WALLACE STEVENS

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            I ain’t scared of none of this.

                JESSICA CARE MOORE
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               Prelude

            

            
               
                  I

                  My grandmother saw it coming and left.

                  I’d already left. It came late and swift

                  Like a tidal wave mistaken for a wave,

                  Came, not as a note but as an octave,

                  Black-keyed and mangled, searching the hospice

                  Only to find she’d left without notice,

                  The soul clapped from her body, masked by death,

                  Death hiding death from death, and finding no

                  Sign of her in the high cheekbones or skin,

                  Strode out on a cough into the evening.

               

               
                  
II

                  In the weeks between her death and being

                  Laid to rest, life became COVID-19.

                  Both the living and the dead shared one air.

                  Then the service came, and I was not there.

                  I watched from the safe distance of an app

                  As my mother and uncle, masked among

                  The masked few in a pewless space, made peace

                  With the orphans who’d come to take their place.

                  Looking at them on screen was like looking

                  Out at the world through the bars of a cage.

               

               
                  
III

                  And now, high on a slope near Van Cortland,

                  The immortelles of perfect pitch sing Ena

                  Harris to sleep. Her shade goes there to listen

                  Bathed in the scent of ilex, palm, linden,

                  Kapok. It is Easter and she is dressed

                  In her lilac best and hat her daughter

                  Crossed bridge and Bronx and plague to bring to her.

                  She is two steps ahead of this pentameter

                  As it follows her through the flexed valley

                  Of the shadow of death; this elegy

                  Which, like all of them, is so useless and late.

                  My grandmother saw it coming. And she left.
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               1776

            

            
               Early on the hottest day of the year, in the black but thinning darkness of morning, I saw the top of the new skyscraper peek through the gauze of lingering night’s sleepy electric glaze.

               There it was, 1776 feet in the air.

               We looked at each other like lightning in far-off fog.

               Yeah, the spire looked at me, too.

               All things this high up in the air have a living quality to them, how they move oh so slightly in the upper atmosphere as though breathing or, at the very least, being breathed into.

               Either life-in-death or death-in-life, maybe someday it’ll seem simply itself – Freedom Tower: half in shadow and half in light under a typically starless and purpled New York City sky.

               It’s four in the morning and I’ve put my faith in being unseen now among the low iron clouds.

               At this hour, who looks up into the sky?

               Drained by the sleep of millions of dreamers, the unplugged skyline sleeps dull and firm.

               The winds work their way up the tower’s panes of glass like fingers on the fret board of a guitar. This is the breathing thing I was talking about earlier.

               The winds up here enthuse everything to life.

               But immediately after they pass, nothing happens.

               Then, after that dead pause, the spire sways ever so slightly and the infinitesimally small torque of the metal moans.

               I shift in the air, turning from the blank pages of the ocean to face the scrawl of the city’s rooftops as they span out toward uptown, the suburbs, and beyond into blackness.

               Pure silence.

                                    Impure silence.

                                                           Pure silence.

                                                                                 Just a

               few miles ahead I can see Central Park, the dark, secretive rectangle at the heart of Manhattan.

               Lit streets run from it, electric arteries and veins. Manhattan’s never seemed so empty, so narrow, a pupil of a cat’s eye.

               I breathe in deeply.

               I needed this.

               Suddenly, a murmuration of starlings shoots up into the air from the park’s dozing treetops. A lithe, twittering black cloud that climbs the dark sky, twists even further upwards, and then darts down and across to the side.

               I’ve seen the sinuous back of a black panther scale that skywall and felt less afraid then, less alone midst the clouds than I do now as I watch the flying mass veer toward Harlem, then toward New Jersey, before bending back over the park and then out over the Atlantic, still surging, still together, past the limits of my vast sight, chorusing to the invisible countries in the receding horizon. A bone-old solitude creeps into my head and settles inside my wings.

               
                   

               

               Hovering here, I thought for once to try to remember it all;

               I thought this would be a remarkable moment …

                                       but do I sound remarkable to you?

               I can say things like

               
                   

               

               The tower’s spire was a lancet that drew me out of a cloud like a drug

               or

               I am a drop of blood from the tip of Heaven’s finger 

               
                   

               

               Things I tell myself to feel better about these pointless joyrides. But in the end, that’s all that they’ve been. Pointless joyrides.

                          I make nothing happen.

                                                   Especially at 1776 feet in the air.

               
                   

               

               I’ve done 1776 before. I’ve even been higher than that. Oh, I’ve been much higher than that. Once, I reached the end of the lowest ring of the Earth’s atmosphere, the thinning upper ether where there’s nowhere to rest, no perch to catch your breath, and hardly any air to breathe in even if there was a perch on which to catch your breath. I flew so high up that the sky itself ended. The stars turned pink and throbbed. There’s an impossible music in the air at this height: the faint, purring expansion of all things cupped to your ear. The champagne of sound. But there was nothing to do up there. Eventually, I needed to either give in to gravity and come down, or let my momentum continue to pull me up into the freezing burn and the blinding white drift of the stratosphere, rising without end until I eventually drowned in space.

               So I fought nature and descended. Quicker than I ever had before, I descended out of control and out of options. And as I descended, it was then that I saw for the first time the top of the new tower. As I approached it, I fell in an uneasy zigzag, involuntary changes of pace pushed and pulled me as I darted down in a scratched line like lightning does. I felt split in half. My wings were scorched at their highest points, the arches smoldered, ice ran down the sides to the sharp tips at the bottom. I like to say that I never get nervous, that I’ve never panicked in my life, that my nervous system is predisposed to tranquility, a constant correction of the checks and balances in the body and mind that render me phlegmatic and aloof.

               
                   

               

               If you have to do something anyway, I’ve heard myself say time after time, why bother panicking? But for the first time that I can remember, I felt hysteria lap my blood. I flapped all of me – arms, legs, wings – I flapped all of me like a feral animal. My mother says this is how I came into the world.

               What calms you when shit hits the fan? Me? I start to hum some Beethoven, Heiliger Dankgesang, the third movement from the A Minor quartet. It was tough to remember how it began with the cold music of the void of space still in my head. I was desperate to remember something utterly human. And given how we all make art with the same material – time, art is made of time – there’s something desperately human about music. That it’s sound set to time. And time only exists in our paltry sense of ourselves. Time is what makes us and limits us. Music is what remakes us and expands us.

               Four notes in I tucked my elbows into my ribs so that my forearms extended out from the sides of my torso and I began to wade my hands through the cloudburst as I dropped to the small landing spot on the spire. Hands hip-high in the speed of the gales, slightly twisting my palms up and then down, I slowed, though still descended; I regained control, descending then as though I wasn’t moving at all.

               
                   

               

               … eighteen hundred and sixty-eight …

                                         … eighteen hundred and sixty-five …

                               … seventeen hundred and ninety-one …

                                           … seventeen hundred and eighty-seven …

                       … seventeen hundred and seventy-six …

               
                   

               

               My feet felt for a landing, found it, and touched down on the cold nub. Like a gargoyle. I crouched down and rested my hands beside my feet to better balance myself. The intense warmth of the red light emanating from the beacon surprised me. It made me red all over and everything I saw from that perch was also filtered deep red. Everything changed: the expanses of city and sky encrimsoned, all things corralled in a dark coral glow as though a red mist had descended on me.

               
                   

               

               That’s when I launched myself from the spire.

               
                   

               

               Flight is like untying the air itself, fold after fold and layer after layer until there’s nothing left to unwrap, and just like that you find yourself floating. I try to never take it for granted. I try to remember that at any moment this could all end. But there are people who like to say

               
                   

               

               I wish I were free, as free as a bird or as free as the wind

               
                   

               

               and am I supposed to be that? For them? Am I supposed to never have felt as free in my life as I do here in the air, even though I have?

               
                   

               

               Freedom, when it doesn’t feel the lyrics, is an unconvincing singer.

               
                   

               

               It’s taken me years to find a safe altitude where I could think things through, contemplate the world, my country, my city, myself, high enough to be out of clear sight from the ground, low enough to remain off the agendas of radar and out of the paths of planes. Here is where I can be me, whatever I am. Here: this cramped corridor of New York City sky between Governors Island, Staten Island, Red Hook and the Financial District. Here where the air is callus-thick. I circle in it like the contents of a Magic 8-Ball coursing between extremes.

               The first blue aspects of the sky at this hour are unreasonably beautiful, like the color of that color in a cube of ice. These twenty seconds of flight, like Yeats’s twenty minutes in ‘Vacillation’ of feeling blessed and being able to bless in the embrace of such utterly fleeting happiness …
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