White, white

1.  The Marin hills woods

The dancers turn and turn

in a circle, the party guests

at Sat Santokh's 50th birthday.

(I join in and remember with a sign, 

I will be fifty in a few weeks.)

In the white and yellow light,

sweat shows on the dancers' foreheads.

The Sufi song ends.  Shams takes a breath,

has been beating the drum,

announces a new dance.

In white turban, long beard,

white clothes, Sat Santokh beams.

"This next is one of my favorites," 

he says.  "One night, years ago,

when we were dancing this next dance, 

I was doing the dance with my eyes closed.

While we danced, I found myself in a circle of 

ancient elders.  It was night.  In the darkness,

we began dancing to the right

in a circle together around and

around a bonfire, bending down together

and raising up together, everyone

flickering in the light."

2.  Juneau, Alaska

Falling all about me,

snowflakes the size of

pure white half-dollars,

white, white falling before my eyes,

riding up and down the icy wind,

mounds of white loading evergreen

tree branches, white trees in

thick stands in every direction

covering the surrounding mountains rising,

from the nearby edges of the small town,

rising almost straight up into the

freezing early evening air.

3.  Oakland downtown, not far 
        from the Cypress Structure

I sit silently at my desk

looking out over the city,

The end-of-the-day glancing sunlight

is almost white against the ornate

high wall of the 1906 building  

across the street and almost

green against the fall hills in the distance.  

The earthquake begins like any other.

Sarahjane and I say to each other "oh, an

earthquake", as we turn to go on with

our work.  This one begins to  shake the building

harder ("this one is big," we say, turning back

to each other), then still harder, and harder.

Our seventh-floor office has begun leaping up

and down, throttling us awake like children from

our beds, then, growing beyond bounds, a raging giant

thrashing back and forth as if frenzied to shake off

its clothes and come apart.

4.  Leaving Juneau

The silver and white airplane

hurdles us up into the morning air,

rising above the white-laden mountain

forest that disappears quickly

below banks of billowing white clouds.

Below the airplane, the clouds part

and snow-capped mountains one after

another appear.  A white land,

punctuated by white-on-gray

jutting mountains, stretches

as far as I can see.  A huge bay

of light blue and white water

reflecting the sky and clouds

floats by below before the clouds

close their curtains again,

then open again.  Dozens, then literally

hundreds of white-capped mountains appear

like vast unmoving herds of granite moose

and elk in counsel.  A glacier pours

without motion from their midst, 

its mile-wide ice flow held still

by the white-gloved hand of time.

"Not now," it whispers.  "Not now."


Multi-veined waterways appear

criss-crossing the landscape below with

white ice and blue.  A long river-width

waterway runs toward the horizon and

disappears among the mountain-after-

mountain-after-mountain track.

5.

The giant's frenzy thrashes our 

fifteen-story building up and down,

back and forth, mad to get out of its cage

of brick and steel and blast in every direction.

Sarahjane and I dive for the floor in a doorway

by the hall and hold each other tight, covering

each other's heads with our hands.

6.

My plane dips down toward Cordova.

Miles and miles of pure white,

mountain upon mountain --

Out my window, miles long, a huge

slap of absolute black against the white,

then another, like some immense

black paint river has washed over the lower

altitudes of these mountains-after-mountains:

everything else white, but for these

vast poison rivers of black.

7.
Our windows explode as we hear

fifteen floors of glass crash out at once.

The mountain of glass flies down

toward the pavement below and hits

like a huge glass bomb.  Stories of

stairway walls are breaking apart

and falling down the hall.

We captives are heaved wildly about.

The building can't possibly 

shake any harder or must surely

collapse around us.  Huddled

on the floor, we hold on tight as we know how.

8.
A young woman from Cordova,

writing about what she sees

right after the oil spill:

"(Mom), the entire ecosystem

has died (here) or is dying.

The deer and bear (are gone)....

Ninety percent of the vast

natural area around me

is as silent as death."

9.

The wild thrashing continues

but begins to slow, then slows some more.

Then, for a few minutes, the floor vibrates

like a huge bell, then quiets to a halt.

The room becomes very, very still.

10.

In a small wooden house 

just up the snowy street

from the State Capitol,

an ecological defense fund lawyer

describes her work coordinating law suits.

She is very tired but precise,

determined, animated.

11.

Over lunch later, a young man and woman, 

two leaders of Alaskan environmental organizations,

weave their study plans, their Greenprint, their vision

of pure ancient and future mountains, forests,  animals, waters.

12.

While it is zero outside, the Chair

of the Alaska Oil Spill Commission sits

at a plain folding table on a folding chair

in his unadorned white conference room at the end

of our meeting and contemplates the outline

of his impending Report to the legislature, 

weighs points in silence.  We shake hands again 

and begin putting on our heavy outer wraps.  

I thank him for his unsung work.

I know of those outside Alaska who 

counting on his Commission's impact 

for their safety and that of their future generations.  

He smiles, jokes about other things,

like what he'd have otherwise liked to do 

with his Christmas,  then  says goodbye 

and walks  away slowly toward his office, 

his back a little bent, his coat collar up on one side.  

His eyes appear to be somewhere else, maybe up 

some white mountain pass way above the city.

13.

As early morning light slants across a makeshift room,

an already oily worker leans against the wall, stares across 

the long room at the rows upon rows of open-mouthed dead bodies 

of wide-eyed blackened animals

and begins to cry for souls.

14.

The pilot, panting, steers the fireboat

toward the raging Marina shoreline.

A fireman crawls inch by inch

under the crumbling house

to hold a terrified woman in his arms until

she is freed just before it crashes down with a roar.

15.

People climb the Cypress structure

like a mountain, then quickly crawl

under the concrete into the debris

even as the gas fumes begin to fill

the crushing space, calling out, calling out.

Human chains lift people up, carry people

down.  All around, people are standing

in shock , holding each other,

searching for loved ones,

staring in disbelief at the ruins.

16.

It is late, time to go home.

I am tired.  So much has happened;

so much to do.  I close Sat Santokh's

front door behind me.  In the deep darkness,

I and a new friend walk down the long 

row of fragrant wooden steps,

the music above and behind me,

then walk carefully down the

steep longer driveway.

As I reach the road in the blackness, I turn

toward Sham's drumbeat one last time.

In the upper room, soft yellow light

suffuses out the windows

into the night air, like mist.

I can see the dancers near the windows, still in a circle,

their line bobbing, moving slowly to the right together, 

bending down  together, singing "Yah," then 

raising up in unison, all arms and hands reaching up,

pointing up past Sat Santokh's painted ceiling,

singing "Allah!" stepping together to the right again,

in unison bending down, "Yah", 

the yellow mist of light almost white

against the dark green night trees,

all bodies, all hands, movements

framed in the windows together reaching up,

all singing "Allah!"

