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Arctic Bear at Solstice
“And I, infinitesimal being,
drunk with the great starry
void,
likeness, image of
mystery,
felt myself a pure part
of the abyss,
I wheeled with the stars,
my heart broke loose on the wind.”
(from “Poetry” by Pablo Neruda)
The lone bear strides
upon the ice, at home,
in every sense aware,
his great head swinging
side to side
to catch the groan
and shift
of frozen tides.
The sun lifts.
It does not rise
but, keeping to the old world,
rides the crease
and eyes the bear
from the divide.
His padded feet pace
with nearly soundless grace,
a hush upon the roof of sea.
A pod of seals rush below
and follow fish
in water thick with brine
and slush,
a nether clime,
half-thawed
and half-congealed.

The bear aims his face
into the sun
and casts his shadow
from his heel, a sure art,
for the wary seal charts
its breathing holes
by beams of sun
that shoot down
through the rounds,
and only if the light
seems undisturbed
by shadows on the ice
is the seal enticed
to rise and take the air.
The bear knows
what will scare a seal
and make it veer away,
and though his belly yawns
and the sun grows less,
he lies down near a hole,
so still, a hill of dirty snow,
and lets the hour pass—
obsessed, dreaming
of the kill—until, at dusk,
a certain smell
of smelt and musk
rises off the ice.

With a hook of his paw
the bear gets the seal
and kills him nice and fast.
When he fills
and wants no more,
he takes care to clean his
head, his face and feet—,
the red shoes,
the mantle of gore
are cast in the snow.
Pristine and full at last,
he begins the long, slow trek,
going back
exactly as he came.
So quickly after dawn,
the day has passed,
the stars go on
and the lone bear
greets each of them
by name:
his only peers,
his shining pack,
his pantheon.
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