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            Lately

         

         Lately I wake in the night, and a few panicked seconds pass in which I can’t locate myself. I could tell you my name, certainly, but not which version of me I’m dealing with.

         Once, I was sure I was back in my teenage bed. I could almost hear the creak of its metal frame as I ticked over my timetable in my head: science, history, art. Unstable reality that it was, the illusion dissipated, and for a few floundering moments I was no one at all, just someone who remembered being that girl. Then I was me again, the me that exists now, in our blue upholstered bed with sea air surging through the window.

         That was unusual. Mostly I am nobody when I wake up, just a consciousness in the darkness trying to piece it all together. It is a strange, free-floating moment, an unanchoring of the self. It is an interlude, like held breath. Eventually it releases, the lungs fill, the world floods in. A reassuring upload of facts. A reboot. I am back.

         
             

         

         Lately I can’t read a whole page of a book. It is frictionless, this sliding of attention. I thought it would resolve once the lockdowns ended, but it did not. It’s as if some kind of lubrication has been applied to my choices. I intend to do one thing, but my unconscious shunts me discreetly away. It has other plans for me. I am supposed to be watching. I am supposed to be looking over my shoulder, alert to the next threat.

         I do not stop buying books. People do not stop sending them to me. The books become menacing, teetering on every table in the house, massing like the disenfranchised before a riot. Stacked by my desk, they gather alarming cauls of dust.

         I resolve to build more bookshelves, but that project, too, eludes me. I am too busy watching, after all. I cannot spare the attention that would absorb.

         
             

         

         Lately my hands itch to be occupied. Now that school is back, I take down the hems of Bert’s grey trousers and pin them back in place. There is no sense in buying a new pair. They will barely last the month. He is growing so fast. I can no longer haul him onto my lap and enfold him in my arms. We make, between us, a rough approximation of it, but there are always limbs astray, and one of us ends up writhing in discomfort. We both crave it, the heft of his body against mine, but we are overbalanced now. We sit side by side instead, trying to relive the memory of contact.

         So I busy myself with hems, remembering how I first learned this, sewing washbags on bored summer holiday afternoons. My grandmother would watch my overeager little hands and tell me that stitches are placed and not pulled. I must not pull too hard, but neither must I let the thread fall slack. I wonder if pins might be the answer to all my straying. Perhaps I can place careful stitches to hold me in place.

         
            *

         

         The last decade has filled so many of us with a growing sense of unreality. Even before a global pandemic arrived, we were trapped in a grind of constant change without ever getting the chance to integrate it. Those rolling news cycles, the chatter on social media, the way that our families split along partisan lines: it feels as though we’ve undergone a halving, then a quartering, and now we are some kind of social rubble.

         If there were a spirit of this age, it would look a lot like fear. For years now we’ve been running like rabbits. We glimpse a flash of white tail, read the danger signal, and run, flashing our own white tail behind us. It’s a chain reaction, a river of terror surging incoherently onwards, gathering up other wild, alert bodies who in turn signal their own danger. There is no one predator from which to escape; there are many. We are in the business of running now. It is all so urgent. Every year, it seems we must run harder. There is no other solution. We can only run, and panic, and chatter out our fears to others, who will mirror them back to us.

         Everything about this time conspires to make us feel so very small. It’s as though the scale of things has overtaken us. The teetering numeric weight of the world has been revealed, and it’s like looking into the face of God: we are blasted by its terrible complexity, its stark enormity. Nothing could have prepared us for this. We are working now to maintain the basics of survival. It is an endless, thankless labour. It sometimes feels as though we are stoking a giant machine that will eventually consume us anyway. We are tired. We are the deep bone-tired of people who no longer feel at home. We can see no way out of it.

         Meanwhile, at the edge of consciousness, we sense a kind of absence. It is not so easy to articulate, but it carries its own dark middle-of-the-night fear, its own harrowing. It’s the sense that we have become disconnected from meaning in a way that we don’t even know how to perceive. We sense it when we worry that we cannot stem the flow of our materialism. We sense it when the pull of our smartphones feels a lot like an addiction. We sense it when we realise that our lives are lived in the controlled climate of air conditioning, but we still don’t want to feel the weather outside.

         Those are just its everyday manifestations. We feel it most keenly when we reach for the language of grief but find only platitudes, when we hurl the darkest wastes of our experience out into the aether and find no one willing to catch them. Something has been lost here, vanished beyond living memory: a fluency in the experiences that have patterned humanity since we began. We have surrendered the rites of passage that used to take us from birth to death, and in doing so, have rendered many parts of our experience unspeakable. We witness them anyway, separately, mutely, in studied isolation from our friends and neighbours who are doing the same. Centuries of knowledge are lost in this silence, generations of fellowship. Constantly surrounded by conversation, we are nevertheless chronically lonely.

         I increasingly feel that a part of me is missing, the part that is able to sit with the seismic changes that come, to sense them and experience them and integrate them, rather than to merely administrate them. As I grow older, this begins to feel like a desperate lack. There has been a yearning in me that I’m only just beginning to understand, a craving for transcendent experience, for depth, for meaning-making. It’s not just that the world needs to change – I need to change, too. I need to soften, to let go of my tight empirical boundaries, to find a greater fluidity in my being. I’m seeking what the poet John Keats called negative capability, that intuitive mode of thought that allows us to reside in ‘uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason’. The subtle magic of the world offers comfort, but I don’t know how to receive it.

         I have lost some fundamental part of my knowing, some elemental human feeling. Without it, the world feels like tap water left overnight, flat and chemical, devoid of life. I am like lightning seeking earth. Uneasy, I carry the prickle of potential energy in my limbs, ever deferred from the point of contact, the moment of release. Instead, it gathers in me, massing like a storm that never comes. I lack the language to even describe it, this vast unsettled sense that I am slipping over the glassy surface of things, afraid of what lurks beneath. I need a better way to walk through this life. I want to be enchanted again.

         Enchantment is small wonder magnified through meaning, fascination caught in the web of fable and memory. It relies on small doses of awe, almost homeopathic: those quiet traces of fascination that are found only when we look for them. It is the sense that we are joined together in one continuous thread of existence with the elements constituting this earth, and that there is a potency trapped in this interconnection, a tingle on the border of our perception. It is the forgotten seam in our geology, the elusive particle that binds our unstable matter: the ability to sense magic in the everyday, to channel it through our minds and bodies, to be sustained by it.

         Without it, I feel I am lacking some essential nutrient, some vitamin found only when you go digging in your own soil.

         
            *

         

         I am nine years old, maybe ten, and I’m sitting in the back of my mother’s car. We’re driving through the farmland that begins where our village stops, and I’m thinking, Is this beautiful? 

         It certainly seemed so to me. Once you left the ranks of identical houses, built of prefabricated slabs of concrete after the war, the land opened up and everything became green. Granted, the fields were low and often flooded, scattered with cabbages and strutted by crows; granted, there were no real vistas, except across the Thames to the power station in Tilbury: but this was all I had, my very own open skies.

         Sometimes I walked down there with the girls my mother took in after school. If you carried on past the library and the parade of shops, you eventually reached a mud track with deep grooves from tractor tyres. I once thought I spotted a badger there, but it turned out, on closer inspection and after a fair amount of excited stalking, to be a black bin bag inflated by the wind. There were footprints, though, which might have been a badger’s, but which my mother thought more likely belonged to a large dog. That didn’t stop me from trekking down with a bag of plaster of Paris and a bottle of water to take an impression of them. The results were frustratingly inconclusive: big footprints. They could have been dog, badger, or yeti for all I knew.

         Was this the kind of landscape that was supposed to make your heart soar? My mother seemed to think so, or at least a little bit. Sometimes on a Sunday, if we had time, we’d drive through it to get to my grandparents’ house, down across the marshes and the greening ditches that framed them, and called it ‘going the pretty way’. Did ditches count as nature? I’d heard they were full of eels, and I knew there were rats on the marshes because the cat used to bring them in, with tails as thick and pink as your thumb. That didn’t seem like the kind of nature that you saw on Sunday night documentaries. My nature – the stuff that existed on my home turf – was the kind of nature that made women scream in sitcoms.

         There were also swans on the canal by the old British Uralite works, our local abandoned asbestos factory. People tended to talk more about the tragic loss of jobs than what was still happening to the people who had worked there – the disease that ravaged the lungs of so many local men. My mother, who hated anything to do with the outdoors, for some reason chose that place as the place where we would walk to see nature. There was frogspawn in the spring, and enormous nests that the swans built, in which we would try to spot eggs without intimidating the birds themselves. Everyone knew they were prone to bad-temperedness. It always seemed compromised, this place where the wild thrived between twists of rusted metal and barbed wire. The nature on TV was big and sweeping and fundamentally elsewhere, nowhere near us. Our existence seemed so tawdry and small in comparison to the rest of the world.

         There were places that I was more certain were beautiful. There was the chalk escarpment at Blue Bell Hill on the drive to Maidstone, a White Cliff of Dover, but stranded inland. I thought that must surely be world-beating levels of beautiful, so rugged and high. I wondered, secretly, if it might be famous. There was also the beach at Greatstone with its grass-spiked sand dunes and pink tellin clams studding the shore. We drove down there in convoy a couple of times each year, singing ‘The Quartermaster’s Store’ as we wound through the villages of Kent. Once, sitting on tartan blankets while my mother drank coffee from her blue thermos, I said I wanted to live by the sea when I grew up, and everybody laughed.

         ‘You’d have sand all over the house,’ said my mother.

         ‘You’d never stop hoovering,’ said my gran.

         This confused me, because my gran never stopped hoovering anyway, and we were miles from any sand. But still I absorbed the lesson. Beauty was impractical. It was not for everyday folk like us.

         There were other things, too, that I found beautiful, but which I was fairly certain would not have universal appeal. The buckets of browning rose petals I had dotted around the garden in summer, as I tried to make perfume. The red lights on the chimney stacks across the river, which shone across to us at night. The drift of headlights that inched across my quilt as I lay in bed in my grandparents’ spare bedroom, where we moved after my parents divorced. I knew that this was not technically beautiful, but I found magic in the way that the outside world could ghost across my room.

         Most of all – the best thing I ever saw – was when Grandad shook me awake in the middle of the night one New Year’s Eve so that I could lean out of the back bedroom window and watch the fireworks in London, minute against the horizon. Next morning, I wondered if it had been a dream, and didn’t like to ask in case it was. These were my holy relics, my liturgy, the collection of memories I kept safe so that I could roll them around my mind. They made my stomach tingle, like something was imminent, something could happen.

         Enchantment came so easily to me as a child, but I wrongly thought it was small, parochial, a shameful thing to be put away in the rush towards adulthood. Now I wonder how I can find it again. It turns out that it had nothing to do with beauty after all – not in any grand objective sense. I think instead that when I was young, it came from a deep engagement with the world around me, the particular quality of experience that accompanies close attention, the sense of contact that emerges from noticing. I worked hard to suppress all those things. I thought it was what I had to do in order to grow up. It took years of work, years of careful forgetting. I never realised what I was losing.

         But enchantment cannot be destroyed. We just have to remember that we need it. And now when I start to look for it, there it is: pale, intermittent, waiting patiently for my return. The sudden catch of sunlight behind stained glass. The glint of gold in the silt of a stream. The words that whisper through the leaves.

         ‘May I disappear,’ wrote Simone Weil in Gravity and Grace. ‘When I am in any place, I disturb the silence of heaven and earth by my breathing and the beating of my heart.’

         That is what I am searching for: the chance to merge into the wild drift of the world, to feel overcome, to enter into its weft so completely that sometimes I can forget myself.

         But that is a lofty goal when I can barely shift my mind into motion.

      

   


   
      
         
            Stone

         

         When I want to describe how I feel right now, the word I reach for the most is discombobulated. It captures perfectly my state of mind: confused, disoriented, out of sorts. For me, it carries a hint of gentle dislocation or dismemberment, a sense that its subject is being taken to pieces, their component parts flying off in different directions. Perhaps I am confusing discombobulation with decapitation, but that word always leaves me imagining that my head is floating away from my body. After all, that is exactly how it feels. Nothing is in its rightful place. It’s a funny word for a very serious state of being, the friendly face of an existential crisis.

         I don’t know what’s wrong with me, really. It’s nothing, but it’s also all-encompassing. I feel strangely empty, devoid of thought and energy. I am not sure where my days go, but they go. Every single thing I must do – any hint of a demand – grinds against me. I resent it all. I want to be left, quietly, alone. I don’t know what I’d do in that time, should I ever achieve that perfect aloneness. I like to think I would read, but in truth I would probably sleep. I don’t have the attention for reading. I don’t have the attention for anything, really. My brain feels entirely separate from me. It is empty, but it also cannot take any more in. It seems that it’s a useless organ, endlessly refusing to notice what I want it to notice. It will not engage. It just glances off everything, a pale beam.

         Time itself is behaving strangely. It seems to have fallen on this house like snow, clustering in certain dark corners, sparse elsewhere. It lays heavy on my rooftop, tangible in a way I can’t quite explain. Certain moments in my daily life have clustered together so that they are almost touching. Every night, when I wash my face, I feel as though I have been standing at my sink in one continuous moment across several months. Time has looped and gathered, and I sometimes worry that I could skip through decades like this, standing in my bathroom, until I am suddenly old. At other points in the day, it moves so slowly that I can scarcely believe the world is still turning. Something surely must have stalled.

         Maybe I have stalled. Perhaps I am depressed, but it does not feel like other depressions I have encountered. I feel none of the self-loathing that once buckled my knees, none of the urge towards destruction. I am still very much afloat, and in fact strangely content. I am just slow, that’s all. I am just empty. I theorise that it’s a kind of pandemic hangover, my wits dulled from too little stimulation, my sensitivities heightened by the lack of demand. I liked the social truce that lockdown brought, but I was also restless and bored. Now I seem to be stuck there. Bored, restless, empty-headed and bodily resistant to changing it. Stillness has settled into my muscles, and I don’t know how to feel fluid again.

         I am far from alone. The people I know are talking about this, too, in their own different ways. They blame the rigours of parenting through a pandemic while still trying to work; they talk about loneliness and isolation, the way it leads them to obsess over things beyond their control; they talk, increasingly, about menopause and the way it fogs their minds. Some are even naming it: burnout. We are, all of us, charred remains. Nothing remains of us but blackened bones.

         It is a state of being in which I have some expertise. Autistic people are intimate with burnout, particularly those who, like me, were not diagnosed until late into adulthood. Burnout comes when you spend too long ignoring your own needs. It is an incremental sickening that builds from exhaustion upon exhaustion, overwhelm upon overwhelm. For me, the years trying to conceal my sensory distress and social dislocation in everyday life meant that I bounced in and out of burnout. It came in a different form every time. A sense of exhaustion so intense that I could barely stand; a collapse into muteness; a spiralling into all-consuming anxiety. More lost jobs than I care to count, and the side effects that come with unemployment, the debts, the inability to build a financial safety net, the loss of self-esteem, the lingering shame. Burnout is something that I carefully guard against, now that I understand its source. I thought I might have learned how to prevent it. But no. It has come for me again; I can control only so much.

         I sit at my desk to work, but instead I fidget between Twitter and Instagram and the news, Twitter and the news, Instagram and the news, Twitter and Instagram and Twitter, and Twitter and Instagram and the endless, terrible news, and Twitter again, where everyone is outraged at the news, and everyone seems certain, in one direction or another, about what ought to be done. I can pass hours like this, guiltily flickering between all the human avatars that seem so solid compared to me, so sure. They give out steady light, and I do not. I gaze at them emptily and wonder how they know so much, how they came to be so sure. I am supposed to be writing, but I lack the solidity to do it. What is there to say, anyway?

         By midday, I realise that something should be done, and it seems that this means doubling down on trying to concentrate. But the only cure I know for this free-floating feeling is pounding my feet on the ground until my sense of gravity returns. There is a Post-it Note above my desk, written in a rare moment of lucidity last week, that says: ‘Go for a walk.’ I think I ought to obey it. Usually I take the dog and stroll along the coast, but today that flat path is not enough. I want to feel the weight of my being against my legs, to strain against the endless downward drag. I set out from my front door and climb the hill that leads out of town, past the old windmill and between the houses, in search of Whitstable’s standing stones.

         Groups of upright stones scatter the British Isles and Brittany, often arranged in circles or lines. Known as menhirs, they were chiselled in the Neolithic period, between four and seven thousand years ago, and their exact purpose is lost to the ages. But in Whitstable we have nothing so ancient, no long barrows, no megaliths, no ruins that hint at mysterious past civilisations. Our standing stones are brand new. Erected in November 2020, the eight large boulders stand high above the town on our equally new village green. They assert a green space amid the new houses and apartments that have begun to creep into the surrounding fields as the town centre gentrifies. The boulders are a sign that we are changing, drifting away from the churches that once comforted fishermen and their anxious families, and seeking somewhere neutral to gather our thoughts.

         I would be lying if I pretended not to find the idea of a new stone circle ersatz. What do they actually mean, these hefts of rock that are not even native to this landscape? What are they supposed to signify? I visited them when they were first laid, and found them rather barren, planted in the bald winter ground, still crumbling from their quarrying. I believed at first that they were concrete. They seemed to me to offer an incomplete answer to a question that we have not quite yet learned how to ask. How do we worship now? How do we get past the blunt knowing of our disenchanted age and tap back into the magic that we used to perceive everywhere? I wanted to touch the stones and for them to return a tingle of meaning laid down over millennia. Instead, they seemed to shrug me off. Make your own meaning, they said. We can’t do that for you. 

         I used to know a woman who made standing stones. Jean Lowe waited until her husband had retired and her children had left home before enrolling in art school to study ceramics. Vases and cups were not for her: she crafted rock, reverting her clay to its elemental form, re-wilding the smooth material through the application of fire.

         I met her as a young poet, commissioned to write about her work. She was in her seventies by then, working in her studio by an old reed bed on a creek of the River Medway, and still hefting her stones about, pinching their crags into existence, and smoothing out channels and pools to collect rainwater. She was happy for birds to bathe in them, but was adamant that they were not birdbaths. To her, they were more akin to people, figures standing in the landscape like the ones she’d seen at Carnac and Bodmin, eerie and friendly all at once. Jean had a gentle subversion about her. She loved the idea of her strange stones being installed in polite suburban gardens, bringing with them a hint of otherness.

         The first time I visited, she showed me a stone that was fresh out of the kiln, its tip split apart to reveal a hollow interior. ‘Clay remembers,’ she told me. ‘It doesn’t matter how carefully I join it. The kiln will still find the seams.’ I asked what she would do about the divided stone, and she said she would keep it just as it was. There was a sense that the stones made themselves, finding their expression through her hands. I don’t think she would have had it any other way. Their crags and fissures made them beautiful.

         Like Jean, I always like to put my hand to stone, except that I am more of a collector than a maker. Wherever I go, pebbles seem to find their way into my pockets and bags. When autumn comes, I discover the long-forgotten relics of last year’s walks in my coats, each one of them a memento of a place, a time, a thought process. They scatter every surface in my house, too, sometimes requiring a grand clear-out, when I gather them all up and tip them into the garden. Still, they find their way back in. I could almost believe that they reproduce.

         I can think of no greater pleasure than a stone in the hand, the right one of just the right size. Stones have a pure kind of weight to them, like small concentrations of gravity. They seem to always crave contact with the earth, pulling down towards the soil that matches their serene chill. I reach for one now as I write this, and measure it against my palm. There is a definite coupling between the two of us, a communication of density, a heat exchange. For a moment, I am anchored again.

         My bored childhood habit involved picking black pebbles out of the garden and smashing them with a hammer. The results were patchy and untidy, but a surprising proportion of them revealed geodes, hollows in the centre of the stone lined in sparkling crystal. I never quite got over the high of finding something so beautiful hidden in something so plain and commonplace; of being the first pair of eyes to witness this minuscule cavern. Later I started to attend a mineral fair held at my local shopping centre on Sunday afternoons, spending my pocket money on specimens of malachite and serpentine, amethyst and obsidian, pyrite and celestine. I think I loved the words as much as the stones themselves, each one of them difficult to spell and salty on the tongue. It gave me a language that no one else around me spoke, a system of knowledge to contemplate and build.

         I began to collect fossils, too, ammonites and trilobites, drifts of bronzed clamshells and the skeletons of fish. We were not the kind of family who would travel to distant cliffs to collect them ourselves, so I bought them, neatly contained in plastic boxes and labelled in black Dymo tape. They were orderly, my stones, quiet and compliant, capable of being ranked in boxes and drawers, arranged by geological age or alphabetical order, depending on my mood. Every now and then I’d lift them out and think about their sheer antiquity, and savour the spiral it pitched me into, the unknowable timescales they contained.

         Over time, I became ashamed of them, these static friends who spoke of nothing but my own loneliness. I wrapped them in newspaper and packed them away. The only stones I thought about in my teenage years were the ones in Virginia Woolf’s pockets as she waded into the River Ouse, a detail that obsessed me as I wondered whether I, too, might shed the weight of this life one day, when the disconnect between myself and the world became too much. Could stones really have delivered that final ballast for Woolf, or was it a different weight that submerged her and carried her downstream? I felt there was a clue in there somewhere, a terrible signpost for my own future.

         Nowadays, stones remind me how far I have come – and how much weight I can carry without being dragged under. I keep them in my pockets to retain the simple wonder that the earth can yield, if only I’m prepared to stop and sift through it with my fingers. I’ve since found my own ammonites on the beaches around Staithes, my own shark’s teeth at Reculver. I have an imprint of coral from the chalk cliffs at Botany Bay, and a stripe of something in sandstone that I lifted from the beach at Pevensey, which I mostly think is a thick blade of grass, but which sometimes, in my more romantic moments, looks like the wing of a dragonfly.

         I keep my collection in a drawer in my study now. Every now and then I get them out and show them to someone who is unfortunate enough to have taken an interest. But mostly I keep a specimen or two on my desk, just so I can rest them in my hand. In that instant, a fragment of childhood enchantment returns. Contact is made.

         
            *

         

         Arriving high above town at the new village green, I’m surprised to find that it has become a meadow. It was just bleak, short grass in the winter, but now it’s high with thistles and dandelions and a multitude of swishing grasses, caught by the hilltop breeze. There are butterflies, the drone of crickets and bees, flitting goldfinches. The air around me is alive. True, it’s nothing like a wilderness. I never lose sight of the rooftops of nearby houses, and the whine of the nearby main road is ever present. But the grass is whispering even louder, and in the distance there’s a glimpse of the sea – cornflower blue today. Not another living soul is up here.

         The last thing I notice amid all this movement are the stones. All eight of them standing upright in a circle, and a flat one in the middle that reminds me of a sacrificial altar. They are waist-high and hewn from grey rock, with streaks of white and rust. Each is a different shape – one is triangular, another is almost square – and the variation gives them the air of little people, waiting quietly for something to happen. Their surface still feels freshly cut. It is chalky under the hand, as if a skin is being shed. I still sense in them the violence of the quarry, the reluctant cleaving from the land. They are yet to be worn smooth by the years, encoded with different information. But the grass is beginning to grow around their feet, and they look almost at home.

         Somebody has been worshipping here. There are symbols on the stones, already wearing away: a yin-yang on one, a sun on another. Using the compass on my phone, I check its alignment and see that it points to the midsummer sunrise. Within the circle, there are the remnants of a fire. New meanings – or new versions of old meanings – are being made. They are as yet inscrutable, but I am glad for the stones that somebody is visiting them. I don’t want them to be lonely, these small, curious figures. I sit down on the flat centre stone and drink from my bottle of water, and in that moment, I want to take off my shoes. I do it all the time on the beach, so why not here, on this soft grass?

         I glance over my shoulder to check I’m still alone, and unbuckle my sandals. The ground feels cool, and barefoot, I walk slowly, careful to land each tread safely. This place feels safe. It’s pleasurable to watch the blown grass creating abstract patterns as it sways and billows. There are so many butterflies. I feel my attention settling for the first time in a long while, in this place that is infinite with detail, with layers and layers of life arrayed before my eyes. It occurs to me that I am resting. It is not the same as doing nothing. Resting like this is something active, chosen, alert, something rare and precious.

         The rocks are a little gauche, but they are sympathetic. They crowd attentively around me, heads cocked to listen. There’s a gentleness to this place, a sense of peace. I brought nothing but doubt and cynicism and faithlessness here, but I found something that I didn’t expect. The stones gave out grace in return for my doubt. They had no answers, and certainly no age-old wisdom that could infuse into me like medicine. As I sit, I find they offer an exchange of gifts, a place where I can bring my troubled self and turn its turmoil into an offering that will pattern the stones, wear them smooth, start to charge them with the life they have yet to fully attain. Stone remembers just like clay, but it is we, the humans, who often split at the seams.

         I have lost track of how long I’ve been sitting on that central altar when I notice a movement at the far corner of the field, and I see a woman at the edge of the woods. She is trying not to watch me, but I can see that she is waiting her turn. Perhaps she is as embarrassed as I am to be in need of a little time amid these new stones, their meaning not yet sanctified by the ages. I buckle on my sandals again, and nod to her as I pass, pretending that we are both walkers rather than pilgrims, pretending that we don’t both crave.
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