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            In memory of Robert J. Colannino.

            Rest, my dear and dearest friend.

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            I’m the gap between what I am and what I am not.

            —FERNANDO PESSOA
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            Irrealis moods are a category of verbal moods that indicate that certain events have not happened, may never happen, or should or must or are indeed desired to happen, but for which there is no indication that they will ever happen. Irrealis moods are also known as counterfactual moods and include the conditional, the subjunctive, the optative, and the imperative—all best expressed in this book as the might-be and the might-have-been.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            INTRODUCTION

         

         Four sentences that I wrote years ago keep coming back to me. I am still not certain that I understand these sentences. Part of me wants to nail them down, while another fears that by doing so I will snuff out a meaning that can’t be told in words—or, worse yet, that the very attempt to fathom their meaning might allow it to go into deeper hiding still. It’s almost as though these four sentences don’t want me, their author, to know what I was trying to say with them. I gave them the words, but their meaning doesn’t belong to me.

         I wrote them when attempting to understand what lay at the source of that strange strain of nostalgia hovering over almost everything I’ve written. Because I was born in Egypt and, like so many Jews living in Egypt, was expelled, at the age of fourteen, it seemed natural that my nostalgia should have roots in Egypt. The trouble is that as an adolescent living in Egypt in what had become an anti-Semitic police state, I grew to hate Egypt and couldn’t wait to leave and land in Europe, preferably in France, since my mother tongue was French and our family was strongly attached to what we believed was our French culture. Ironically, however, letters from friends and relatives who had already settled abroad kept reminding those of us who continued to expect to leave Alexandria in the near future that the worst thing about France or Italy or England or Switzerland was that everyone who had left Egypt suffered terrible pangs of nostalgia for their birthplace, which had been their home once but was clearly no longer their homeland. Those of us who still lived in Alexandria expected to be afflicted with nostalgia, and if we spoke about our anticipated nostalgia frequently enough, it was perhaps because evoking this looming nostalgia was our way of immunizing ourselves against it before it sprang on us in Europe. We practiced nostalgia, looking for things and places that would unavoidably remind us of the Alexandria we were about to lose. We were, in a sense, already incubating nostalgia for a place some of us, particularly the young, did not love and couldn’t wait to leave behind.

         We were behaving like couples who are constantly reminding themselves of their impending divorce so as not to be surprised when indeed it finally does occur and leaves them feeling strangely homesick for a life both know was intolerable.

         But because we were also superstitious, practicing nostalgia was, in addition, a devious way of hoping to be granted an unanticipated reprieve from the looming expulsion of all Egyptian Jewry, precisely by pretending we were thoroughly convinced it was fated to happen soon and that indeed we wanted it to happen, even at the price of this nostalgia that was bound to strike us once we were in Europe. Perhaps all of us, young and old, feared Europe and needed at least one more year to get used to our eagerly awaited exodus. 

         But once in France I soon realized that it was not the friendly and welcoming France I had dreamed of in Egypt. That particular France had been, after all, merely a myth that allowed us to live with the loss of Egypt. Yet, three years later, once I left France and moved to the United States, the old, imagined, dreamed-of France suddenly rose up from its ashes, and nowadays, as an American citizen living in New York, I look back and catch myself longing once more for a France that never existed and couldn’t exist but is still out there, somewhere in the transit between Alexandria and Paris and New York, though I can’t quite put my finger on its location, because it has no location. It is a fantasy France, and fantasies—anticipated, imagined, or remembered—don’t necessarily disappear simply because they are unreal. One can, in fact, coddle one’s fantasies, though recollected fantasies are no less lodged in the past than are events that truly happened in that past.

         The only Alexandria I seemed to care about was the one I believed my father and grandparents had known. It was a sepia-toned city, and it stirred my imagination with memories that couldn’t have been mine but that harked back to a time when the city I was losing forever was home to many in my family. I longed for this old Alexandria of two generations before mine, knowing that it had probably never existed the way I pictured it, while the Alexandria that I knew was, well, just real. If only I could travel from our time zone to the other bank and recover this Alexandria that seemed to have existed once.

         I was, in more ways than one, already homesick for Alexandria in Alexandria.

         Today I don’t know if I miss Alexandria at all. I may miss my grandmother’s apartment, where everyone in the family spent weeks packing and talking about our eventual move to Rome and then Paris, where most members of the family had already settled. I remember the arrival of suitcases, and more suitcases, and many more suitcases still, all piling up in one of the large living rooms. I remember the smell of leather permeating every room in my grandmother’s home while, ironically enough, I was reading A Tale of Two Cities. I miss these days because, with our imminent departure, my parents had taken me out of school, so that I was free to do as I pleased on what seemed like an improvised holiday, while the comings and goings of servants helping with the packing gave our home the air of being set up for a large banquet. I miss these days perhaps because we were no longer quite in Egypt but not in France either. It is the transitional period I miss—days when I was already looking ahead to a Europe I was reluctant to admit I feared, all the while not quite able to believe that soon, by Christmas, France would be mine to touch. I miss the late afternoons and early evenings when everyone in the family would materialize for dinner, perhaps because we needed to huddle and draw courage and solidarity together before facing expulsion and exile. These were the days when I was beginning to feel a certain kind of longing that no one had explained to me just yet but that I knew was not so distantly related to sex, which, in my mind, I was confusing with the longing for France.

         When I look back to my last months in Alexandria, what I long for is not Alexandria; what I long for when I look back is to revisit that moment when, as an adolescent stuck in Egypt, I dreamed of another life across the Mediterranean and was persuaded its name was France. That moment happened when, on a warm spring day in Alexandria with our windows open, my aunt and I leaned on the sill and stared out at the sea, and she said that the view reminded her of her home in Paris where, if you leaned out a bit from her window, you’d catch a view of the Seine. Yes, I was in Alexandria at that moment, but everything about me was already in Paris, staring at a slice of the Seine.

         But here is the surprise. I didn’t just dream of Paris at the time; I dreamed of a Paris where, on a not so distant day, I would stand watching the Seine and nostalgically recall that evening in Alexandria where, with my aunt, I had imagined the Seine.

         So here are the four sentences that have been giving me so much trouble:

         
            When I remember Alexandria, it’s not only Alexandria I remember. When I remember Alexandria, I remember a place from which I liked to imagine being already elsewhere. To remember Alexandria without remembering myself longing for Paris in Alexandria is to remember wrongly. Being in Egypt was an endless process of pretending I was already out of Egypt.

         

         I was like the Marranos of early modern Spain, who were Jews who converted to Christianity to avoid persecution but who continued to practice Judaism in secret, not realizing that, with the passing of time and generations later, they would ultimately confuse both faiths and no longer know which of the two was truly theirs. Their anticipated return to Judaism once the crisis was behind them never occurred, but their adherence to Christianity was no less an illusion. I was nursing one sense of myself in Alexandria and cradling another in Paris, all the while anticipating that a third would be looking back to the one I’d left behind once I was settled across the shore.

         I was toying with a might-have-been that hadn’t happened yet but wasn’t unreal for not happening and might still happen, though I feared it never would and sometimes wished it wouldn’t happen just yet.

         Let me repeat this sentence, the substance of which will appear many times in this volume: I was toying with a might-have-been that hadn’t happened yet but wasn’t unreal for not happening and might still happen, though I feared it never would and sometimes wished it wouldn’t happen just yet.

         This, like a dead star, is the secret partner of the four sentences that have been giving me so much trouble. It disrupts all verbal tenses, moods, and aspects and seeks out a tense that does not conform to our sense of time. Linguists call this the irrealis mood.

         Mine is not simply a longing for the past. It is a longing for a time in the past when I wasn’t just projecting onto Europe an imaginary future; what I long for is the memory of those last days in Alexandria when I was already anticipating looking back from Europe on the very Alexandria that I couldn’t wait to lose. I long for myself looking out to the self I am today.

         Who was I in those days, what were my thoughts, what did I fear, and how was I torn? Was I already trying to convey to Europe pieces of my Alexandrian identity that I feared I was about to shed for good? Or was I trying to graft my imagined European identity onto the one I was about to leave behind?

         This circuitous traffic that aims to preserve something we know we are about to lose lies at the essence of the irrealis identity. Whatever it is I am trying to preserve may not be entirely real, but it isn’t altogether false. If I am still today creating circuitous rendezvous with myself, it’s because I keep looking for some sort of terra firma under my feet; I have no set anything, no rooted spot in time or place, no anchor, and, like the word almost, which I use all too often, I have no boundaries between yes and no, night and day, always and never. Irrealis moods know no boundaries between what is and what isn’t, between what happened and what won’t. In more ways than one, the essays about the artists, writers, and great minds gathered in this volume may have nothing to do with who I am, or who they were, and my reading of them may be entirely erroneous. But I misread them the better to read myself.

         
            *

         

         A picture that my father took of me is my last picture in Egypt. I was scarcely fourteen. In the picture I am squinting and trying to keep my eyes open—the sun is in my face—and I’m smiling rather self-consciously, because my father is chiding me and telling me to stand up straight for once, while all I’m probably thinking is that I hate this desert oasis about twenty miles from Alexandria and can’t wait to be back and heading to the movies. I must have known that this was the last time I’d ever see this oasis in my life. There is no other picture of me in Egypt after this one.

         To me it represents the last instance of who I was two to three weeks before leaving Egypt. As I stand there in my typically reluctant, undecided posture with both my hands in my pockets, I have no idea what we’re doing in this desert outpost or why I’m letting my father take my picture. 

         I can tell my father is not pleased with me. I’m trying to look like the person he thinks I should be—Stand straight, don’t wince, look decisive. But this is not me. Yet now that I look at the picture, this is who I was that day. I, trying to be someone else or caught ever so awkwardly between who I didn’t like being and who I was being asked to be.

         When I look at the black-and-white photo, I feel for that boy of almost six decades ago. What happened to him? Whatever did he end up becoming?

         He isn’t gone. Perhaps I wish he were gone. I’ve been looking for you, he says. I’m always looking for you. But I never speak to him; I seldom ever think of him. Yet now that he’s spoken up, I’ve been looking for you too, I say, almost by way of a concession, as if I’m not sure I even mean what I’ve just said.

         And then it hits me: something happened to the person I was back then in that picture, to the person staring at the father who is ordering him to stand up straight, adding, as he so frequently did, a cutting “for once,” as if to make certain his criticism landed where it hurt. And the more I look at the boy in the picture, the more I begin to realize that something separates me from the person I might have become had nothing changed, had I never left, had I had a different father or been allowed to stay behind and become who I was meant to be, or even wanted to be. It’s the person I was meant to be or could have become that continues to rankle in my mind, because it’s right there in the picture, but ever so hidden.

         What happened to the person I was actually working on becoming but didn’t know I was about to become, because one never quite knows that one is indeed working on becoming anyone? I look at the black-and-white picture of someone over there and am tempted to say, This is still me. But it’s not. I didn’t stay me.

         I look at the picture of the boy posing for his father with the sun in his face, and he looks at me and asks, What have you done to me? I look at him, and I ask myself: What in God’s name have I done with my life? Who is this me who got cut off and never became me, the way I cut him off and never became him?

         He has no words of comfort. I stayed behind; you left, he says. You abandoned me; you abandoned who you were. I stayed behind, but you left.

         I have no answers for his questions: Why didn’t you take me with you? Why did you give up so fast?

         I want to ask him who of us two is real, and who is not.

         But I know what his answer will be. Neither of us is.

         
            *

         

         When I was last in Nervi, I took a picture of Via Marco Sala, the main, meandering street that connects the small town of Bogliasco to Nervi, south of Genoa. Using my iPhone, I took the picture at dusk, partly because there was something about dusk on an empty, curved road I liked, and partly because there was a strange glow on the pavement. I waited for a car to disappear before taking the picture. Perhaps I wanted the scene to exist outside of time, with no real indication of where, when, or in which decade the picture was taken. Then I posted the picture on Facebook. Someone liked that I had mentioned Eugène Atget and right away took my colored image and turned it into black-and-white, thus giving the photo a pale, early-twentieth-century look. I hadn’t asked anyone to do this, but obviously it was implied somewhere, or someone simply inferred my undisclosed wish and decided to act on it. Someone else then liked what this person had done to my picture and decided to do one better: this time it looked as though the photo were taken in 1910, or 1900, and had acquired now a faint sepia quality. This person had interpreted the original purpose of the picture and given it to me as I had originally desired it. I wanted a 1910 picture of Nervi but didn’t know that I was, in my own way, trying to turn back the clock. I got another Facebook friend to reproduce a Doisneau Nervi; another was kind enough to produce a Brassaï Nervi.

         I like images of vieux Paris. They bring back an old world that disappeared and that I am fully aware may have been quite different from the one photographers like Atget and Brassaï wanted to seize on film. Photographs capture buildings and streets, not people’s lives, not their strident voices, their bickering catcalls, their smell, or the stench of the gutters running down filthy streets. Proust: the scents, the sounds, the moods, the weather …

         What I should have suspected—but didn’t know—was that I was taking a picture not so much of a Nervi stripped of all time markers; I was taking a picture of Alexandria as I continue to imagine it at the time when my grandparents had moved there, more than a century ago.

         The picture altered on Facebook turned out to reveal the subliminal reason I had taken it in the first place; unbeknownst to me, it reminded me of a mythical Alexandria that I seemed to recall but was no longer sure I’d ever gotten to know. What Facebook had returned to me was an irrealis Alexandria via an imitation Paris imitating an unreal Alexandria in a small town in Italy called Nervi.

         I was no longer the young boy staring out the window with my aunt at an imagined Paris. I was, as I’d predicted even back then, trying to catch a glimpse of the boy staring out to me, except that I felt no more real than he was then. I would never know who he was, locked in Alexandria still staring out to me, just as he will never know who I was or what I was doing that evening on Via Marco Sala. We were two souls longing to connect from across opposite banks.

         All I knew after I put away my iPhone was that I would eventually have to go back to Alexandria and see for myself that I hadn’t invented what I’d discovered on Via Marco Sala. But going back would never prove anything, just as knowing that wouldn’t prove anything either.

      

   


   
      
         

            UNDERGROUND

         

         I seldom read what passes for poetry on posters inside New York subway cars. Usually these poems are no better than Hallmark verses sweetened with dollops of treacle and peppered with just enough irony to flatter the average straphanger.

         This time I did read the poem, though: it was a poem about time, or about the redemption of time—I wasn’t sure. I read the poem through, wondered about it for a while, and then my mind drifted and I forgot about it. A few days later, there it was again, in another subway car, staring at me, as though still asking something, insisting. So I read it once again and was as intrigued by it as I’d been the first time. I wanted to stop to think about it, partly because its meaning kept teasing and giving me the slip each time I believed I’d seized it, but also because the poem seemed to be telling me something I understood perfectly well but couldn’t quite prove I’d actually inferred from the poem itself. Was I projecting onto the poem something I hoped it was saying because I’d been nursing a similar thought myself?

         The third, fourth, fifth time I came upon that same poem in the subway, I felt that something was indeed happening between us and that it had as much to do (a) with the poem, (b) with me, but also (c) with how I kept running into it, to the point that the poem began to acquire an auxiliary meaning that had less to do with itself than with our little romance. On several occasions I even looked for it, expecting to find it, and was mildly disappointed when I couldn’t spot it. Indeed, I started fearing it had outlived its time in the subway system and was now being replaced by an ordinary ad.

         But I was wrong, and what a joy it was to see it again, waiting for me, hailing me from its end of the car with a winking I’m over here! or Haven’t seen you in ages! How have you been? The joy of reencountering it after fearing I’d lost it began to mean something that was not necessarily irrelevant to the poem itself; both the worry and the joy had wormed their way into the very content of the poem and pollinated it, so that even the history of our nodding acquaintance in the transit system was woven into a poem that was itself about the transit of time.

         But perhaps something deeper was going on.

         
            *

         

         To understand the poem, I wanted to understand my experience of the poem—from how I felt at our first meeting, which I had started to forget, to the thrill of rereading it whenever I could, down to the state of bafflement it left me in each time I was coaxed to trace its meaning but found myself failing again and again, as though my failure to understand the poem were ultimately its hidden, perhaps its truer, meaning. There were no external, incidental facts to set aside or dismiss if I wanted to grasp both the poem’s effect on me and the person I was upon reading the poem.

         The way in which or the place where we land on an art object, a book, an aria, an idea, a piece of clothing we long to buy, or a face we would like to touch—all these cannot be irrelevant to the book, the face, the tune. I even want my first tentative, mistaken readings of the poem to mean something too and not to be forgotten, because misunderstanding, when we feel we’ve misunderstood a poem, is never entirely our fault but the fault of the poem as well—if fault is indeed the right word, which it might not be, since what spurs a fault in reading may be an unintended, undisclosed, subliminal meaning that the poem continues to intimate despite itself, even when it manages to distract us for a moment, a meaning waiting in the wings, forever inferred and yet forever deferred—the suggestion of meaning, a conditional meaning that is simply not quite there or that was once partly there but was later removed either by the poet or the reader and is now a latent, unreal meaning that lies in limbo and is still trying to work itself back into the poem. There is not a single work of art that is not riddled with such fault lines that are constantly asking us to see what’s not there to be seen. Ambiguity in art is nothing more than an invitation to think, to risk, to intuit what is perhaps in us as well, and was always in us, and maybe more in us than in the work itself, or in the work because of us, or, conversely, in us now because of the work. The inability to distinguish these strands is not incidental to art; it is art.

         What we call meaning, what we call resonance, enchantment,  and ultimately beauty, would remain totally unfathomed and silent without art. Art is the agent. Art allows us to reach our truest, deepest, most enduring selves by borrowing someone else’s skill, someone else’s words, or someone else’s gaze and colors; left to our own devices, we wouldn’t have the insight, or the comprehensive vision, much less the will or the courage, to enter that place where only art can take us.

         Artists see other than what is given to be seen in the “real world.” They seldom ever see or love places, faces, things for what they in themselves really are. Nor, for that matter, do they even know their impressions of them as they in themselves really are. What matters to them is to see other or, better yet, to see more than what lies before them. Or, to put it differently: what they reach for and what ultimately touches them is not experience, not the here and now, not what’s there but the radiance, the echo, the memory—call it the distortion, deflection, deferral—of experience. What they do with experience is and becomes experience. Artists do not merely interpret the world to know the world; they do more than interpret: they transfigure the world to see it differently and ultimately to take possession of it on their own terms—even if it is for a short while, before they start the process all over again with another poem, another painting, another composition. It is their mirage of the world that artists long to hold, the mirage that breathes essence into otherwise lifeless places and objects, the mirage they wish to take away with them and leave behind in finished form when they die.

         Art seeks not life but form. Life itself, and Earth along with it, is all about stuff, a clutter of stuff, while art is nothing more than the invention of design and a reasoning with chaos. Art wants to let form, simply form, summon up things that were hitherto unseen and that only form—not knowledge, Earth, or experience—could have brought to light. Art is the attempt not to capture experience and give it a form but ultimately to let form itself discover experience—better yet, to let form become experience. Art is not the product of labor; it is the love of labor.

         Monet and Hopper weren’t seeing the world as it was; they were seeing other than what lay before them, experiencing not what was given but what always felt elusive and strangely withheld and that needed to be invented or restored, imagined or remembered. If they succeeded, it is principally because it didn’t matter which of these four it was. Art is the huge negative, the gran rifiuto, the everlasting nyet—or call it the inability, even the failure, to take things as they are or to accept life as it is, people as they are, events as they happen. Indeed, Hopper said he wasn’t painting a Sunday morning or a woman sitting, ever so lonely, on an empty bed; he was painting himself. Similarly, Monet wrote that he was painting not the Rouen cathedral but the air between the cathedral and himself, what he called the envelope, the thing that wraps around an object, not the object itself. What interested him was the endless traffic between himself and what he called the motif (the subject matter). “The motif,” he once wrote, “is insignificant … What I want to reproduce is what lies between the motif and me.” What he wants to represent hovers between the visible and the invisible, between design and raw stuff.

         
            *

         

         So here is the poem I kept running into in the transit system. It’s entitled “Heaven,” by Patrick Phillips. 

         
            
               HEAVEN

            

            
               Patrick Phillips, b. 1970

            

            
               It will be the past

               and we’ll live there together.

            

            
               Not as it was to live

               but as it is remembered.

            

            
               It will be the past.

               We’ll all go back together.

            

            
               Everyone we ever loved,

               and lost, and must remember.

            

            
               It will be the past.

               And it will last forever.

            

         

         The poet here is remembering a cherished past—let us say, for the sake of simplicity, a love that occurred a while back or long ago but that no longer exists and therefore exists in memory alone. In his ache to hold on to the past, the poet conjures a time in the future when he’ll be allowed to return to that past, not the past as it happened and was once lived, but as it’s been cradled and cherished and crafted by the mind and a faculty that the poet Leopardi called le ricordanze—remembrance as a creative act, the past eternally preserved, eternally held firm, eternally relived, like a Venice that stays forever not as it once was but as it always longed to be, nothing added, nothing altered, nothing taken, nothing lost. Venice forever, a past that transcends time.

         This is not a homogenized, refurbished past cleansed of all incidentals; rather, it is a past that never really was but that continues to pulsate, a past that, even back when it was the past, harbored an unfulfilled wish for a might-have-been version of itself that wasn’t unreal for not being.

         What the poet is describing is a time in the future when the past will have become an everlasting present. In the words of Virgil, “Perhaps the day may come when we shall remember these sufferings with joy.” There is no name for this melding of past, present, and future tenses. Which should not be surprising, since what the poet wishes here is to transcend, to undo, to overcome time altogether and be with all those he ever loved and lost and continues to love and long for. But, then, this is no longer time. This is eternity. This is not life. This is the afterlife. Hence the title of the poem: “Heaven.” This is a poem about death. No wonder I’ve been reading it underground. And the coincidence of reading about death underground surely must mean something too, since coincidence is what confutes and jostles how we attempt to make sense of time, and this is precisely a poem about what will happen when we vanquish time and lie outside of it, beyond time, after time. This is a poem about an eternal future that is an eternal past. Which is the ultimate illusion, the ultimate fiction, the ultimate victory. This is a poem about a place in time that does not exist.

         And here we confront the ultimate paradox: to think of ourselves outside of time in this heaven that is past, present, and future is to think of a time when we won’t even be able to think of anything, much less of time or of love. The poem is projecting a time of plenitude and indeed drawing a sense of harmony, redemption, and fulfillment from this projected plenitude, which is supposed to take place in eternity but where the awareness of plenitude, to say nothing of awareness itself, will be impossible to have. The dead are without awareness.

         Part of me does not wish to drop the matter here. I want to palpate this imponderable situation, which is why, perhaps, I propose that the best way to grasp the paradox of mind after death is to imagine the opposite scenario. An old man is lying on his deathbed surrounded by his wife, children, and grandchildren, all of whom had brought him much happiness. Naturally he is extremely sad. He says he feels for their sorrow: “Who knows,” he says, “your sorrow may last your entire lives, yet I don’t want you to feel any. Worse yet, your sorrow makes me very sad, not because I’m the reason for it, but because you are my children and I don’t want to see sorrow in your lives. I know how you’ll miss me. My room, my desk, my seat at the dinner table. I know how this hurts.” But there is also another reason for the dying man’s sorrow. “What kills me now is not your sorrow only, but mine as well. I know how much I will miss you. I will miss you as you are all now, I will miss you as you were as children, I will miss you for one hundred days, one hundred years, ten thousand years, forever, because my love never dies, and the worst of it all is that I would rather miss you and ache for you for eternity than think that as soon as I die now I will not even have a brain to know that I ever loved you. I miss you already, because the thought of forgetting or not even having you in my thoughts is unbearable, is worse than death to me, which is also why I can’t stop crying.”

         Art allows us to think the unthinkable, to posit one paradox after another in the hope of firming up wisps of our lives and feelings by transfiguring them, by giving them a shape, a design, a coherence, even if they are and will remain forever incoherent. Incoherence exists, which is why composition—art—exists. Grammarians called this unthinkable, imponderable, impalpable, fluid, transitory, incoherent zone the irrealis mood, a verbal mood to express what might never, couldn’t, shouldn’t, wouldn’t possibly occur but that might just happen all the same. The subjunctive and the conditional are irrealis moods, as are the imperative and the optative. As defined by Wikipedia—and I quote Wikipedia because the Oxford English Dictionary does not house the word—irrealis moods indicate “that a certain situation or action is not known to have happened at the moment the speaker is talking.” Instances of irrealis moods in addition to those I’ve just mentioned are legion.

         Most of our time is spent not in the present tense, as we so often claim, but in the irrealis mood—the mood of our fantasy life, the mood where we can shamelessly envision what might be, should be, could have been, who we ourselves wished we really were if only we knew the open sesame to what might otherwise have been our true lives. Irrealis moods are about the great sixth sense that lets us guess and, through art sometimes, helps us intuit what our senses aren’t always aware of. We flit through wisps of tenses and moods because in these drifts that seem to take us away from what is around us, we glimpse life, not as it’s being lived or was lived but as it was meant to be and should have been lived. I am always looking for what’s not quite there, because by turning my back to what I’m told is all there is, I find more things, other things, many perhaps unreal at first but ultimately truer once I’ve ferreted them out with words and made them mine. I look at places that no longer exist, at constructions that have long been torn down, at journeys never taken, at the life we’re still owed and for all we know is yet to come, and suddenly I know that, even with nothing to go on, I’ve firmed up something if only by imagining that it might happen. I look for things that I know aren’t quite there yet, for the same reason that I refuse to finish a sentence, hoping that by avoiding the period, I’m allowing something lurking in the wings to reveal itself. I look for ambiguities, because in ambiguity I find the nebulae of things, things that have not yet come about, or, alternatively, that have once been but continue to radiate long after they’re gone. In these I find my spot of time, my might-have-been life that hasn’t really happened but isn’t unreal for not happening and that might still happen, though I fear it may not come about in this lifetime.

         
            *

         

         Today while riding the C train I saw the same poster again. It looks older and yellowed. Clearly, its days are numbered. And yet as I made a point of rereading it—because it’s just there waiting to be reread still—it seemed to want to disclose something new, if not something about itself, then something about my seeing it again and thinking back to that time when every line seemed new to me and was still able to mystify me, again and again. I missed those days, the way we might miss our first few days in a grand hotel when we’d get lost in its convoluted corridors and continue to fail to watch for those reminders that told us we’d yet again taken the wrong turn. And yet, each mistaken corner seemed filled with the thrill of mystery and discovery. The way we might miss the first week of a new love, when everything about the new person seems miraculous, from their habits and cooking, down to the new phone number, which is still difficult to remember and which I don’t want to learn for fear that it might lose its luster and stirring novelty.

         I want to relive the first reading of the poem, and the second, and third, because a different me is present in each. I want to rediscover the poem from scratch all over again and pretend that these verses, “Everyone we ever loved, / and lost, and must remember,” didn’t just remind me of something I seem to recognize about my own life but whose cadence I understand only because each of the three verbs folds upon one another ever so neatly and in a manner that suggests I might have written them myself.

         I look at the poster of the poem for the nth time and am starting to think that perhaps what I’ve written about this poem is not quite finished, may never be quite finished, since the meaning I thought I’d captured yesterday has gone into hiding today or couldn’t possibly be the correct meaning, though I also suspect it might resurface and prove to be correct in a few days—a chain of events that is not irrelevant to the poem itself—because there is nothing definite about the poem’s meaning, because its true meaning is itself a could-be meaning that hasn’t really surfaced yet but isn’t unreal for not surfacing but might still surface sometime soon, though I fear it did so the first time I read the poem and then never surfaced again.
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