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The late-September sunshine was thin, and it was a little too cold to sit out on the patio. So, we were seated inside at the Cozy Café, and unsurprisingly, the space was quite crowded. And, being situated in the heart of the gay village, most of the customers were men. At our table, Glen was relating several recent news items as further evidence, not of the worsening state of federal politics these days, but as the latest example of Offenses against Decency being perpetrated by the Enemy—by which he meant the Republican Party. Frank, as was his wont, listened politely and nodding from time to time.

But I was only half-listening for, articulate as he always was, Glen had just begun to repeat himself, without any sign of flagging energy.

The talk at other tables, from the snippets I could catch, was similar: intense and political. I sighed inwardly. Politics was once again the main item on the menu at the Cozy Café. It was a topic I didn’t much care for: too repetitive, too negative.

So, as a kind of defense, I let my mind wander, seeing myself as tethered like a balloon on a string to mundane activities but in truth floating above, straining for the peace of a vast, blue sky, like the souls in Truman Capote’s exquisitely painful A Christmas Memory, that ended with “a lost pair of kites hurrying toward heaven.”

Miscellaneous quotes and associated ideas began to drift through my mind. The blue sky, which Paul Bowles depicted in his novel, The Sheltering Sky, as protecting us from the horrors of infinitude of a star-filled night. This view of the night sky, with its arbitrary constellations, was echoed if not deepened, by Joseph Conrad in The Shadow Line, in the thoughts of a sailor on deck at night. He described them as being part of “the formidable Work of the Seven Days, into which mankind seemed to have blundered unbidden. Or else decoyed.”

Decoyed into—the idea had caused me many a shudder from time to time. But since it didn’t lead anywhere good, I pushed the thought away, and returned to balloons, kites, heaven and—sky. In Tolstoy’s War and Peace, Andrei Bolkonsky, lying wounded on a battlefield and looking up, reflecting, “How was it I did not see that lofty sky before? And how happy I am to have found it at last! All is vanity, all falsehood, except that infinite sky. There is nothing, nothing, but that.”

The image of that moment haunted, brought stillness. But what was the connection to my own situation? Oh, right. Balloons. Then the thought came: red balloons, and with it the Nena song from the 80’s, 99 Red Balloons, about a cluster of balloons floating through the sky being misidentified by radar and starting World War III. The last lines of the song had stuck indelibly in my head, the narrator standing amid the ruins of a city, thinking, “If I could find a souvenir, just to prove the world was here.”

A protest song, against the insanity of the Cold War back in the latter half of the twentieth century. But then it had ended, and after that we had...9/11, the two Gulf Wars, and so on and on, crisis after crisis, politics forever and forever and forever, even unto the end of the world.

And this thought brought to mind the potent words of medieval saint, Juliana of Norwich, who had said: “It behoved that there should be sin, but all shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well.”

These words always gave me a slight shiver; so powerful, and infinitely reassuring. And it was undoubtedly true, the first part, about sin—which term I had read somewhere originally meant error—was pretty much always on the front burner. But what about the next bit? A beautiful rejoinder, I thought, yet no one ever seemed to consider the possibility of its truth, that indeed all shall be well.

Why did I, then? Perhaps, it was because I had been brought up entirely without religion. I found such ideas personal discoveries: novel, untrammeled, and therefore elementally attractive.
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