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Bhikkhus, all is burning.


And what is the all that is burning?


-Buddha,


The Fire Sermon


 


 


 


To Carthage then I came


Burning burning burning burning


O Lord Thou pluckest me out


O Lord Thou pluckest


burning


-T. S. Eliot,


The Waste Land
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Shall we walk back? James asked outside the theater.


Chicago, April 2017. The air chilly, the sky cleared off after an evening of rain. We’d left the film a half hour after it began, a poorly written, poorly acted farce. Now the sidewalk was empty. Tiny lights strung between gas lamps and storefronts created a glittery canopy above us. Charming, he’d said when we arrived earlier, a part of the city neither of us had seen. I was still in my clothes from that morning: white sweater, pencil skirt, suede ankle boots with zippers, high-heeled.


I’ll call a car, I said. Your hotel’s on the way to mine.


We rode in silence, the wet asphalt glowing red and green at stoplights. When we pulled up to his hotel, James turned to face me, adjusting his glasses. Okay, he said. Text me when you’re safely back. He leaned over to brush my cheek with his lips, but when the bellhop opened the rear door he didn’t get out. He sat looking ahead, rubbing a hand up and down, up and down his thigh.


Both of us forty-five, born in the same year, four months apart; both married to our spouses for twenty-three years. Two similarities in what had come to seem, in the three years we’d known one another, a cosmically ordained accumulation: born and raised in the desert Southwest, allergic to peanuts, students of the Christian mystics and quantum theory and Moby Dick. Children the same ages and genders—older girl, younger boy—and ninety-six-year-old grandmothers who still lived independently. In the end it was this last fact that undid me, the longevity in our respective genes.


The safe way to let yourself fall in love with someone who isn’t your spouse: imagine the life you might have together after both your spouses have passed away.


(What I mean is, darling: when I made love with you that night, I was making love with the magnificent old man I knew you would become.)


Can I help with any bags? the bellhop finally said.


You’re at the Hyatt? James said to me.


Yes.


Take us to the Hyatt, he said to the driver, and pulled the door shut.





 


 


But this story begins where others end: a boy and a girl in love, a wedding, a happily-ever-after.


Malibu, June. A bride and four attendants on a grassy bluff above the Pacific. The morning is overcast, typical along the coast, the diffuse light ideal for photographs. The bride’s dress is raw silk in antique ivory and appears backlit against the slate of ocean. Sweetheart neckline, cap sleeves, full skirt with a train that will later gather into a bustle. She cradles her bouquet like an infant, six dozen roses in various stages of bloom, blush pink. The groomsmen, fraternity brothers, have already been photographed. They wait inside the chapel, where in half an hour the ceremony will begin. They wear gray tuxedos with ascot ties and slick black shoes. Three, including the groom, have the same round tortoiseshell glasses.


Down the coast, at the country club in Pacific Palisades, the caterers are assembling the cake: five tiers frosted in a basket-weave pattern, with real ivy and roses trailing down one side. The bride has selected a different flavor for each tier: butter cream, chocolate, spice, red velvet. The top layer—which will be placed in the couple’s freezer for their first anniversary, until one night while they’re out, the bride’s younger brother, stoned and knowing nothing about such traditions, eats the whole thing—is white chocolate with raspberry-creme filling. The centerpieces are fishbowls with ivy and roses identical to those on the cake. They sit in a refrigerated van on Pacific Coast Highway, north of Sunset. The driver is stuck in beach traffic.


But there is plenty of time.


The bride’s brother, age fifteen, is tasked with decorating the limo. Just married, he writes over and over in soap paint. How many times is too many? He draws a wedding bell but it comes out looking like a top hat so he wipes it away. He reaches into his pocket to feel the rings. Today is the first time he’s heard himself introduced to other people as a man. Margaret’s little brother, the Best Man.


The bride’s sister is a senior in high school and bewildered by her role. The other bridesmaids seem to know what to talk about, how to look and act. She wonders why her sister didn’t ask one of them to be the maid of honor. She hardly knows her sister now. When she’d left home she wore frosty pink lipstick and bleached her naturally auburn hair; now she wears no makeup and has let her hair go dark. She talks of fellowships and stipends and moving to Princeton, where in the fall she’ll start graduate school. Her fiancé—husband—will work in Manhattan.


You’ll have to come visit us, her sister said. It’s student housing, converted army barracks, nothing fancy. But we’ll have a spare room.


The bride’s mother is forty-four, her father forty-six; both look young enough to be the ones getting married. Delight, pride, tears. Their oldest daughter, graduated summa cum laude in three years, marrying the first boy she ever seriously dated. So mature for her age, so self-possessed! And now this presidential fellowship. She’ll be one of the youngest PhDs in the country when she’s finished. An expert in something called postcolonial theory.


And what will her husband do? guests ask.


A job in New York City, her parents tell them. Consulting firm, financial services.


Inside the chapel the wedding guests gather. Shuffle of programs, subdued talk, the organ playing Handel and Mozart, sotto voce. The ushers—also fraternity brothers—lead the three widowed grandmothers (two on the bride’s side, one on the groom’s), and then the mothers, down the aisle. The groom’s mother uses a cane, the stepfather walking just behind. The groom’s parents divorced when he was three, and his father was not invited to the wedding. The groom is an only child. An orphan, for all intents and purposes, he’s told the bride over the years.


Today he will get a new family: lawyer father-in-law, middle school principal mother-in-law. Two siblings, two hale grandmothers.


He’s a good listener, the bride told her parents. You should see him with children. You should hear him play the guitar.


I realize you’re getting the raw end of this deal, he’d said to the bride, the day of their engagement.


I’m getting you, she said.


The groom is agnostic but it doesn’t bother her, when it comes to his actions he’s a better Christian than most Christians she knows; in fact he is—she can think of no better word—malleable. Alters his demeanor to meet the needs of others. His voice acquires a tenderness when he speaks to his mother on the phone, as if he’s tucking her in. His thick hair, the way his lips part and his tongue presses against his bottom teeth before he speaks—a deep thoughtfulness about him.


Thomas knows how to handle Margaret, her mother has said to close friends, a few relatives. He respects our beliefs. And he knows how to put up with . . . well, a certain volatility in her temperament. She’ll go hard after something and once she gets it no longer care. A hammered gold necklace she pestered me to buy for a year . . . she wore it twice and gave it away.


The groomsmen are lined up, the minister front and center. The bridesmaids come in too fast, but the flower girl—three-year-old daughter of the bride’s cousin—takes her time. From her basket she removes petals singly, squats to place each onto the fabric runner as if affixing stickers. No one hurries her, she is precious, cameras flash. Finally the pause, hush. The silence grows uncomfortable until the groom’s mother grabs her cane and pushes herself up. The organ notes blast and, with a great creaking and rustling, the guests rise and turn. Only then does the bride’s mother realize she forgot to stand first, the one thing required of her this day.


When the bride appears the groom staggers. He reaches a hand to steady himself against the best man, who doesn’t notice. (He’s thinking about the rings: Does the bride give the groom the ring first? Or is it the reverse?) The father smiles to the audience, looking right, left, white teeth flashing against his smooth, darkly tanned skin, the bride’s face misty in an iridescent veil. Who gives this woman? In his practiced courtroom voice, the father makes a practiced speech: This is a moment of great honor and pride in the life of any father, but it is a particular moment of honor and pride for me, and for her mother, to give our firstborn daughter in marriage today, in the sight of the Lord and these many witnesses. He lifts the veil and kisses a bright cheek. The bride turns and hands the bouquet to her sister, who until this moment didn’t know that holding the flowers for the duration of the ceremony would be her responsibility. She doesn’t know what to do with her own bouquet. She mashes the two together and clutches them against her chest.


A short homily, traditional vows, the exchange of rings (brother produces from pocket, feels immediately hungry, starving in fact, wonders if there will be actual meat or just chicken at the reception), lighting of the Unity Candle, two flames becoming one. Leave and cleave. The groom surprises the bride and sings to her, a groomsman handing him a ukulele. Laughter, tears, the kiss—a short one—and the organ charges out the recessional triplets. The couple exits, arm in arm, waving to guests.


But the bride has forgotten her bouquet. The sister must walk down the aisle with it. Outside the chapel she discovers the bride and groom have been whisked off for photos. She puts the bouquet beneath a stone bench to keep it safe, but in the flurry of hugs and kisses and photographs, the confused clambering into limousines, the flowers are left behind. An hour into the reception the bride realizes her mistake. She asks a friend to go back and look, but by the time the friend gets to the chapel, the bouquet is gone.


Tucked into the de-thorned roses was a linen handkerchief from the bride’s paternal grandmother, the color of a robin’s egg—something old, borrowed, and blue—hand-embroidered in white: DTH.


Whose initials, Gran? she’d asked.


Oh, just someone I used to know, her grandmother said.


Twenty-five years later, when the grandmother dies of congestive heart failure (three months on an oxygen tank, How it hurts her last words) the forty-six-year-old granddaughter will receive a padded envelope in the mail. Inside will be eleven handkerchiefs, each identical to the one she lost on her wedding day, and a letter in her grandmother’s wavering cursive.




June 13, 1993


My darling Mags,


I’ve just returned from your wedding. What a lovely ceremony! And I adore Thomas. We all do. He’ll be a wonderful husband. Your mother says you lost the hankie. No matter. As you see, I have more. His name was Donald Trent Harper. I met him the summer I stayed at Ruth’s lake house. Do you remember Auntie Ruth, from Michigan? The one who always wore jeweled cords on her spectacles? Don was a horseman. He was twenty-seven, ten years older than I was. That summer we fell in love and decided to get married. When I got back to Cleveland we had an argument over the telephone. Something silly, I don’t remember what. But I was rude. I insulted him and hung up. I was too proud to be the one to call back and apologize; I wanted him to call first. I waited a year but he never called. I married your grandpa Jack to spite Don, and when Jack died so young, I didn’t remarry—not because, as I always told your father, I could never love anyone as much as I loved Jack, but because I hoped Donald and I might someday find one another again. Which of course we never did.


Well, my darling, now you know. I embroidered one hankie a month the year I waited for the telephone to ring. I should like it very much if you kept them. Perhaps they’ll remind you to always be the one to call back first.


Loving you,


Gran


P.S. I trust you won’t share this with your father. There’s no harm in his believing I only ever loved your grandfather. I did love him, in my own way.








 


 


Cosmically ordained. Foolish, the way lovers scaffold passion with symbology, constructing a joint past which seems, even after a few hours, immemorial. Let us sing the litany of events that transpired before the moment we met. Love’s Old Testament. They recur to it often—remember this, remember that. Israelites in the desert, telling one another the old, old stories.


How foolish we were, I tell myself now, hoping someday the word will sound true.


James saw me first, the first time we met in person. July 2014, the conference in Nashville. We’d been writing to one another for almost a year. I was wearing a scoop-neck blouse, long skirt, flip-flops. My hair pulled back, no makeup. In the reception room a table was laid out with fruit and pastries, coffee and sweet tea. From across the room I heard him say my name. Maggie. There you are, I thought. Here you are, in my home state. He was wearing a navy button-down, khaki shorts, loafers with no socks. My traveling shoes, he said later, when he took them off.


I tripped over the table leg to get to him. He stood waiting, one hand on his hip, the other holding a folder with his agenda inside. I felt he wanted to watch me approach, to study the way I moved; I imagined he felt that any movement on his end would dull his pleasure in watching. The look on his face was one I would become familiar with, whenever we were together: amusement on the surface, admiration beneath. A kind of ease, something already understood. We belong to one another.


I shook his hand. Tattooed on his wrist: the word sight. Later, at lunch, I’d notice the other wrist: vision.


I’ve been looking for you everywhere, he said. His bottom teeth were crooked, pleasingly so.


I’ve been around, I said. It’s nice to meet you in person, finally.


Likewise. Though a bit surreal. Are you coming to my talk?


Of course. I wouldn’t miss it.


And after?


I’m free all afternoon, I said. What’s on your agenda?


You’re my agenda, he said.





 


 


The bride’s parents hired a professional videographer to film the ceremony. Two camera angles inside the chapel, to capture both the bride’s and groom’s faces. If you, an outsider, were to watch the video, you would see a young man with dark hair and broad chest, twenty-four, a bit green in the face, nearly crippled with gratitude and longing; you would see a girl, just twenty-one, with long auburn hair, eager to play her part. You would see the way they looked at one another, as the camera switched angles: bride blinking back tears and glancing from groom’s face to audience; groom bowing his head and nodding during the homily.


You would see what everyone there saw: a boy and a girl in love.


What you wouldn’t see is a day three years earlier, in the backseat of Thomas’s car, when Maggie was a freshman. His hand pushing hard on the back of her neck to force her mouth farther down, so deep her throat constricts and her eyes water, and how she tries to stifle the sound of her gagging, she doesn’t want him to feel bad for how he’s hurting her, he can’t know that what he’s doing hurts, he’s simply carried away by his need—abandoned, as he was, by his mother. He can’t help it, she tells herself.


Nor would you have seen them, two nights before the car, alone in his dorm room when he told her about his childhood in Philadelphia, his father’s drug addiction and how his mother left town for good when he was ten, and how when he realized the deep trouble his father was in he went to Pittsburgh to ask if he could live with her. My dad used to ask me for money, I mean I was in sixth grade and he’d ask if I could get money off my friends. I took his cash and credit card and got myself onto a bus. My mom sent me back. She knew what my dad was into and she sent me back, he told her—his hand up her shirt, then inside her pants. She let him do what he wanted, this was a way she could comfort him, and anyhow her own body was responding to the kinds of touches she wouldn’t allow in high school—and now she’s on her back on his mattress, he’s taken off her shirt and pants and, with a finger, hooked the edge of her panties up, inserted himself beneath, Don’t worry, I’ll just rub on the outside, I can make you come that way and then I’ll finish myself but against her will she is grabbing him, she is pulling him hard against her. Are you sure? he says. Please, she says, almost crying, please, hears herself saying the word though she knows it isn’t the word she should say, not the word her best self would say—she doesn’t know Thomas, if he’s the right one for this moment—but right now, best self be damned. He pushes, hard. Twice, three times. Some pain beneath the pleasure, but the pleasure outweighs, she comes on the third push, comes again before he slides out and falls onto her belly.


A wet heat between his navel and hers. He hands her some tissues. She wipes her stomach and presses a clean tissue up between her thighs, trying not to wince.


I’m sorry, Thomas says. I pushed you too far.


No, she says. I wanted you to.


Back in her own dorm, her roommate asleep, she goes into the bathroom and washes herself with soap and water. She changes into her pajamas, kneels on the rough blue carpet beside her bed, and confesses to the God who has already seen what she’s done (and can you, reading this, forgive the self-indulgent, almost laughable repentance, berating herself for what is only normal, and expected? But recall: she is barely eighteen, her first kiss was only a year ago) that she has sinned. Fornicated. Had sex before marriage. Something she’s sworn she would never do.


Ridiculous, she will think, years into her marriage. Ludicrous, the standard I set for myself.


Beside her dormitory bed, with the sharp tip of a piece of sea glass she’d found on the beach that morning, she cuts a tiny groove in her forearm, tastes her blood in the dark, and tells God—only thinking the words in her head—that she will marry Thomas. Promises to go through with it, no matter what.


I have made my bed and now will lie in it, she prays. This man will be my husband. I will honor your will in this way.


Only let him be a good husband, she prays.





 


 


You’re my agenda—the day the light changed, the air turned liquid. After lunch we took a long walk around the Vanderbilt campus, where James was staying. He was teaching a community workshop the following day. Dorm, chapel, dining hall, Bicentennial Oak—each placed in its precise location for us, for the moment we would arrive, and notice. A universe of forms bending its knee. Somewhere a bell chimed the hour. It was hot out. James kept wiping his neck with a handkerchief, refolding it into a neat triangle, and tucking it into his breast pocket.


He: I was twelve when I developed the allergy, home alone and my throat started to swell shut. The hospital was eight blocks away. Thank God my father had taught me to drive. Those minutes in the car were such a rush. The thrill of driving in traffic, the reduced oxygen—knowing there were two ways I could die before I got to the hospital. I’ve gone looking for that feeling ever since.


She: My first dissertation was going to be on postcolonial reinterpretations of the Genesis story, but I’d started writing on the sly—stories, poetry—and I just couldn’t keep going. Theory felt thinner and thinner the deeper I got into it. And then as you know we got pregnant with Kate. She saved me from the comp lit path. Later I got interested in the Hellenistic view of history versus the Christian, cyclical versus linear, and Old Testament versus New Testament eschatological outlooks. Things spiraled from there.


He: I read them everything when they were little. Dickens, Milton, Shakespeare. Moby Dick in its entirety. Caroline must have been eight but she listened to every word.


She: I read it to Tommy when he was nine. Moby Dick’s wasted on the young. Not the language, of course. But Ahab, the horror and disgust you feel—you have to reach midlife to realize Melville’s pointing the finger.


He: Ah, but at what? We all have a white whale to chase? Or the chase itself will turn us into monsters unless we give it up?


She: Both, I guess.


The party on campus that night: James on the front porch talking with a faculty member. I was sitting on the steps. When I picked up my backpack and stood to leave, I saw him step back and shake hands with the professor. The assumption: We would leave together. We would do everything together, whenever we were together.


I knew we’d get along, he said, as soon as we were alone. I knew it when I read your letters. I’ve saved them all. And your book. Astonishing. You said you write poetry?


A little, yeah. Secretly.


We walked toward the house he was staying in, the opposite direction from my car. Halfway there I stopped.


I should get home, I said. Do you want to meet for breakfast?


Of course, he said. (And he was there in front of the dining hall, watching me approach—on his face that mix of amusement/admiration/pleasure.) I reached up to give him a hug but because of my backpack he couldn’t return the embrace. He squeezed my shoulders instead.


So you’ll send me a poem, he said.


I’d be too embarrassed.


One poem. I want you to promise.


I don’t have anything ready.


I’m not letting you go till you say it: James, I promise to send you a poem.


I promise to send you a poem.


Good. See you tomorrow.


Each step a soft sinking into earth, walking back to my car, battling the urge to turn around. Fight like heaven, a minister once said in a sermon on temptation. Engage in the battle like you mean it. I’d battled before but it was nothing like this, nothing like the battle it would become nearly three years later, after the aborted film in Chicago, Take us to the Hyatt—his hand now on the seat between us, tips of his fingers touching my thigh.





 


 


Thomas is, in fact, a good husband. He works long hours so she can stay in grad school full-time. Sometimes she takes the train in and they spend weekends in the city. They stay in the Mansfield in midtown, or when they’re in the Village, the Washington Square Hotel, where Bob Dylan lived with Joan Baez. A friend gives them tickets to see Ralph Fiennes and Tara Fitzgerald in Hamlet, sixth-row orchestra seats.


He cooks for her, breakfasts, dinners. He doesn’t like cats but when she brings home a long-haired kitten, black and gray, he strokes it and says he doesn’t mind the litter pan in the shower stall. He goes to church with her, even prays with her if she asks him too. Reads drafts of her essays, does her laundry when she’s writing papers. Holds back her hair when she begins to vomit every morning, supports her decision to quit the doctoral program and cries when, after eighteen hours of labor and a vacuum extraction, their daughter comes into the world. No epidural, an episiotomy to make space for the vacuum head, a pain beyond pain that causes her to leave her body, not floating outside of it but descending so deeply inside it’s as if she’s no longer attached. I know it hurts like hell, hurts like hell, hurts like hell—the doctor’s voice repeating the words she cannot speak for herself while the baby is pulled out and she is pulled away from the doctor and nurses, away from Thomas, descending through interior darkness toward a tiny closet with the dimensions of a single cell. Into this space I must burrow, she thinks, or I will die.


The suction leaves a round bulb atop the baby’s skull. Our two-headed darling, Thomas says, watching the nurse show him how to swaddle.


Two years later she has an emergency C-section with their son. Thomas isn’t allowed into the operating room until they’ve done the spinal block. An intern misplaces the needle. I need my husband, Maggie says, before losing consciousness. When she wakes the intern’s eyes are inches from hers. Your blood pressure dropped, the intern says, but you’re okay now. A screen is drawn up between her head and lower body. Thomas comes in, scrubbed and wearing blue from head to foot, his eyes the only thing she can see. She doesn’t know the mechanics of the procedure; she feels pressure and tugging and imagines her father at the lake, reaching beneath the dark surface of the water to net a hooked fish.


The baby emerges rump-first, the cord twisted four times around his neck. So much blood on the body, so unlike her daughter’s appearance, the birth canal and draining amniotic fluid a natural first bath. This baby is white with protective wax like the hard exteriors on cheeses she cuts away to access the soft inner parts. A nurse lifts him over the screen and she kisses a bloody ear, the part of him closest to her mouth. For the rest of her life, it’s what she will remember, remembering his birth—that tiny, reticulate, red-and-white ear.


While they sew her up, Thomas tells her she’s incredible. Heroic. The bravest woman in the world.


She is allowed no food—so much gas trapped inside, from the exposure to air, she can feel it in her shoulders and neck. She must expel before they’ll let her eat anything, or allow her to go home. Forty-eight hours pass. Stool softeners, laxatives, suppositories, nothing. Unbearable. Her breasts swollen and leaking, colostrum giving way to the pressure of first milk. Stitches, staples, swollen ankles, dry lips. The third day she takes off the hospital gown and puts on leggings and a tunic. I can’t stand this any longer, she says to Thomas, I feel like an animal. A nurse administers an enema and she cries, more from the humiliation and the anticipation of relief than the pain, and when it happens there is no warning. The outfit is ruined. She changes back into a gown and walks to the nursery to feed the baby.


When she returns she hears water running in the bathroom and opens the door to see Thomas kneeling beside the tub, lifting the leggings to his nose. His neck turns splotchy when he sees her. I wanted to make sure I got them clean, he says, I didn’t want you to have to think about it when we got home. A moment she’ll come back to, over the years, the intense shame she felt—not that she’d soiled her clothing, but that her husband could, and did, love her in such a way. Embracing what was filthy in her.


Nineteen years later, at the Hyatt in Chicago—just after she and James have climaxed together for the first time—she will think of the hospital and will feel, at first, only gratitude for the fact she no longer inhabits that animal-body. That she has emerged from the child-rearing years with a still-desirable form. She’ll go into the bathroom, lock the door, kneel in front of the toilet and vomit. Thomas cleaning backed-up shit out of her pants. Thomas rinsing the tub so the nurses wouldn’t have to do it. She’ll brush her teeth and wash her face and walk back into the room. Fuck me again, she’ll say to James, the only way to drive the image from her mind. And he will, he will fuck her again. He will pin her arms and, with his tongue, make a line from her neck downward, pausing to penetrate the deep well of her navel and trace the thin white scar above the rubbled hair.





 


 


So you’ve come to me, again, because you keep falling in love with men who aren’t your husband. Is that correct?


I don’t keep falling. James was the first.


Let me remind you that the last time you came, it was because of the Aquinas professor. You said you thought you were falling in love.


I was wrong last time.


Let me remind you that before the professor, there was the minister; before the minister, your husband’s MBA friend. You claimed to be in love with each.


Wrong each time.


How do you know you’re not wrong this time?


The others were preparation. The exposure of inferiors before the revelation of the ideal. Didn’t God first parade the animals in front of Adam and ask him to find a suitable partner among them?


And now that you have found Eve, you believe you will stop looking?


Yes.


What if it’s the acquisition you’re in love with, not the person? What if your so-called love for James, once exhausted, begins to dissipate, then transfers itself to the next in line?


There won’t be a next in line.


You said that with the Aquinas professor.


The professor was a prop jet. James is a fucking 747.


Either way, if you want to stay married, you might not want to leave the ground.


I know.


I know I know I know I know I know.





 


 


May 2017


Dear God:


Can you forgive someone for an act they cannot repent of? I knew in the elevator—knew in the car—what was about to happen. Did nothing to stop it. It’s been a month now and asking your forgiveness would mean seeing that night as sinful, but to preserve the memory I cannot let myself see it that way. Yet this is what you demand of me. To call the memories scales, let them fall from my eyes so I will see the evil behind the pleasure—using the pleasure to draw me away from you. Away from Thomas, the children. But I’ve lost him, he’s out there leading his magnificent life and I’m still here in the silence of not telling, so can you at least allow me the memory, unrepented? Let me keep it, God. Let me have the woman on the elevator, the man beside her, let me keep what the two of them did in room 1602, let it always be happening (and shall I pray, Let Christ always be dying for the pain that moment caused, and is still causing? What about the pleasure? Did he die to remove that too? How am I supposed to ask forgiveness for feeling what my body only naturally—)


Dear James:


I keep trying to write my prayers out longhand, in a journal, and end up wishing I was writing to you instead. So be it. I’m reading a book about the color blue. Brief poetic numbered passages. I read a few each morning and think about them all day and it’s like holding bits of candy in my mouth. The author writes about renunciation, says that when you give something up—alcohol, drug, person—it leaves a void inside of you that something else will rush in to fill. Augustine’s God-shaped hole. But some people, she says, realize the emptiness itself is God. That a Zen master once described enlightenment as Lots of space and nothing holy.


I have this space in me and God is not there and emptiness is not there. What is there is this conversation we can no longer have, since our agreement in Chicago.


I read an interview with a poet yesterday, someone you mentioned knowing. He said that when he was a boy he climbed the tree beside his house to gather apples. Sitting in the top branches, looking through an upstairs window, he saw the inside of his bedroom—from that vantage it looked like a room he’d never seen—and instantly his desire for apples fell away. He forgot about them completely. And there’s that Jack Gilbert poem (I know you don’t trust him as a poet but I can’t help loving him) about going into an apple orchard to gather fruit but coming out with scent and dappled light and a wide sense of the passage of time.


Both poets insist, in hindsight, they weren’t after apples—the apples were only a lure toward something else. The first poet said that just as he went after apples when he was young, so he went after the bodies of women when he was older. But his desire for women, too, dropped away, and what was left—the thing he realized he’d been after all along—was God. God was luring him through apples, through women, through sex. Once he realized it was God, the poet said, he began to understand that God, too, was a lure.


But he never said what the thing beyond God was—what God was luring him toward. I suspect it’s a boomerang: sex a lure to God, God a lure back to sex, ad infinitum.


How I want to rip these pages out and send them to you. Or call you on the phone and talk, the way we used to.





 


 


Their second year in Princeton, Thomas and Maggie move out of married student housing to take a job as houseparents at a boarding school for a famous boy choir. Nights and weekend duties only, free room and board in return. She drives Thomas to the Dinky each morning so he can get to Princeton Junction, and from there to Penn Station. She attends her doctoral seminars in the mornings, teaches English at the boys’ school in the afternoons.


Their apartment is in the main mansion, the former servants’ quarters. A row of windows in their bedroom looks onto the back porch, now enclosed as a locker room, the place the boys dump their backpacks. On weekends they can’t sleep in, the boys are there at first light, Good morning, Miss, Good morning, Sir, can we play basketball, can we walk into town, can I get into my candy closet. Every day, all day, the singing—tour choir, choir A, choir B, resident training choir. When she returns from campus, or after a run, walking the last bit up the driveway toward the mansion—brick, symmetrical, dormered and pillared—the high clear notes carry out through the open windows and catch in the branches of the trees surrounding the property, eighteen acres of grounds designed by Frederick Law Olmsted, the famous landscape architect.


The boys leave anonymous notes in her mailbox, tokens of puppy love. I heart you, miss. You’re my favorite teacher. I like your hair. She is twenty-three, twenty-four, around her they can begin to imagine the men they will become. The bolder ones wait, in the mornings, just outside the door that opens onto the mansion’s main hallway. You smell good today, miss, they say when she emerges. You smell like fruit.
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