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  WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

  SAVE SEND DELETE

  A quirky, intricately woven, multi-layered love story, a debate that couldn’t be between greater opposites: a devout Catholic school-teacher and a dogmatic atheist author.

  Stuart Balcomb, composer, Gravity and Grace.

  Danusha Goska is a lyrical, forceful writer with a huge heart and talent to burn. Her inspiring observations embody the best vision of which we humans are capable. Goska deserves widespread attention.

  Larry Dossey, MD, author, Reinventing Medicine and The Power of Premonitions

  I was very affected by the love story. The last twenty pages really had me biting my nails. Your work reminds me of Etty Hillesum.

  Robert Ellsberg, author of All Saints and Modern Spiritual Masters: Writings on Contemplation and Compassion.

  Save Send Delete is beautifully written, and there is much in this work that intrigues, entrances, informs, & moves me. Danusha Goska writes with flair, vividness, and depth about two faith systems; two levels of consciousness; two geographical, sociological, historical, & psychological planes of existence – yet in each sentence, she searches for grandeur, wholeness & transcendence in both.

  Charles Ades Fishman, poet, Chopin’s Piano.

  Danusha Goska is a terrific writer and thinker and reading Save Send Delete – whether you’re an atheist or an agnostic or a true believer – will be a blessing to you.

  John Guzlowski, poet, Lightning and Ashes.

  It is a given, as consistently observed by others in print, that Danusha V. Goska is an exquisite writer. Her words paint the richest of images for the reader, while the images themselves become the suddenly clarifying metaphors for those parts of our humanity we may have forgotten. What is not so often stated is that one is hard pressed to read Ms. Goska’s writing passively. Her essays and books oblige readers to assert their own positions on a wide variety of issues ~ note her work in Bieganski, Homosexuality and the Bible, or her latest work, Save Send Delete. Ms. Goska ultimately draws us into a dialogue about her and our faith – a theme that is the common thread throughout her writing. To this I can attest personally, as one who reads her works and is always energized by the debate.

  Dr. Michael Herzbrun, Rabbi Temple Emanu-El, Rochester, NY

  Zippy and vivid writing; Goska spins a fascinating tale.

  Oriana Ivy, poet, My Grandmother’s Laughter

  Cheeky, mystical, merry, dark, and deep, Goska’s wit, intelligence, and faith shimmer on every page.

  Jim Leary, author, So Ole Says to Lena

  A powerful and evocative reflective journey.

  Paul Loeb, author, Soul of a Citizen.

  Goska writes with wit, exuberance, and grace about matters of the heart and the soul. Save Send Delete works on multiple levels –emotional, spiritual, and physical – to evoke in readers an awareness of life’s splendid mysteries. It’s a Christian Eat, Pray, Love (without the Eat), offering readers an entertaining, insightful story about two very different but equally unforgettable individuals.

  Daiva Markelis, memoirist, White Field Black Sheep.

  With spare but dramatic and searing description Goska takes the reader on a quest for the essence of life – and faith. Along the notso-beaten path her followers discover heart. Save Send Delete is a story to Read Realize Retain.

  James Conroyd Martin, author, Push Not the River and Against a Crimson Sky.

  Save Send Delete tackles meaty and timeless topics in a fresh and highly entertaining form. It packs in age-old questions of love, God, suffering, transcendence and death with humor, grace and wisdom. It explores relationships: between men & women, between students & teachers, and ultimately between ourselves and who we want ourselves to be and mean. As a practicing Catholic, I found myself humbled by Mira’s insights and experiences. As a computing professional, I reveled in the interaction of two minds reasoning about faith. I inhaled this book in hours, yet I feel it will have a profound and lasting impact on my life.

  Barbara E. Moo, author of programming language textbooks and former executive at Bell Labs

  Falling down the gap

  When you arrive into the stations of the London Underground, a recorded voice intones ‘Mind the gap. Mind the gap.’ It is something Londoners take for granted.

  We live in a world that, we are told, is getting smaller. We can travel around the globe in a matter of days, move between cultures in a matter of hours. What do we see when we arrive? We see the golden arches, the logos of familiar shops and all too often, the familiar sound of the English language. The world is getting smaller, we say. A comfortable mantra. A comfortable untruth.

  We no longer see the gap.

  Danusha Goska’s book, Save Send Delete, tears that comfort away. She writes about a divided world, a world in which the unbelievably wealthy live in world that they barely see and are not aware of the immense privilege of their existence; and the unbelievably poor live in a world more harsh than we can imagine, but that also contains beauty and generosity.

  Danusha Goska turns what could be an academic abstraction into the living world of real people who come vividly alive in her prose.

  She not only sees the gap, she has gone into it, and in her writing offers to share that journey and the insights it has given her.

  Danuta Reah, author, Listen to the Shadows.

  The writing is stunning, the intelligence razor sharp. A beautiful piece of writing and a story that will stay with me for quite a long time, I can already feel it.

  Laura Young, photographer, author, All is Well: Drawing Wisdom from the Well of Grief and Joy.
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  For Those Who Suffer Alone.


  Preface

  Some years back I was wrestling with the big, hard questions. In my quest, I came across the work of a man who happened to be an atheist. I contacted him. “Save Send Delete” is based on our relationship.

  There are hundreds of prominent atheists out there: filmmakers, actors, authors, poets, politicians, scientists, journalists, even some rabbis. The man I corresponded with is one of these hundreds of recognizable figures. There are no clues in “Save Send Delete” to my correspondent’s true identity. I did everything I could to disguise it, while retaining the essence of our exchange. For example, Lord Court-Wright is an English lord because his location in England emphasizes the distance between him and Mira, and his lordship emphasizes the difference between his status and hers – not because my correspondent was, or was not, English, or an aristocrat.

  I want you to know this, though. When it comes to my own story, I struggled to reproduce every detail as accurately as possible, right down to the orange lipstick Justin’s date wore to the prom, and to the exact height – twenty-five feet – of my loft ceiling. I tracked down the man who identifies himself, in the text, as “Lamjung,” and elicited from him a story he’d told me decades before. The story you read in “Save Send Delete” are Lamjung’s exact words. I did this because I know that some will read this book as part of their own wrestling match with the big, hard questions. I don’t want to stack the deck in favor of God or synchronicity, and I also don’t want to sell God, or you, dear reader, short.

  In compiling my list of acknowledgments, I became greatly intimidated. Anyone who reads a writer and lets that writer know that her work is of value does a service. Anyone who actually pays money for a writer’s work and, further, shares interest in it through, for example, online book reviews, deserves a medal. I wish I could list every such supporter here. I know that I will, simply through my own failings, inadvertently miss some names, and I apologize in advance. Believe me, your support of my and other writers’ work is a good deed that will count in your favor when you arrive in Heaven.

  I thank below people who bought or lent me computers, typewriters, or other equipment, who fixed my computer free of charge, or who put my writing before potential publishers or other promoters. These include Regina A. Bohn, Anna M. Cienciala, Francis S. Collins, Frank DeCaro, Robert Ellsberg, Don Freidkin, Peter K. Gessner, Pauline Goska, John Guzlowski, Al and Pat Koproski, James P. Leary, Paul Loeb, Charlene Lovegrove, Ruth Maher, Amanda Moody, Antony Polonsky, Teresa Rybkowska Klatka, Kirsten and Margaret Shepard, Roman Solecki, Mark Sost, Simon Stern, Laura Strachan, Malgorzata Tarchala, Witold Turopolski, and Maria Villar.

  I thank, with my whole heart and more gratitude than I can express here, those who read my work and tell me what my writing has done for them. I remember you. I write for you. You lift me up. You keep me going. You are essential to this. Thank you.

  I reserve special thanks for one my heroes, Stuart Balcomb, who has been selflessly and tirelessly supporting my writing since the day we met.

  I thank John “Sandy” McReynolds for being smart and funny, and for being my friend longer than anyone else.

  Robin Richman Schaffer is a special angel to this book. She read it and loved it and decided that come hell or high water, others would read it, too. Her determination revivified me, steeled me, inspired me, and provided a light in the darkness.

  Those are the names that occur to me now. I know this list is woefully incomplete. If you miss your name, please forgive me. You will come first on the acknowledgements page for the next book. Let’s start praying right now for its publication.

  Danusha V. Goska

  Two days after Winter Solstice

  Saturday, Midnight

  Dear Lord Randolph Court-Wright, Marquis of Alnwick,

  Don’t you feel embarrassed going through life with such a ridiculous name? Look, I’m an American, and I’m damn proud of it. We fought a revolution to oust gits like you, and here we are importing your ilk to tell us that there is no God. Me? No title; I am not “Mira of Paterson.” I am a Bohunk with a keyboard and a modem.

  I just saw you on TV – public TV, no less. My tax dollars paid for that cushy leather chair you languished in. I kept waiting for Bill Moyers to provide us with your resume. What qualified you to tell millions of viewers that there is no God, and that there are, furthermore, no soul, no afterlife, no ESP, no meaning, no elves, no magic, no Tinker Bell – how else did you put it – nothing but “leaden matter“? (Why “leaden”? Why not “gold“?)

  Your bona fides consist in this: you are tall, you are blond, you have an aquiline nose, you’ve climbed Mount Everest, and you made some discovery about the first few seconds after the Big Bang. Also, you speak in that insufferable accent typical of an upper class English git. I‘ve never used the word “git,” but I’ve heard it in British movies, and I want to insult you in terms native to your lingo.

  “He lives with his head in the primordial nebula,” Moyers said. “His body is amongst us, but his mind resides in a few nanoseconds around the Big Bang.” Gag me.

  Moyers had other talking heads on, of course; the guest-list was sanctioned by the Bureau of Political Correctness. There were two women, both slender and attractive. One an actress; one a poetess, one of those beautiful, older Irish women whose beauty I just want to steal; we Slavs do not age well. Their thick hair goes gray and stays thick and they all look like sages, no matter how much folderol they mutter about mists, salmon and St. Patrick, the Potato Famine, the Little People; Celtic harp music rose in the background and I’m sure the PBS fundraisers’ telephones rang off the hook. There was a black liberation theologian in dreads and kente cloth. One Asian, whose entire identity seemed to be that he was the one Asian. One Captain of Industry. Diverse? There were no poor people. No ugly people. No diseased people. Why do you people get to tell the rest of us whether or not there is a God? How about six million dead Jews? Isn’t the Holocaust the signature event that types that question IN ALL CAPS?

  I became excited when Moyers identified you as a skeptic who questions everything. I actually put down my fork and stopped chewing my pasta fazool. I question everything, and I find that that makes me very lonely. If you want to talk about Islam and terror, for example, you know that the Politically Correct will resist anything that implicates Islam. On the other hand, self-identified “Patriots“ won’t allow any critical statements about US petro-dependency. Abortion, euthanasia, gay marriage: people bring so many agendas to these matters that real, probing questions are never asked or answered. But you were as dogmatic in your atheism as a Monty Python parody of a pope.

  Lord Randolph, just between you and me, does it matter to you at all that you lie? You lie like a Soviet propaganda minister. You create a false dichotomy: either one is a thinker, or one is a believer. Either one is a flea-bitten person of faith, scuttling about some hovel, chaining human beings to superstition and fear – you glanced at the Irish poetess the moment you said this – cruel and unfair of you – or one is a whistle-clean scientist, gleaming in the new light of truth. One is Prometheus, liberating humanity. Does it matter to you at all that these words of yours are complete, unadulterated bullshit?

  Lord Randolph Court-Wright, I know that you know that Isaac Newton, frequently dubbed the greatest scientist and mathematician of all time, though he wrote reams of math and science, wrote even more about his own Christian faith. I know that you know that Copernicus and Galileo were devout Catholics. You know, also, that Louis Pasteur died with his rosary in his hands. You know that Max Planck was a church warden. You know of contemporary physicists who seek only equations and then cough up poetic admissions of ineluctable confrontations with God. You know that Einstein adamantly refused to be counted in the atheist census, though he was aggressively invited, and that he emphatically insisted on his own understanding of God as driving his science: I want to know the mind of God, Einstein said; “the rest are details.” Johannes Kepler, Renee Descartes, Blaise Pascal, Gregor Mendel: Remove these Christian names and you’ve pretty much erased the scientific canon. I know that you know all of this. I know that you know that you are lying. What kind of a mind, what kind of a soul, lies behind lies like yours?

  When I was a kid, my mother schlepped me to her home village in Slovakia. A few handmade houses plunked down between a river, fields of rye, and mountains you could hike to, hunt boar in; with another hour‘s climb, you entered medieval ruins; from those heights the village looked as it must have when the castle was first erected.

  Mom and I arrived a few years after the Soviet tanks. The liberators who would free humanity from religious chains.

  There was a priest in the village. He had been tortured. They just showed up one day and took him. He was gone for some months. They sent him back. He was broken. His body looked fine. His mind was gone. He could eat and dress and walk, but that was it. He was guided around town by the hand of a little girl. There was no question but that the villagers would tend for him. Nobody talked about it. He moved like Frankenstein. My blood ran cold.

  There are these people, these people who rise up every so many years or so, and they speak really well, and they get others to listen. They get others to listen because they are smooth but loud and full of themselves and convinced that others must listen. These people have an intuition of the mob’s simmering resentments, and they glom on to those incoherent grumblings, and preach them back in grandiloquent prose. And their message is always the same: “There are two kinds of people in this world. Only two. There’s us, and there’s them over there. And them over there, those people who are different from us, they, they are the cause of all of our woes.“ These slick speakers don’t use their fists. No, they never hurt anyone. They pave the way for all hellish mayhem.

  Is that what you are all about?

  But you know what I was thinking the whole time I was watching you on TV? That this guy, in high school, got way more wedgies than blow-jobs. And that’s why you don’t believe in God. At least you don’t believe in a God that is beyond you. Because you do believe in God, really, you believe in Lord Randolph Court-Wright, Marquis of Alnwick. You believe in your physics discoveries and your mountain climbing and your posh, Jane-Austen-movie accent. You believe in all of that so hard because when you were a fourteen-year-old science geek, before your legs bolted and your voice cracked, you were a little boy nerd and nobody liked you. The tough kids in school – there had to have been some tough kids, even just relatively tough, even in an English boarding school – the tough kids in school stole your self away from you, so you make your living stealing God away from us. And then you sit back in your squeaky leather chair and steeple your hands and look down your Viking-prow nose and observe us plebian wretches squirming, because you’ve just given yourself the satisfaction of snatching away the one thing that makes our miserable serf-like existences bearable.

  You are so wrong I want to scream. I want to wrest from Moyers’ plump and clammy hands my every tax dollar used to produce that program. I wish I could have been there questioning you. I DEMAND EQUAL TIME!!!

  But, to be honest – I don’t think I’m writing this e-mail just because you pissed me off. What is it about you? Is this déjà vu? I need to brush up on my metaphysical terminology. From the French, “already seen,” the spooky sensation that one has lived a new moment before, met an entirely new acquaintance in some misty past … but one cannot quite remember where or when.

  Is this synchronicity? I love the story from Carl Jung. He was treating a woman who was “psychologically inaccessible.“

  
    The difficulty lay in the fact that she always knew better about everything. Her excellent education had provided her with a weapon ideally suited to this purpose, namely a highly polished Cartesian rationalism with an impeccably “geometrical” idea of reality. After several fruitless attempts to sweeten her rationalism with a somewhat more human understanding, I had to confine myself to hope that something unexpected and irrational would turn up, something that would burst the intellectual retort into which she had sealed herself. Well, I was sitting opposite her one day, with my back to the window, listening to her flow of rhetoric. She had an impressive dream the night before, in which someone had given her a golden scarab – a costly piece of jewelry. While she was still telling me the dream, I heard something behind me gently tapping on the window. I turned round and saw that it was a fairly large flying insect that was knocking against the window pane from the outside in an obvious effort to get into the dark room.

  

  The insistent insect visitor was, of course, a scarab beetle. Jung’s patient had resisted the idea that there is anything in the universe except her own intellectual excellence. She was talking to Jung about a dream starring a scarab beetle, and, at that moment, a scarab beetle burst in on her therapy: synchronicity.

  Is that what you made me feel? Is that why I’m writing to you?

  It’s late. I should go to bed.

  Just a few hours ago, I was in the kitchen, whipping up my Saturday night pasta fazool. The TV was on in the next room. It’s a ten-inch, thirty-year-old, black-and-white, and it brings in snowy images via its bent antennae. I live in a loft; there’s no wall between the kitchen and the TV; right now my keystrokes echo off a shadowy, twenty-five-foot high ceiling. I heard the PBS station ID, and some maudlin Is-There-a-God type mood music, and Moyers introducing his guests, and the camera panned around the circle, and I saw *you,* and … what? Happened? One steps out of time. Memories of those moments are inaccessible. They aren’t day-to-day life. Returning to day-to-day life, you can’t access the memory, because no day-to-day person, including the person to whom it happens, speaks the language of those time-out-of-time moments. Metaphysical terminology fails.

  My Lord, you don’t believe in moments like this, and I don’t have words to name them. Communication is impossible.

  But I’ll tell you this, Mr. Atheist, Milord The-Sun-Never-Seton-His-Nose. I try to watch the physics shows on PBS but I can follow them only so far. I love how they try to explain things in simple, everyday language. They’ll start out saying something like, “Now, imagine the universe as a bowl of cake batter, and gravity as a stick of butter.” I can relate. Cake batter – one of my favorite things. Okay, I’m with you. I’m wrapping my head around this idiot-friendly metaphor, and then the TV physics guy says, “And, that is why no one can predict whether Schrodinger’s Cat is alive or dead,” and I’m like, “Wait a second … Can we please go back to the cake batter and work up to Schrodinger’s Cat in slightly smaller increments?” So, no, I don’t know nuthin’ about physics, but I know it’s all just hardware, and I know that there is a God, and I know that in high school, Lord Git-Toff Marquis of Wanker-Bugger, you got more wedgies than blowjobs.

  save SEND delete

  Sunday, 7:02 a.m.

  Dear Lord Randolph Court-Wright, Marquis of Alnwick,

  Wow. I mean, wow.

  save send DELETE

  Sunday, 7:11 a.m.

  Dear Lord Randolph Court-Wright, Marquis of Alnwick,

  Look, I didn’t think that there was a snowball’s chance that anyone would read that. I was just trying to get a bunch of stuff off my chest. God, this sounds so stupid. If I didn’t believe what I was writing, why did I spend two hours on a Saturday night writing it? Great, I’m thinking out loud again, writing to myself. Not attempting to communicate with you at all. But – you – seven thousand miles away? How far *is* London from New Jersey, anyway? I’m going to look that up. 3,498 miles. 5,629 kilometers. Do you use kilometers, not miles, in England? You? Who the hell are you? Why did you write back to me? Is this a joke?

  save send DELETE

  Sunday, 7:20 a.m.

  Dear Amanda,

  Amanda, look, if you’re not online, get online. Answer this e-mail. Amanda, the weirdest thing happened. Amanda, last night I was cooking pasta fazool and I had the TV on and this guy came on – Randolph Court-Wright – and started spouting off about how there is no God, and he’s a Lord, and some important scientist, and he pissed me off, and I sent him a rude e-mail, and he wrote back, and now I’m mortified. And I cannot believe how quick, how intimate, and how small the world has become.

  save SEND delete

  
    INBOX:

    mira … darling … what would buddha do …

    online late … almost dawn here in Berkeley … just got back from the cast party in the city of the tarnished angels … never guess who was there … brad pitt can be such an cretin … must sign off … butterfly kisses … yours always … amandla

  

  Sunday, 7:59 a.m.

  Dear Lord Randolph Court-Wright, Marquis of Alnwick,

  Sir, it has been more than an hour since I read your e-mail. I haven’t even taken my morning shower. Having typed that I feel I should delete it; do you need to know that I am so aghast at my own behavior that it is affecting how I smell? But I promised myself that to get through this I will force myself just to keep typing and not keep chickening out and keep going back and deleting.

  Please let me say the following three things as inelegantly and inadequately as possible.

  I did not write that e-mail with the thought that anyone, at any time, would read it. You are world famous. Perhaps I would send it to my friend Amanda. She reads a lot of my writing, when she’s not mad at me. She’s an actress, in California. You may have seen her in “Female Werewolves from the Moons of Jupiter.” That is not her best work; she does stuff like that to pay the bills. Her heart is in the woman-centered theater of Ibsen, Strindberg. I’m rambling. Stop.

  I thought that e-mail would be like a message in a bottle tossed into the moat stretching infinitely and storming forever between your universe and mine. I live in Paterson, New Jersey, a slum. You inhabit – I imagine golden wallpaper and pearl toilet fixtures and liveried servants dishing quails’ eggs for breakfast. I didn’t think that “to every action there is an equal and opposite reaction” applied between the physics of my world and that of yours.

  I felt no sense of triumph when I learned from your e-mail that my assumption of what typified your schooldays was accurate. I hope that the bullies were punished. There is no excuse for that sort of thing. And yet, you report your memories of school, not just with the obvious poignancy, but also with a dry and subtle humor that attests to your strength. I admire you. You triumphed over your bratty tormentors.

  Your note to me was one of the most gracious documents I have ever read. Were it not so inappropriate I would compliment you on your imitation of Christ.

  I apologize again. You have impressed me greatly. All the best.

  save SEND delete

  
    INBOX

    mira ma belle … can’t sleep … bastard brad pitt … you … another broken heart … that’s going to keep happening … i’m afraid … until you take my advice pumpkin … why don’t you finally break down and follow “the secret” the rhonda byrne book … or come for a workshop … they could get you some kind of a scholarship so it would not be so pricey …

  

  Sunday, 10:01 a.m.

  Dear Lord Randolph Court-Wright, Marquis of Alnwick,

  You are incredibly kind and gracious. I do appreciate your taking the time to say all these things. And you gave me a smile. It’s a good thing you have a sense of humor – must come in handy in your work.

  Me? I’m basically nobody. Thank you for asking, though. Again, you are very kind, sir, very kind.

  save SEND delete

  Sunday, 10:15 a.m.

  Amanda, so what DID Brad Pitt do this time?

  save SEND delete

  Sunday, 10:31 a.m.

  Dear Lord Randolph Court-Wright, Marquis of Alnwick,

  Wow, but we live in a rapid age. My mother was born into a village where her psychic dreams – wait, you don’t believe in that, do you? – informed her that her father in America, whom she had never met, had had a bad accident in the coal mine weeks before the telegram arrived.

  Yes, I will buy and read your book. I promise. Or maybe take it out from the library.

  Really, there’s nothing to know about me, but thank you for asking.

  save SEND delete

  Sunday, noon

  Dear Lord Randolph Court-Wright, Marquis of Alnwick,

  Well, I’ll be darned. You Googled me. Yes, I did in fact write that essay. Um … I’m just sitting here amazed. Amazed.

  save SEND delete

  
    INBOX

    mira … my little cabbage … my forever mira …

    just reread your e-mail … not another broken heart … exchanging e-mails with randolph court-wright … well well well … who next … einstein … mira you never cease surprising me … and everyone … do tell … shoot some of that gold my way.

  

  Sunday, 7 p.m.

  Dear Amanda,

  Must write fast. Inbox full of messages.

  Um, thank you but … I can’t forward his messages to you. Wouldn’t be right. Would violate his privacy. But I’ll tell you what he said.

  save SEND delete

  
    INBOX

    wouldn’t be “RIGHT” … oh … please …

  

  Sunday, 7:32 p.m.

  Dear Amanda,

  I can show you my messages to him if you want.

  save SEND delete

  INBOX

  FUCK that … OVER and out …

  Sunday, 10:03 p.m.

  Dear Lord Randolph Court-Wright, Marquis of Alnwick,

  Thank you so much for inviting me to address you by your first name. But I wouldn’t feel comfortable.

  Well, I meant pretty much what I said. Amanda is … an actress. And she’s not … easy.

  I’m so amazed that you found those essays by me on the web and read them. I’m basically a starving writer. You know the deal. “La Boheme.” Cough, cough. That someone of your status would find something worthwhile in my work is stunning.

  Look – you’ve been very kind but I’m sure that you have more important matters to attend to. You needn’t feel that you have to respond. It has been lovely receiving your e-mails. Probably the only e-mails I’ll ever receive from a genius of your stature. Thank you. All the best.

  save SEND delete

  Monday, 6:05 a.m.

  He wrote to me again. He wrote to me again, Amanda. I sent him the courteous, “Thank you for writing me” e-mail one sends when one receives e-mails from a world famous physicist that one has insulted, and “Goodbye,” I said, and he wrote back. What do I do now? I’m sitting here alone Amanda, please.

  save send DELETE

  Tuesday, 3 p.m.

  Dear Rand,

  No, no, no. Nothing like that. Please don‘t think that. I’ve loved receiving your e-mails. If you must know, I’ve been thinking this whole time about how to respond.

  “Rand” is a lovely nickname. And I am fully aware of the pitfalls of being “Randy“ and I promise that I shall never call you that.

  Are you more Rand McNally, or more Ayn Rand? The Road Atlas, I hope. Not the “Atlas Shrugged.“ We’ve got too much to fight about already.

  save SEND delete

  Friday, 7:13 a.m.

  Dear Lord Randolph Court-Wright, Marquis of Alnwick, Hello?

  save SEND delete

  Saturday, 9:04 a.m.

  Well, sure. I was busy, too. Dodging disaster takes up most of my day.

  save send DELETE

  Friday, 5:11 p.m.

  Dear Lord Randolph Court-Wright, Marquis of Alnwick, You are wrong on both counts.

  save send DELETE

  Friday, 5:32 p.m.

  Dear Lord Randolph Court-Wright, Marquis of Alnwick, You are wrong on both counts.

  SAVE send delete

  save send DELETE

  Friday, 6:03 p.m.

  Dear Lord Randolph Court-Wright, Marquis of Alnwick,

  No, in fact, neither of your guesses is correct.

  I had no intention of “converting” you when I first wrote to you, I have no intention of converting you now, and I will not change this position in the future and attempt to convert you. Ever.

  You’re weary of the hundreds of letters you’ve received: from a devout snake handler housewife in Kentucky, a politically correct if pious vicar in Lewisham, a fervid, stunningly black nun in Botswana, a secret church member in China who smuggles Christians out of North Korea.

  Forgive me. I do not pity you. If you don’t want all those prayers prayed for you, then donate them. Send them by Federal Express or the means of a Tibetan prayer flag that wafts good wishes onto the beneficent wind – send them to an alky derelict whom no one sees, anymore, and for whom no one spares a prayer. You celebrities have more of everything than all of the rest of us, apparently, even more of prayer.

  save send DELETE

  Friday, 6:20 p.m.

  Dear Rand,

  I think I just realized something: how easy it is for me to give Satan my thoughts and feelings and keyboard.

  When I put myself first, when I make my ego the top agenda item, I am angry at everyone, and I always see myself the victim. Victim that I am, I see everyone as a cold-hearted failure who is not meeting my needs. I blind myself to others’ vulnerabilities and pain and I blind myself to what I might do to alleviate those.

  Rand, I think it hurt you to think that I might have contacted you not to *contact* you, not to contact *you,* but rather to claim you the way a big game hunter claims quarry. Rather than wanting to hear your stories about what those naughty classmates did to you in high school, or rejoice over your latest good news, you think I just wanted to step past your individuality, and empty you out of yourself and discard that as I would the guts of a bagged trophy, and claim your hide as a prize in some game of Christian celebrity conquest.

  Please don’t think that, Rand. It’s you I value, it’s you I enjoy, it’s you I’ve come to cherish, it’s you I want to –

  save send DELETE

  Saturday, 6:04 a.m.

  Dear Lord Randolph Court-Wright, Marquis of Alnwick,

  No, I am not trying to convert you.

  No, I am not a Christian just because I was born a Christian and I don’t know anything about any other faith.

  save SEND delete

  Saturday, 9:45 a.m.

  Yeah, well.

  Look, lemme cut to the chase.

  You sent me a flurry of e-mails that …

  God, men and women fight over this stuff all the time.

  But we aren’t men and women, are we?

  Right now you and I are nothing but keystrokes and binomial code and black and white patterns waltzing across a liquid crystal display.

  And you are a “Lord” and a celebrity and I am an undistinguishable member of the faceless mass, a smudged extra in a Kathe Kollwitz crowd scene.

  You sent me a flurry of e-mails that showed interest and got me excited and when I began to engage with you in a reciprocal manner, when I let my guard down, you disappeared.

  In real life women are permitted – expected, even – to nag when a man says he will phone and a man does not phone. Does that rule apply to us? No. There is scant and contested etiquette for e-mail, and there are no rules for how a celebrity behaves with a nobody.

  When you suddenly dropped out of our interaction without so much as an “It’s been fun; let’s wrap this up,” I … hate to admit this. I Googled you. Usually a stalker has to park in front of the guy’s house. You being you and this computer age being this computer age, even without crossing the ocean and parking in front of your mansion, I discovered immediately what you were doing rather than e-mailing me. You’d been lunching with the queen. “Lunching with the queen” was not a metaphor for a chess gambit or an obscure sex act. You’d literally been at a luncheon with the Queen of England. What cards do I have in my hand that match that?

  We live in a pseudo-Democratic age when everyone is equal and we are all on a first-name basis and any boy can grow up to be president, and any e-mail can reach any atheist, but, still some animals are more equal than others. Woe betide the mouse that forgets that.

  So, no, I do not want to call you by your first name. Calling you by your first name sets up expectations in my heart that this interaction will never satisfy.

  My bosses want me to call them by their first names. I do. Because they want me to. Because I’m the employee and it’s my job to give my bosses what they want. Because it would raise too many suspicions if I did not. I remind myself – Do not be fooled. This is NOT a first-name relationship.

  save send DELETE

  Saturday, 10:00 a.m.

  Dear Rand,

  Thank you for reminding me to call you by your first name.

  As for your questions, they are both big ones.

  I hesitate to answer them.

  Are you sure you want to know?

  Will you misinterpret my replies and conclude that I am, after all, talking to you merely in an attempt to convert you?
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    INBOX

    plz frwrd attchd flr …

    “Amanda Clitheroe brings a fierce fire to Ibsen that will long burn in the viewer’s memory“

    “Preview audiences were in tears”

    “In our post-feminist age, the jaded Ibsen aficionado might well question what could be done with ‘A Doll’s House’ that hasn’t been done, excellently, before. This new production, featuring completely nude actors manipulating hand puppets elaborately costumed in Norwegian Gilded Age bourgeois finery, brings colors and dimensions to Ibsen that would astound the playwright himself. Essential viewing.”

    “Amanda Clitheroe is a revelation. Her manipulation of her hand puppet is masterful.“

    Full frontal nudity. Viewer discretion is advised. Tickets on sale at the box office or through Ticketmaster.

  

  Saturday, 9:22 p.m.

  Dear Rand,

  I’ll take the easier of your two questions first.

  I never really planned it. I can just tell you that I’ve been to Bethlehem, the Wailing Wall, the Dome of the Rock, Hagia Sophia. I’ve been to Lumbini, where Buddha was born, and Sarnath, where he preached his first sermon. At Chiwong Gompa, I witnessed a Mani Rimdu, a Tibetan Buddhist dance drama celebrating the victory of dharma over darkness. I trekked through caves where Milarepa meditated and I spun the prayer wheels of Muktinath. I’ve sat zazen, and more importantly, soaked in the hot tub, at the Berkeley Zen Center. I’ve hiked through Pagan in Burma, and visited stupas and wats in Bangkok and Rangoon. I’ve been worshipped on Bhai Tika. I arrived on Varanasi’s ghats in the middle of the night and walked through cremations and streams of raw sewage to find lodging. The Parthenon, the Vatican, Stonehenge, the Badlands, the Ark Church in Nowa Huta, an African witch doctor, a shaman, a Native American who kept a pet wolf; The Koran, “Zen Flesh, Zen Bones,“ Talmudic scholarship, the “Bhagavad Gita,“ the “Ramayana“; the big and small atheists: Marx’s “The Communist Manifesto,“ Freud’s “Totem and Taboo,“ Bertrand Russell’s “Why I Am Not a Christian,” Antony Flew, Vashti McCollum, Madalyn Murray O’Hair – will admit I’ve never read, and without aid of Google, cannot spell, Nietzsche – attendance at Catholic school, at a Seder, at a Rainbow Gathering, on a Kibbutz, in a Cistercian monastery; Ganesh puja before embarking on a new enterprise; Buddhist study with a man trained by Goenka-ji; life in the workers’ paradise; in-the-flesh encounters with the Dalai Lama, Pope John Paul II, Lech Walesa, Robert Thurman, Edward Said, Bernard Lewis, Elie Weisel, Salman Rushdie, M. Scott Peck: check.

  Again, I didn’t plan it, but one day I looked around and realized that I had had relationships with an Orthodox Jewish rabbi, the son of a Holocaust survivor, a Buddhist meditation teacher, and a couple of self-identified Muslim terrorists; I also dated a couple of Muslims who were not self-identified terrorists. There were atheists too, of course; the Boy Scouts had refused one the Eagle Scout status he had earned because he was a militant atheist. There was also a devout follower of Rosa Luxemburg who sold communist pamphlets on the subway. On Rosh Hashanah, with a Yiddish-speaking rabbi, I threw my sins into the River Wisla, and I broke the Yom Kippur fast after services at the sixteenth-century Remuh synagogue. I broke the Ramadan fast with my boyfriend – we could finally kiss – and with a slew of Muslim co-workers – we ate mountains of rice and stuffed grape leaves and goat. I broke the Teej fast with my Hindu women neighbors. I enjoyed a Christmas feast at a Bruderhof.

  I wanted to live in a village where no one had even heard of Christianity, and see how Christianity looked from that perspective. I did want to try these other faiths on. I asked myself, had I been born into another faith, would I be a Christian? And I did my best to discover the answer.

  So, no. I’m not a Christian just because I was raised a Christian in a Christian environment and it never occurred to me to be anything else.
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  Sunday 9:05 p.m.

  Dear Rand,

  Did I just mention in passing that I had relationships with self-identified terrorists? Yeah, I guess I did. Ah, the limitations, ah, the untamed power, of e-mail. Okay. Let me answer your question, and type with less speed and more care.

  His name was Muhannad. He used to hang out at a community college where I was teaching. Students told me he’d been in prison in the Middle East for terrorism. This was all years before 9-11.

  Paterson, New Jersey is a very tough venue for the teacher. One of my students bragged to me that he had dealt crack to a pregnant mother in front of her little daughter. That was how he paid tuition, and, “Your salary, Prof.” Another student confessed to me, for the first time she had confessed this to anyone, that her step-father regularly dragged her to the basement and raped her. I had to get her to the police; to the hospital. There were students who had cripplingly bad body odor – body odor so bad it was the central fact of their life. Others made life-stunting choices in personal apparel, and some brought in arts and crafts projects just because no one had ever complimented their work, or even seen it. Muhannad’s rumored dark past was just one potential distraction. My policy was to focus on the noun-verb agreement that I could do something about, rather than on extracurricular mini-dramas about which I could do nothing.

  Muhannad was different. It was as if he moved in his own weather, stormy and dark. Around him, kids who were rushing to grab hold of the American Dream dropped any mention of what they’d just seen on TV, and started reciting the Koran. Around him, they went through that change you go through when you walk from a crowded, sunny street into a funeral parlor. Yet, your eyes shot right to him, silent and still as he was. His energy was concentrated. As if you could touch him and receive a jolt.

  Muhannad wasn’t aware of only a wading pool world, of what he’d eat for lunch that day or his brother’s wedding that weekend. Even if you mentioned the president’s name to some of my students, they would not recognize it. They chose suffocatingly low horizons.

  He never referred to himself. He let others go first in lines. He bought students food in the cafeteria when they were low on cash, while he himself went without. He organized fundraising when some international disaster struck. He stated openly that he planned to kill. You wanted to dive in and rescue. The perversion of power is an affront. You wanted to redeem Muhannad not just for himself, but for your own idea of what valence charisma should have. Electricity should be used to light lamps, not to shock, not to kill.

  My students used to drag me to the cafeteria to debate him. Arabs and Poles are both different from Americans in some of the same ways: we value family, hospitality, honor, poetry, and tradition. We fight doomed battles, and we love debate. As different as we are, sharing territory outside the mainstream made us the same. Their words and sentences were like dolphins bucking and contorting through acrobatics and ocean spray. With them, unlike with most Americans, I opened the tap on my intensity. They got so excited when someone scored a point: “Masha’Allah!” They didn’t care if it was their side or the other side. You could feel the air ping.

  I stayed well after my workday was finished. In that cafeteria, surrounded by guys I would never marry or even see in two years, I was having a rollicking great time. I should have been able to experience that level of enjoyment with a Joisy girl with fake fingernails, sipping a Long Island Iced Tea in a franchise bar with a fake Irish name and a plastic “thatch” roof. The Mr. Right I should have been looking for was “like me” not because he had a living relationship with the God of his understanding, not because he could recite poetry by heart in the classical language of his ancestors, and not because he thought that there were things in life more important than money. The Mr. Right I should have been looking for was “like me” because he was Catholic with a blue-collar background and a foothold, however shaky, in a white-collar job. That Mr. Right would relegate his exhibitions of passion, not to discussions on the fate of the world, but to hours-long sessions of watching sports on TV.

  Muhannad cited the lunatics’ catalogues of quotes, like Thomas Jefferson’s: “The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.” I’d come right back with Gandhi’s kicker, “An eye for an eye makes the whole world blind.” For Muhannad change had to happen *now* and it had to have *his* name on it. Violence was not his imperative – immediacy and copyright were. The world changes slowly, if at all, and we rarely get to be the star of the narrative, unless we decide to create our own special effects.

  Muhannad started showing up at places where he knew I’d be, standing a little distance off, and staring. One day he showed up at my apartment. I had not told him where I lived. How did he get into the building, get past the guard? Maybe he just hung back and waited for another resident to enter and followed silently after, confident he would not be challenged, confident he could meet any challenge. It wasn’t for himself that he acted, but for the cause.

  I peered out the peephole and opened the door and tried to remain calm. As a traveler, I’ve had men pull guns on me, knives. And not be afraid. Because I could not afford it; fear interferes with your ability to grab the gun, to dodge the blade. All Muhannad had were words. I was terrified.

  “Would you like some peppermint tea?” If I made one false move, that would inform him of how frightened I was. That’s how frightened I was – that I thought it necessary to conceal my fear.

  He took the glass of tea. He perched on the edge of the seat of my one comfortable chair. “You and I are both different from other people,” he began, “and that makes us both the same.”

  “I’ve been watching you,” he said. “You are not like so many people who go through life only half awake. You know about injustice. You don’t believe powerful people’s foolish lies. You have a sense of the divine. You can satisfy your craving to get close to God. I can help you. You can help me. We can help each other.”

  As Muhannad was speaking, I was watching a rash of red specks arise on my wrists.

  “I know that I am special to you.”

  It wasn’t until he said that that I realized that it was true. I was horrified. It had been obvious. Maybe not to the others, but to him. I had thought that I was the one performing the anthropological observation. He had sized me up, and was using my fascination to entangle me.

  Muhannad continued uncoiling. “I would like you to become my wife.”

  I watched the specks multiply rapidly as if a swarm of red ants.

  “Do not become alarmed. I am a good man and will treat you with respect. I will not lie to you. I have a wife back home. She is my cousin. She knows about you. She approves the plan. I can marry more than once. You will become Muslim, and this will all become clear. For now, you need not become alarmed.”

  It was all so soft and silky and paralyzing. He didn’t have to tell me about the wife back home. Ethics: I had to admire that. Perhaps he knew I’d admire it.

  “You and I both know that the world is a terrible place. What kind of justice allows children to starve, to be bombed? Your conscience will not allow this any more than mine. It would not be right for you to become a soldier. You have a woman’s heart. You will be a soldier’s wife. You will serve by serving me. I will serve the cause.”

  I took his glass. “Thanks so much for coming by. I can promise you that I will think about your offer.”

  I could have done what I did when I was teaching. I could have put extraneous drama on hold and focused on the human being in front of me. I abandoned the human being; I leapt out of the moment. I was ashamed that I had been so uncool as to allow my fascination for him to show. I was ashamed that I had been so uncool as to feel that fascination. I was ashamed that my fascination exposed my hypocrisy. If I had really meant the things I had been saying about pacifism and Christianity, why was I getting squiggly over Muhannad? His agenda: the separation of limbs from limbs, muscles from bones, blood from arteries, in cinematic productions that did not discriminate between baby and soldier. Why did I tune to that channel?

  I shuffled him out the door, locked that door, and never responded to Muhannad in any human way again. What I feared transpired: he won. During those moments he was in my apartment, his commitment to violence was stronger than my commitment to Christ. My fear and disgust pushed me away from his humanity. I let The Terrorist replace the human being. It’s not that anything I might have said or done would have made a difference to him, but it would have made a difference to me, to the amount of lived faith in this world. Instead, just for convenience’s sake, I contributed to the amount of fear and hate.

  Ten years later. It was an exquisitely beautiful September morning. I was gazing out at a green backyard in Bloomington, Indiana, putting the finishing touches on my dissertation. Bob Edwards, the basso profundo of National Public Radio, with an almost exaggerated calm – his voice, like that morning’s weather, was just too good – announced that one, no, now, two planes had hit the World Trade Center. Many, when first hearing that news, thought it a freakish accident.

  I immediately knew, and I immediately remembered Muhannad, who, like a roller-coaster, had been both fun and gutwrenchingly terrifying. As far as I know, he wasn’t involved. But six of Paterson’s Arabs were. Our mayor told the press, “Nobody ever saw them at mosques, but they liked the go-go clubs.”

  save SEND delete

  Sunday, 10:02 a.m.

  Dear Rand,

  $$$??? It’s funny you would even ask! I don’t have any. I hitchhiked through France; that’s how I got to Chartres. In Varanasi, I slept on bare wooden boards and got chilblains; it was a record cold winter. All I spent in Burma was the profits from smuggling whiskey and cigarettes. I traveled by night train so I wouldn’t have to spring for hotel rooms. I discovered how polite the Burmese are because I fell asleep on a couple of them. I traveled on the back of a Sudanese smugglers’ truck. I met Salman Rushdie purely by chance. I walked into a bookstore, and there he was. I told him that “Midnight’s Children“ was so fine that after I read it I couldn’t write a word. He looked deep into my eyes as if his own destiny depended on my fulfilling his urgent commission: “You must keep writing!” There’s no way he would remember that. I’ll never forget it.
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