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				Hymn to Time

				Time says “Let there be”

				every moment and instantly

				there is space and the radiance

				of each bright galaxy.

				And eyes beholding radiance.

				And the gnats’ flickering dance.

				And the seas’ expanse.

				And death, and chance.

				Time makes room

				for going and coming home

				and in time’s womb

				begins all ending.

				Time is being and being

				time, it is all one thing,

				the shining, the seeing,

				the dark abounding.

				• Ursula K. Le Guin
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 RIBBONS
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			Here we are, older, scared, numb on some days, enraged on others, with even less trust than we had a year ago. The devastating pandemic, and the federal government’s confused and deadly response, was simply the final straw to a few years of crushing developments. A UN report on climate catastrophe was published months before my wedding in 2019, the report of the extinction of one million species three weeks after. Major buzzkill. Our poor country has been torn asunder. I await the rain of frogs. And I’ve gotten so much less young. I got Medicare three days before I got hitched, which sounds like something an old person might do, which does not describe adorably ageless me. I mostly love being in the third third of my life, as it is the easiest that life has ever been, except for, well, the bodily aspects, and the dither and fogginess, and I wouldn’t go back a year—well, maybe back one year, before the two UN reports, which have changed everything.

			At our wedding were all the people we love most in the world, gathered in a redwood grove to celebrate the miracle that Neal and I had found each other—needles in haystacks; wrinkly, mulish needles—and fallen in love, and toughed out some conflicts. We celebrated and overate, while outside the sacred circle our nation and the world seemed to have reached the point of no return.

			So we danced.

			That was glorious and I hate to be a downer but now what? Where on earth do we start to get our world and joy and hope and our faith in life itself back? Where can we again find belief in redemption and confidence that our new grandchildren will have breathable air and dry land on which to thrive and raise their own families? Will our great-grandchildren need gas masks? And is anyone in charge here anymore? If so, we’d like to know how to rise up, how to help restore all that the locusts have stolen—the earth, the oceans, democracy—even with our sore feet, hearing loss, stiff fingers, poor digestion, stunned minds, broken hearts. We are ill with shock and awe. I am frequently reminded of García Márquez’s masterpiece Love in the Time of Cholera and of Yeats’s cry in 1919 that the center cannot hold. Yes, these are times of great illness and distress. Yet the center may just hold.

			I can simply tell you where my own rising up began. It was at the San Diego airport, not that long ago.

			I had left my house fairly early that morning for the San Francisco airport, feeling distant from my nice new husband, although I’m not sure he was aware of this, which is doubly annoying. We had had a stressful talk a few nights before, and let’s say it had not been beautifully resolved. He stubbornly resisted my thoughts on some adjustments he might make to his life. The gall! In my defense, I had had these same thoughts for the two and a half years we had been together, but now we were married. We were stuck with each other. At such a time, a girl’s thoughts naturally turn to annulment, but we are not Catholic and are thus deprived of this option.

			The morning sky was pearly, with a broad ribbon of white below, so you thought it was going to be cold, but it was warm. You knew the sun was in there somewhere, inside all that murk that was going on, and every so often it pecked a hole from inside the eggshell and appeared.

			All the way from the airport in San Diego to my hotel, and all the way to a huge white tent holding a thousand women, I waited for my husband to text the exact right words, although I was not sure what those would be. “Darling, you are the world to me, and I’m chagrined that I have resisted your excellent suggestions on how I might best live; from now on I will do whatever I can to accommodate your tiny control issues and alleviate your extreme anxiety and self-loathing.”

			All the women under the tent were pleasant and intelligent people, some of whom had been paid to assist my befuddled self into the room, get me mic’d and onto the stage, and the rest of whom had paid to hear what I had to say. And almost to a person they followed their greeting with “How’s married life?”

			This is absolutely all I have heard since I got married. What is the correct answer, especially when you have been living together for almost two years and are not, at the moment, convinced it was a necessary change, as the new husband is a know-it-all and does not obey your will, and sneezes too loudly, like a howler monkey with allergies?

			“Great,” I kept answering, to make the questioners happy. But what is it really like, one month in? Is it supposed to be this ordinary, where you’re still mostly madly in love, and you’ve never met someone so brilliant who is also kind ninety-five percent of the time, but who is as set in his annoying ways as you are in yours? We got married with the Trump blimp flying figuratively overhead, plus there’s always laundry, where your husband throws your delicate sweater in the wash in a brutish and male way, or you leave a pen in your pants pocket and Dalmatian the whole load, and the dog may have gotten old and sick while you weren’t looking.

			Sitting onstage next to the very lovely woman who was going to interview me, I asked in a whisper what the first question was going to be, and she enthused, “How’s married life?”

			I loved the faces of the women under the tent, the whole gamut in age, looks, fashion, and I wanted to tell them the exact thing. I am always hoping that at church or in spiritual meetings someone will say the exact right thing that will save me from my bad mind and worries that day. I ask myself what that might be. A pastor friend once told me of her grandfather, who had been a minister, too. When she was young, a friend asked her what he did. She replied, “Every Sunday he stands in front of everyone and tells them that they are beautiful, and God loves them exactly the way they are, and they really don’t have to worry, because they all have each other. But then by Tuesday they forget this, so on Sunday he goes back to their church and tells them that they are beautiful, and God loves them just the way they are, and they don’t have to worry because they all have each other.”

			This is what I told the women in the tent, the women in pearls, Doc Martens, Chanel, buzz cuts. Many of them had bright streaks and stripes of magenta, aqua, green in their hair, even the otherwise conventional and elderly. It was a garden. I told them my stories of mess and redemption, because stories can be our most reliable medicine. I told them that, yes, it was going to be really hard to turn the environment around, but that we can do hard and in fact we have done hard before—World War II, vaccines, antibiotics, antiretrovirals. We are up to this.

			They asked what the new husband was like, and I described him. He protects and excites and sees me. He takes care of me. He makes me laugh. He and I share the belief that beyond the visible world is a truer realm, one that calls to us both. And we also split the chores. They asked what will save us all, what will turn the barge around from the current ugliness toward a better destination: good old decency and kindness. I could tell that the women felt scared and sad, about America but also their own lives. They worried that they had squandered their lives, and they grieved at how quickly the years had flown by.

			I did not know the exact right thing then, but at sixty-six I continue to believe that love is sovereign here, and that the hardest work we do is self-love and forgiveness. I know to serve the poor, to reach for beauty, and to rest. I know salvation will be local, grassroots, and it will be magnified as more people wonder whether maybe they can help.

			Sometimes the poor are in pearls, I said. Look around and see whom you can serve. This will fill you. Never give up on intimate friendships or science or nature. They have always saved us, and they will again. And love is the mastermind of it all: “The soul of genius,” Mozart reputedly said, “is love, love, love.” We need to stop racing and to savor beauty, to look up from our screens at the weather, one another’s faces, the ocean, the desert, a garden, and architecture, which is another kind of garden.

			The women seemed to love my pitch and bought lots of books (Jesus’s last words having been, “Always be selling”). I signed books and gave hugs and smiled in selfies, and managed not to turn my phone on afterward, at least not while anyone was watching.

			I was really happy at the end of my talk because I was going straight to the airport for an early-evening flight and would land at eight thirty and be home with my perfectly imperfect husband by ten p.m. I would wake up the next morning in our gigantic bed with a sleeping kitten mashed against my hip. The weather would have winked, changed from the low fuzzed-up gloom I had left in, as if to say, “See, I’m not so serious after all!” Whoever plays with the broad brush might have created a swatch of blue.

			I got dropped off at the airport in a better mood than I had arrived in. In the third third of life, you may become just as miserable and prickly as ever, but you cycle through more quickly. You remember other dark nights of the soul and how by dawn they always broke. You discover that everything helps you learn who you are, and that this is why we are here. You roll your eyes at yourself more gently. You sigh and go make yourself a cup of tea.

			I was fine when the plane was first delayed, by only forty-five minutes. Maturity is retaining a modicum of grace when you do not get your own way. Also, maturity is hope. I hoped to be in bed by eleven. I texted my husband to let him know. He responded with a sad emoji face. I don’t really like, or ever use, emojis, but marriage is one compromise after another and I let it go.

			I wandered benevolently around the airport, enveloped in the cloud of smells: french fries and cigarette butts, sugarcane fields on fire and aftershave, anxiety and weariness and patience, and cheap meat on grills. I know the secret of life: If you want to have loving feelings, do loving things. So I flirted with one and all, joshing and complimenting. I was pleased by myself. I got too happy. I decided to make lemonade with the extra forty-five minutes and have my toenails done.

			I had gotten a pedicure for the wedding, of course, just over one month before, and the polish had held up through the honeymoon in Hawaii. But recently I significantly chipped my right big toenail, which was also definitely too long now, so I looked like a three-toed sloth bridesmaid. I googled the airport nail salon, which was nearby and open for another hour and a half. Perfect!

			The middle-aged woman in an ersatz nurse uniform at the salon was just finishing a manicure as I bounded up to her. I asked happily if I could be next, even though it was obvious that I would be.

			“Oh, sorry, I’m going to close up early tonight.”

			I drew my head back, like a dowager. “Excuse me?” I asked, as if she had suggested we mate.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, and turned back to her customer.

			“I don’t think you’re allowed to do that,” I said. “The hours are posted right here.”

			She looked up to find me pointing to the “Hours” sign on the wall, like Goody Proctor or Perry Mason. The other customer started blowing on her nails like they were birthday candles. Time stopped. I said in my most awful voice, the inside mean voice with which I judge myself or tell myself I’ll never write again, “How can you do that?”

			I will go to my grave thanking Jesus that my son was not there to witness this. The blood would have drained from his face.

			The woman just smiled sweetly at me with suppressed hostility and kept working with the other customer.

			I slunk away in victimized self-righteousness.

			Right then came the text from the airline about the second delay.

			My plane would not board for two more hours.

			My heart sank and I growled. The only appropriate response was to buy a one-pound bag of York peppermint patties. So I did, and sat down in one of those patented comfortless airport chairs and ate about a dozen, until my throat grew minty fur.

			Then I walked to the gate to verify the flight delay for myself. When I got there, I saw a family of three sitting down: an Asian man of forty or so, who may have had a stroke, as his hand was gnarled and his arm was drawn up close against his chest, beside a blonde wife and a child with fair skin and black hair. We made small talk about the hopelessness of air travel while the girl, who was maybe ten, looped a hair ribbon around her neck and appeared to hang herself. Her mother good-naturedly slapped at her hand, making her drop the noose.

			I left them and alternately walked around the airport and sat reading, gloomy and aggrieved.

			When we finally boarded two hours later, the girl had the hair ribbon tied into a cat’s cradle, bridging her hands. And when we were all bustled off the plane an hour and a half later, still in San Diego, she had the ribbon tied between her armpit and her shoulder like the braided cord attached to an epaulet. Her eyes were barely open.

			The gate agent told us our flight would leave in the morning and—good news—we could use the same boarding passes we already had. How great.

			I got a room at an airport hotel near the harbor, not knowing how I’d get through the night. I texted my husband again. He was so dear and sympathetic that I sort of liked him again.

			Once, newly sober, thirty-three years earlier, at an airport hotel in Miami, where I had given a talk at some book association convention, I found myself alone at midnight, twenty stories up, thinking about drinking everything in the minibar and then jumping off the balcony. But something—life? grace?—had one other idea: to pick up the hotel phone and let someone enter into the mess of me. There was an all-night hotline for addicts and alcoholics, so I called that. A young man answered, listened, and said he would send a sober woman to my hotel. It sounded like a nightmare to me, and also unlikely: a stranger was going to come to my room at midnight?

			And by God, an elderly woman with a frosted bouffant and a strong Texas accent arrived at my door half an hour later. We got to know each other a little, and then she asked if there was anything I needed to get off my chest. I hadn’t thought so, but I spent the next hour telling her terrible things I had done drunk, and terrible things I thought sober (and still do). She nodded a lot and then told me her version of the same scary behavior common to female alcoholics. I felt saved. Before she left, she fluffed up my
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