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“For the life of the world to come.”

– Nicene Creed

    


    
Angusta est domus animae meae, quo venias ad eam: dilatetur abs te. ruinosa est: refice eam. habet quae offendant oculos tuos: fateor et scio. sed quis mundabit eam?

– Augustine of Hippo’s Confessions 1.5.6 
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Part One

Will the circle be unbroken? 
–Traditional

    


    
I. Bad

I was scared of the dark and al-Qaeda terrified me. Every night in my bedroom, the darkness was a skyscraper I had to jump out of, the darkness was the fathomless depth into which I jumped. Somewhere – above the ceiling, below the floor, behind a wall – was that man. He said, “It’s three in the morning and the safe people are fast asleep. You’re alone.”

You yelled, and he heard you. Your dad walked into the room, removed you from the clutch of damp and twisted sheets, knelt beside the bed, and began reciting the Lord’s prayer. Line by line the darkness dissolved. By his final uttered syllable, evil, the hallway light shone through the doorway; glass picture frames and a white baptismal crucifix caught the light and twinkled. The threats in your mind became apparent, their confines clear like consonants, and you now had words to try and explain your fears – you offered them to him in hopes they could be eliminated. You described hijacked planes, falling men, Iraq, busses blown apart. He listened. Then, he repeated the prayer with slower grace, line by line, pausing after each so you could repeat after him. All your fears were passed into the hands of your father, who rested them on the palms of God. Your burning was done for tonight.  

You think of this while lying naked, in what feels like the same bed, next to a stranger – but you can’t tell God or your father about it. Last night, you picked him out from a bar you were too young to enter. Now, it’s dawn. Sunlight crawls under the curtain, across the bed. Soon it will gleam off the white bed sheets on the floor with your clothes, abandoned, bodiless. You have yet to touch him. This is your responsibility. When the day star emerges in full, he will leave to pick up his suit from the dry cleaners. It will be a well-tailored thing that encompasses his wide chest and plump ass. He will ride downtown to his day job, his work with lucrative math. His departure will hurt, but his touch, a little generous gesture after you soon touch him, shall hurt more. You are skinny, but his lips on your skin will summon the creation of an irrational muscle filled with blood. Its sudden leak a voided fate, killed by its meeting the air. If you are too aware of this, if you take this to heart, promptly you will cast him out of your bedroom, slam the door shut in farewell, and be left to spend the day masturbating with a handheld screen, until your lust is unanswerable and you find him again, though he will be unrecognizable and not remember your name – this is what a stranger is. This man will disappear and reappear until all your blood is gone, your navel and groin a trail of ash. The sky is clear, the sun strong. Night is dead, death always hurts. He will leave you, very soon. 

No other choice, you hijack your limbs and fly into him. Your tongue hits a window between his open lips, steel striking glass gaining entry. He wakes from half-sleep and collapses, into various contortions, for your pleasure, giving his flesh, as though lifeless, to you. Until you cum, which is a quick blast, a burn done in seconds. His takes longer – the ruinous result, his nothing after the fire – dreadful last smoke.   

My father also didn’t tell me 9/11 was happening. Locked behind a white bedroom door, he made noises that sounded like crying. But men were frozen in fatherhood and old age. I couldn’t believe what I heard. I stood at the door, shaking. Every morning I sat on his bed, watching cartoons while he knotted his tie in the closet door mirror. During commercial breaks I watched him, and some mornings I ignored the television completely to see his hands flutter. But this morning I couldn’t. He’d said, “Keep out of here, Calvin. I need a minute. Wait for me in the hall,” and then closed it like he knew I was too young to be so dismissed. He rarely lost composure. There was nothing else I could do, so I knocked.  “Calvin?” 


His hair was a mess and there was no tie. 

“You’re not going to school today. The news just said it’s closed.” 

“Can I see the TV?” 

“Why?” 

“I want to see my school on TV.” 

“They’re showing something else now. Later, maybe.” He paused and bit his lip. “I am taking you to your great-aunt’s house, and your mom will pick you up after lunch. Why aren’t you dressed?” 

“I –” 

“Don’t worry. Just do it. Please.” 

You’re never supposed to let kids know there’s a problem. This was all he could hide. Twenty minutes later, I turned his car radio dial until I heard something I recognized, maybe The Eagles. I was a weird kid. He probably kept staring at traffic. He did not show me his eyes; he did not nod, smile, and hum-grunt “good man” at what I’d selected. I imagine his hair un-gelled, tie defiled by a sloppy knot. He’d rushed in the mirror and now sped down the highway exit ramp. I wanted to yell and yank off his tie and say a disaster was plain to me – I too knew. Or maybe I just know now. After writing so much bullshit about sex and terrorism. An old idea, but it’s never really left me. I’ve always had to deal with it. Everyone from my Westchester, New York hometown seemed to take 9/11 that personally, like it was the one real part of history. My history, present, and future would be – I’d soon gather – a bit different. 

At my great-aunt’s house, he pulled my skull into his stomach and held me there for too long. This wasn’t too uncommon. He kissed my grand-aunt, closed the front door, and ignited his car engine. My older self would wonder what it’d be like, if he never came home. 

As it happened, by the summer before college, I’d found other people to be near me when I needed it and then leave on the beat. I was facing Jack’s back when we met.  

One of us guessed the other’s name and he turned around and I fell on him. We worked on each other’s tongues for a few minutes, then I took his hand and nodded at the front door. We left that party, by then a room of drunk kids falling asleep. The air was fog and the grass was slick, we had to walk slowly across the yard, to the curb. Somehow we found his Camry. He grabbed its handle, opened the door, gripped my shoulder – he pressed on me, pushing me down onto the leather. Then he climbed inside, slammed the door shut, and reached over the driver’s seat to turn the ignition. He maneuvered some buttons to open the back window, then quickly turned the engine off. The keys were left in place, he came back to me. We sat upright at first, for a bit. But soon we crossed the distance between our seats; we pitched our weights against each other, leaning on each other’s tilted shoulders, until something gave – we collapsed – rubbing skin, cloth, leather, skin, until we were strewn on our sides, nearly falling off the leather precipice, face to face. It was so narrow. 

To avoid slipping, I turned around, and fit my back into his chest and stomach. I turned my neck and whispered into his face, “Music?”  

“No,” he said. “That gets annoying.” He’d done this before. His hand was on top of my shoulder, I felt it sliding down the length of my arm, crossing from my cloth sleeve to skin, where every hair stood up. His fingers were long, his hand encased mine like a shell. He reached my waist, the crest of my hip. I did nothing to stop him. I did not direct him, or suggest anything. He redirected his wrist and slid into my jeans; I felt like dragging his hand, detached, down with me; I thought about how energy moves in waves.    

A crest, then, began at my waistline, rose through my torso and broke open my lips with a sound. Or maybe an ocean wave that fell upon a rock shoreline. The stone ancient and immoveable, incapable of yielding to one finger. Part of me would remain lustless, firm in inadmissible youth and unbearable old age. He might have touched anything. I reared myself into him, driving his shoulders and back into the seat. He retaliated, threw his weight on top of me so I slid under his chest and he could have flattened my lungs if he’d wanted to, but he used a buckled arm to stay above me. I heard him breathe heavily. The finger slowed down, as it threatened his balance. I was not water. I could not carry him as a sea might have. I was too small and saltless.  

I felt his teeth on my ear like bloodlust, and his stomach above my back a suspended boulder. I told him to fucking stop it. He retracted his hand and raised his other arm, so I slipped out from under him and we lay, as before, side by side and quiet. There was no music on.  

The windows were open, the air full of hot fog and the leather reeked of sweat, but we would get used to the smell. Bored, I turned around and we started again. Eventually, amnesia of who was who or saliva from perspiration. Still in the car, we hadn’t gone anywhere by dawn. 

Jack and I just fucked inside his Camry for a week, after which we made it to his bedroom. His parents worked in finance – they commuted to the Meatpacking District each morning and spent many nights at handsome dinner parties in Greenwich Village. It was the summer before I started college, I didn’t want a job, and Jack didn’t need one. We spent most nights locked in his bedroom, only separating when I left his bed to walk butt naked through his kitchen and pour myself a glass of water. The summer air felt better on top of his musk.  

One morning I walked home early. The air was new and cold. I saw old men nearly break the seams of their high khaki shorts as they bent down fixing their sprinklers. I thought of children in strip-mall pet stores, sticking their fingers into cages to scratch the scalps of puppies.  

The door of my house was unlocked. Inside, I was met by the sight of my father: graying hair, a wide back in a green t-shirt, and bluejeans. His knees were buckled, his hands clutched his kneecaps, his head was thrust far into the refrigerator as he examined our cartons of milk, assuming the stance of a much older man. He would choose the two percent. I walked there and swung my arm around his shoulder to grab the nonfat. At the sight of my hand, he smiled.   

We shuffled, slammed doors, clinked cutlery to produce two bowls of cornflakes. We carried them to the small round table at the center of the room and sat down at opposite ends. 

In silence, at the same time, we started to eat. I was hungover, and in my daze I planned to spend the rest of the morning asleep, then wake up long after noon and walk to Jack’s under the last red light of day. As I scheduled, my father stared at the wall. His wife was at work, the school was closed, and he only liked to read at night.  


“I should build something today,” he said. “A hammock in the backyard, or a bench in the front. Or another shelf in your room?” 

I was tired. “It wouldn’t get much use. I won’t be here too often in the fall.”  

I don’t know how I managed to make that sound cruel. 

The effort to speak more must have been contorting my face. He crossed his legs and eased his back into the chair’s nonexistent curve. Skin had slipped farther and farther off the corners of his eyes recently, now drooped a little from his cheeks and softened the ends of his mouth. He looked most deflated when trying to smile. “But you’re a grown-ass man in college. You don’t have to tell me anything.”    

I could barely taste what I was eating, but cornflakes are flavorless. Years ago, this table was like a podium where I delivered orations before and after school. I described the books I’d read in class, my classmates’ misbehavior, how I was praised. While they skewered cotton t-shirts with pencils, I had been reading. Probably To Kill a Mockingbird. The trial was my favorite – and I could recount it to him like the news. He would be pouring cereal, packing my lunch, gathering his papers – he’d graded many last night, during my evening address. All the while, he confirmed the justice in all my praises. And he admired Mockingbird too, but read the book in seventh grade, and now I was only nine – his brilliant son, apparently. But now we were older and there was much between us that did not fit inside this kitchen.  

I thought of his nightstand. “What did you read last night?” 

He dropped his spoon in milk, pushed his bowl aside a little, and folded his hands on the surface of the table. “Dunkirk.” A drop of white clung to his chin and followed his moving lips. “The army wasted, waiting, on white sand. Corpses of horses and brawls, the men before the empty sea. They were saved.” He paused, looked down at how his hands fit together. Then more quietly, “It’s how they waited, I think, that interests me most. I’d like to understand it perfectly.” He puckered his lips and clicked his tongue.      

He rose from his chair and walked to the sink, bowl in hand. After pouring out the mess, he flicked the water on. As it ran into the ceramic and gurgled, his head rotated – from the window, to me, and back – watching a squirrel’s progress across the top of the fence, and my progress with breakfast. I was nauseous out of nowhere.  

His hands might’ve pruned by the time he faced me. He stood with his back against the sink. 

“Dad. Yes?”  

“Can I ask you a question?” 

“Sure.”  


“You’re seeing someone, aren’t you.”  

I stared at the wall in front of me, which had not asked anything. To that surface, I reported, “Not really.” 

Now he’d crossed his arms. He began to speak with a note of finality that contrasted sharply with the length of his account.  

“And years ago I was with this girl, not your mother. I worked as a high school TA. Sometimes I bought us wine for dinner. Sitting with her at the table, she was so angry and so calm about it and would not tell me anything. I felt her anger was bound to turn towards me. If we were married, she would be furious. Her mother, sisters, aunts knew me already. I knew as much as they expected. But she must have realized I wanted to leave her, though I wasn’t ready. Maybe she just introduced me to those people so that I could be followed, in shopping malls, doctors’ waiting rooms, the DMV, and she might hear reports on my penance. I talked about the news, Los Angeles, Rodney King, the breaking news I’d watched in the faculty room. I knew I could really be a prick about it. She said I made her feel evil.”  

A dent in his brow looked like it should’ve split his face open. Or he’d just bitten someplace tender inside his lip, under his tongue. He went on.  

“The whites of her eyes could be like moons, with irises, before she rolled them back, when I would tell her she was in denial. I always liked that comparison. I mean, I hated living it. The week before I moved out, I was good to her. Shortly after, she moved out of New York. To Florida. Then I met your mother.”      

His arms had fallen apart, gone down to his sides, as if they’d tried to hide in his pockets but couldn’t make it. He closed his eyes briefly to recite a verse. 

“Weaker words were never said, people die before they’re dead. You know, my aunts hated their husbands – they loved to say that it was the only reason to get married in the first place. Men couldn’t cook, couldn’t clean, couldn’t even quiet babies while their wives worked. Their salaries were good money, but other husbands made more. My uncles sat in silence, eating. When dinner was over, when my aunts had cleared the table and washed dishes in the kitchen, the airing of grievances continued or they spoke about something else. Sometimes I listened. Other times I stood on the basement stairs and watched my uncles get lulled to sleep by television. The awake ones were talking about young, in-shape football players, until they were sleepy too; then the next few men would wake up and chat. Most of them had played in high school. They had been good. Now they were off. In the kitchen, my aunts told me about the girl I’d marry someday. They said that she would be a good cook – because the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach. My favorite uncle had lost half his memory by then, he sat at the kitchen table too, and mumbled to himself while his nieces filled and refilled his glass of red. As he got drunk, the mumbles grew louder, and I caught his words here and there. Eventually I pieced it together. Like you would say, Lord Jesus Christ have mercy on me a miserable sinner, he repeated, Weaker words were never said, people die before they’re dead.” 

My father started coughing. A window poured sunlight down his back, shrouding his face in shallow and powerful darkness, shadow. I could still make out the ridges, creases, hollows so particular to any other face – although a light veil had fallen from his forehead to his chin, so grayness didn’t gather in its usual places under his eyes – so covered by a light shade, my father’s age was nondescript. I had memorized his grin in old pictures, he and his friends hanging off each other’s necks, shoulders lopsided, elbows twisted, each depending on another’s sliding weight. If they were not dressed in plain clothes, drunk in somebody’s backyard, then they donned caps and gowns in a college parking lot, the auditorium’s boxy artifice towering into a June sky-blue. The graduates clung to each other, their eyes gleamed, their faces groomed and glowing for their parents, one of whom held the camera. 

My father rarely saw these friends anymore. They took their wives to California and Florida. The only true vision of him was what I had presently, and he belonged nowhere else.   I did not think he could say any more. My posture had not changed, facing the wall at his side. Maybe cruelly, he resumed.  

“I dreamt about my ex-girlfriend the other night. I’m walking down the street, it’s raining, and I see her ahead of me, standing under an awning to keep from getting wet. I say her name, she pretends not to hear. I scream it like I’m a stranger. Last week she died from something in her liver. Her sister remembered me, I don’t know how. Can you believe I got an e-mail inviting me to the wake? The service was in Florida, but why would she remember me? For what?”

For a second, I tried ignoring him and what he said like I could a stranger. But he was my dad, and he summoned bits of me, repulsed and submerged. If they ever breached my skin, they found their way into the corners of my eyes, kept dry. I adjusted the set of my ass in the chair. A few hours ago, I had woken up before Jack and pulled his morning hard-on until he came. I’d left the bed to wash my hands and returned with fingers paper-dry from soap – held one side of his face, kissed the other, just above where his stubble started. I’d left his house and made my way here, to eat breakfast with another man. 

But now, I could not see the bedroom and I could not see Jack – it was like I’d forgotten waking up. I tried shocking myself with memories of him: the nothing-weight of his balls in my palm. But the newest amnesia could not be touched.  

At the edge of town, there is a forest that waits to be named for a town councilman not long for this earth. Its leaf canopy can’t be penetrated by the strongest afternoon sun. Though stay-at-home moms and toddlers tour the thinner regions in daytime, the forest’s entirety is only known to figures who roam between trees after dark. Elderly squatters assemble ramshackle hideaways. Kids, dealing and doping and doped, drift from burnt-out sofas to bonfire sites under a light rain. I would see their furniture everywhere, futons and card tables and desk chairs, damp and smelling of smoke. There were fire pits of various sizes, a bonfire for a crowd or the campfire of a recluse, but never forest fire, the kids and outlaws had honed expertise, their burning was always contained. Walking through the deserted thicket, away from the trails, I never met a single classmate or neighbor, but I’d come to know them far better than I could ever indicate in school or in town; their bare mattresses were scattered across the forest floor, the cushioning worn thin, the springs badly bent. The older I was, the more often I walked past them, imagining they were mine, and my deflated condom lying on the pile of leaves at my feet.  

On the day my father asks if I am seeing anyone, I follow the dirt path that starts behind my old high school. Neighbors and their children carry bags of supermarket bread for the ducks. The kids drag their feet, complaining about the distance, but brighten once they reach the pond, laugh when they see the goofy birds that are eager to be fed and easy to chase. As a child, my great-aunt brought me here too. I remember her, and then turn off the path to a doggie trail I found at twelve or thirteen. Walking it now, ducking under low branches, jumping over wide roots, the children and their guardians are covered by the brush and cannot be seen – commanded to keep far away from these remote thorny places, and advised to keep their distance, perhaps, from me. Farther down this trail is where those children grown into middle and high school students can meet and become junkies, if they choose. Then they will be flashy things of ill-fated brilliance, a shame to their mothers and fathers, no more recognizably human than their weird reflections in the small shards of glass pounded by footsteps into the dirt – all dirty and disowned, but still and sometimes brilliant if generously touched by moonlight.  

To my right, I see another mattress. I imagine myself sitting, upright, cross-legged, staring into the trees and determining what eyes might be on me or looking away. The afternoon light dies – I lied, some sunlight falls here, but my dreamy memory keeps this place in unaltered twilight. I’m not sure if they’re around, but I can hear the children’s screams as they run after terrified geese, and the adolescents snickering at their friend who’s trying it for the first time. And, somewhere, there are adults, your parents or mine. As the ashamed and unfinished lover I can only be here, I think of what’s been offered to us as the promise of maturity and wisdom of age, intimated to children by the success and failure of their parents: a man or woman, unknown to you, to be chosen by you, in secret, with whom you will embody love. On the sounds of summer trees touching each other, I splice the rhythm Jack’s heart used to beat, from just that morning, clearer now. I try mimicking it with my teeth, too, but somehow I fail, the pounding in his chest becomes irritating and off, some dangerous shudder like arrhythmia.  

There was another rhythm in the music of Bessie Smith. My father used to play her from time to time, especially one song. It took me a while to understand her lyrics through the static, but at the same time, I never asked him what they were. Out of a radio that usually played the Eagles, Fleetwood Mac, or Big Brother and the Holding Company, something else: 

If I should take a notion  

to jump into the ocean

ain’t nobody’s business 

if I do.  

My father would be driving, silent, his lips open a crack, his eyebrows standing high on his forehead, held there. This is also how he appeared in front of my mother, when they spoke. With this blank and vacant expression, he would slightly reorganize his features in the wake of what she said, like the design of churning white water behind a boat, that changes, near imperceptibly, all the time. But very perceptible is the noise of the motor – must be my mother, and he corroborated and accepted all her rattling accusations and complaints, the wake of her workday. After, she would repair to her room, where the television was, and only surface several times before midnight, for many cups of tea. Sometimes, seeing I had been listening, perched on the stairs or crouched in the hallway, he immediately sent me to bed no matter the daylight outside. Sometimes he would go downstairs and say nothing to me as he passed my spot. And sometimes he would invent an errand to run, and ask me to join. 

Once on the parkway, when all the neighborhood houses I’d memorized were gone, I heard:

There ain’t nothing I can do 

‘bout nothing I can say  

that folks won’t criticize me 

so I’m going to do just as I want to anyway 

even if they all despise me 

My father seldom talked on these rides. Not one word about my mother or his ex-girlfriends or my classmates; back then he would have only one question for me, and hardly move his mouth to make it, as his forehead and his eyebrows and his eyes had grown stern enough to meet the challenge of all the world’s winding three-lane parkways at seven o’clock on a Tuesday night. 

“Do you know who Janis Joplin was?” 

“No.” 

“She was another singer. This is a song by Bessie Smith. I once heard Bessie Smith had an unmarked grave and Janis Joplin came along and paid for half the stone.” 

I don’t know what I used to do with my face, I wish I could see it – the two of us – again. Maybe a different man had stood in the kitchen I’d just left, maybe my father was only my father in that car, ten years ago. I try to think of what it could be, what he could have said but refused to, in a language that went unspoken because, though he uses something like it every day, it was never and will never be his – he only stared into the tedium, he never challenged it. The moment when it might have been delivered – and I might have, expecting nothing, received it – was gone, now there was nobody to hear him and feel philistine. I wondered if my idea of what he never said
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