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PREFACE





This book was written in the flux of change; I wrote it not from a single still point but in the forward momentum of a current of grief. I wanted to allow for shifts in my perspective as time moved forward, as what we think of as healing began. What is healing, but a shift in perspective?


Almost eighteen months after Wally died, I know a little differently. I see a little more broadly than the man who wrote these pages, adrift in the sea-swirl of shock and loss. But somethings gained by allowing the voice of those hours, the long days of new mourning, to have its say. In a way I know less now, too. The Lakota Sioux say that when nature gives one a burden, ones also given a gift. Loss brought with it a species of vision, an inwardness which was the gift of a terrible timenearly unbearable, but bracingly real. I felt I was breathing some strange new air, the dizzy-making oxygen of an unfamiliar altitude. The long days of Wallys illness were a period of increasing tension, everything in the world closing down to one little point of dread, a fear assuaged only by the lightness and acceptance of his spirit. When he died, all that tension began to uncoil in me. My perception opened again, but where was I then? Some vague lunar place, a winter shore lit only by starlight, an icy marsh. In memory, what I did most of that year was tramp and tramp, in freezing salt places, cold expanses of beach over which the clouds moved in great luminous shrouds. I am glad I do not have to live, now, in quite the porous state these pages try to capture, but I am lucky to have been there, and to have been able to make some record, however halting, of those days.


A host of people helped to carry Wally and me through the last part of his life; they enabled us to live well, and their assistance helped us to face those days together with dignity. I am especially grateful to Darren Otto, a host of loving and strong home health aides, the Provincetown AIDS Support Group, and the Family Care Program of Cape Cod Hospital.


I could not have written this book, nor indeed made it through the days described here, without the help of real and invaluable friends. Michael Carter and Rena Blauner have been essential to me, irreplaceable spirits and close readers; my friend and editor Robert Jones trusted me, believed in this book, and read it with enormous responsiveness and acuity. Rudy Kikel, Marie Howe, and Brian Bouldrey helped me to get started. Amy Bloom, Martha Christina, Richard McCann, and Maggie Valentine read closely and deeply, and offered wise suggestions. Alfred Corn, Kathryn Davis, Margaret Erhart, and Nancy Lagomarsino generously allowed me to incorporate portions of their letters here. Finally, Paul Lisicky not only helped with the book, but helped me remember just how good it is to live.


I am grateful for extraordinary support from the Ingram Merrill Foundation, the National Endowment for the Arts, the John Simon Guggenheim Foundation, and the Mrs. Giles R. Whiting Foundation. My gratitude, as well, to the Rockefeller Foundations Bellagio Center, for a residency in Italy which enabled me to finish the volume.


This book is for every man and woman living with AIDS, for every man and woman gone, for anyone whos loved them.












Prologue: Is There a Future? April 1993





In 1989, not long after my partner Wally and I took the HIV test, the pain in my backwhich had been a chronic, low-level problembecame acute. I went to a chiropractor Id seen before, a rough-and-tumble kind of guy with a strange, cluttered little office on a shady part of Main Street in the Vermont town where we lived then. Dr. Crack, as I thought of him, was his own secretary, and furnished his office with all manner of cast-offs and inspirational posters, along with many implements of vague and mysterious use. In general, he did not inspire confidence. He snapped me around with considerable force, and though I felt much better after being treated by him, I also felt a mounting sense of nervousness about the degree of force he used. One day the crack my neck made as he whipped it into place was so loud that I resolved to see the new-age doctor my friends had spoken so highly of instead. She had cured one friend of a nervous tic in the eye simply by massaging a spot on her spine; others swore by her gentler style of manipulation.


On my first visit, as I lay on my stomach in a room full of ferns and charts marking the locations of chakras and pressure points, she touched one vertebra which throbbed, seemed almost to ring, painfully, like a struck tuning fork. I felt shed touched the very center of the pain in my sacrum, the weak spot where my ache originated. When I told her this, she said that the particular vertebra she was touching represented faith in the future.


Under her tentative touchesdelivered with less pressure than one would use to push an elevator buttonmy back simply got worse, but her diagnosis was so penetratingly accurate that I never forgot it. After a while, I went back to Dr. Crack, and my back got better, but not the rupture in my faith.


The test results had come back negative for me, positive for Wally, but it didnt seem to matter so much which of us carried the antibodies for the virus. Wed been together eight years; wed surrounded ourselves with a house and animals and garden, tokens of permanency; our continuance was assumed, an essential aspect of life. That we would continue to be, and to be together, had about it the unquestioned nature of a given, the tacit starting point from which the rest of our living proceeded. The news was as devastating as if Id been told I was positive myself. In retrospect, I think of two different metaphors for the way it affected me.


The virus seemed to me, first, like a kind of solvent which dissolved the future, our future, a little at a time. It was like a dark stain, a floating, inky transparency hovering over Wallys body, and its intention was to erase the time ahead of us, to make that time, each day, a little smaller.


And then I thought of us as standing on a kind of sandbar, the present a narrow strip of land which had seemed, previously, enormous, without any clear limits. Oh, there was a limit out there, somewhere, of course, but not anywhere in sight. But the virus was a kind of chill, violent current, one which was eroding, at who knew what speed, the ground upon which we stood. If you watched, you could see the edges crumbling.





Four years have passed. For two of them, we lived with the knowledge of Wallys immune status, though he was blessedly asymptomatic; for the last two years, we have lived with AIDS.


His has not been the now-typical pattern of dizzying descents into opportunistic infections followed by recoveries. Instead, hes suffered a gradual, steady decline, an increasing weakness which, a few months ago, took a sharp turn for the worse. He is more-or-less confined to bed now, with a few forays up and out in his wheelchair; he is physically quite weak, though alert and responsive, and every day I am grateful hes with me, though I will admit that I also rail and struggle against the limitations his health places upon us. As he is less capable, less present, I do battle with my own sense of loss at the same time as I try not to let the present disappear under the grief of those disappearances, and the anticipatory grief of a future disappearance.


And I struggle, as well, with the way the last four years have forced me to rethink my sense of the nature of the future.


I no longer think of AIDS as a solvent, but perhaps rather as a kind of intensifier, something which makes things more firmly, deeply themselves. Is this true of all terminal illness, that it intensifies the degree of what already is? Watching Wally, watching friends who were either sick themselves or giving care to those who were, I saw that they simply became more generous or terrified, more cranky or afraid, more doubtful or more trusting, more contemplative or more in flight. As individual and unpredictable as this illness seems to be, the one thing I found I could say with certainty was this: AIDS makes things more intensely what they already are. Eventually I understood that this truism then must apply to me, as well, and, of course, it applied to my anxiety about the future.


Because the truth was Id never really believed in a future, always had trouble imagining ongoingness, a place in the unfolding chain of things. I was raised on apocalypse. My grandmotherwhose Tennessee fundamentalism reduced not a jot her generosity or spiritual graceused to read me passages from the Book of Revelation and talk about the immanence of the Last Days. The hymns we sang figured this world as a veil of appearances, and sermons in church characterized the human world as a flimsy screen behind which the worlds real actors enacted the struggles and dramas of a loftier realm. Not struggles, exactly, since the outcome was foreknown: the lake of fire and the fiery pit, the eternal chorus of the savedbut dramatic in the sense of scale, or scope. How large and mighty was the music of our salvation!


When the Hog Farm commune came to my town in an old school bus painted in Day-Glo colors swirled like a Tibetan mandala, the people who came tumbling out into the park had about them the aura of a new world. Their patchouli and bells and handmade sandals were only the outward signs of a new point of view. Wed see things more clearly, with the doors of perception cleansed; fresh vision would yield new harmony, transformation. I was an adolescent, quickly outgrowing religion when this new sense of the apocalyptic replaced it with the late sixties faith in the immanence of Revolution, a belief that was not without its own religious tinge and implication. Everything promised that the world could not stay the same; the foundations of order were quavering, both the orders of the social arena and of consciousness itself. I couldnt articulate much about the nature of the future I felt was in the offing, but I could feel it in the drift of sitar music across a downtown sidewalk, late summer afternoons, and in the pages of our local underground newspaper, The Oracle, with its sinuous letterhead as richly complicated as the twining smoke of the Nepalese rope incense I used to burn. I was sure that certain sorts of preparation were ridiculously beside the point. Imagine buying, say, life insurance, or investing in a retirement plan, when the world as wed always known it was burning?


One sort of apocalyptic scenario has replaced another: endings ecological or nuclear, scenarios of depleted ozone or global starvation, or, finally, epidemic. All my life Ive lived with a future which constantly diminishes, but never vanishes.


Apocalypse is played out now on a personal scale; it is not in the sky above us, but in our bed.





In the museums we used to visit on family vacations when I was a kid, I used to love those rooms which displayed collections of minerals in a kind of closet or chamber which would, at the push of a button, darken. Then ultraviolet lights would begin to glow and the minerals would seem to come alive, new colors, new possibilities and architectures revealed. Plain stones became fantastic, futuristica strange word which suggests, accurately, that these colors had something of the world to come about them. Of course there wasnt any black light in the center of the earth, in the caves where they were quarried; how strange that these stones should have to be brought here, bathed with this unnatural light in order for their transcendent characters to emerge. Irradiation revealed a secret aspect of the world.


Imagine illness as that light: demanding, torturous, punitive, it nonetheless reveals more of what things are. A certain glow of being appears. I think this is what is meant when we speculate that death is what makes love possible. Not that things need to be able to die in order for us to love them, but that things need to die in order for us to know what they are. Could we really know anything that wasnt transient, not becoming more itself in the strange, unearthly light of dying? The button pushed, the stones shine, all mystery and beauty, implacable, fierce, austere.





Will there be a moment when you will die to me?


Of course you will cease to breathe, sometime; probably you will cease to breathe before I do, though theres no way to know this, really. But your being, your being-in-me, will last as long as I do, wont it? Theres a poem of Tess Gallaghers about the aftermath of her husbands death, one called Now That I Am Never Alone. Of course.


Is my future, then, remembering you? Inscribing the name, carrying the memory? Remembering is the work of the living, and the collective project of memory is enormous; it involves the weight of all our dead, the ones we have known ourselves and the ones we know only from stories. It is necessary to recall not just names but also faces, anecdotes, incidents, gestures, tics, nuances, those particular human attributes that distinguish us as individuals. A name, after all, stripped of contexts, is only a name. Lists of them, like the ones read at ceremonies around the Quilt, remind us of enormity, scale, the legions of the dead. Details, stories, remind us of the particular loved body and being of X and Y orsay itW.


Even photos, after a while, lend themselves to speculation. When I was a child we had a big metal fruitcake tin, the kind printed with golden trellises and scrolls, full of family photos. Many of them were inherited, and even though there were names penned on the backAlice, Lavinia, Maryover time an increasing number of them went unrecognized, anyone who could identify them gone. Although we had names for them, and faces, they had lost their particular humanness when we no longer had their stories.


Let this, then, be one more inscription, one version of my and Wallys story. We have been together a dozen years, fused in a partnership that felt, after a while, elemental, like bedrock. If I write about it as if its already done, thats because so much of it isW. is less present, each week spends more time asleep, and is less and less capable of involvement in the stuff of mutual life. Were pushed into a different kind of relation. (Those sentences were true when I wrote them, but this week hes much more alertstill unable to walk but ready to get out of the house, ready to shop for new shoes and magazines. Its only Wednesday and this week we have already been out three times, me pushing the wheelchair to town, to restaurants where we can sit outside, along the rough street and rougher sidewalk. We are laughing a lot, full of the pleasures of reprieve. Nothing about who we are together has changed. We have a present again.)





Look, I am living, Rilke writes in the Duino Elegies. On what? Neither childhood nor future/ grows any smaller. Like most great poems, I guess, this is both true and not true. Certainly the past is accomplished, complete; what has been is over and nothing can change it now, nothing can change except our perspectives, the way we interpret or understand. And the future is infinite, if not our personal fates then that great flux of matter and spirit which goes on, in which we will in some way participateas energy if not as individuals.


Mourning contracts the eye like a camera lens in strong light; the aperture of the soul shrinks to a tiny pinpoint which admits only grief. The past feels diminished when the future seems to shrink. When I am overcomeas I am, about once a weekby the prospect of losing my lover, I cant see any kind of ongoingness; my vision becomes one-pointed, like looking through the wrong end of a telescope, and the world seems smaller, further away, sad, a difficult place which no one would much want to inhabit.


The grief which sweeps over me is the grief of anticipation. It is a grief in expectation of grief, and it carries with it a certain degree of guilt, since one feels that what one really should be doing is enjoying the moment, being together now while it is possible to do so, rather than giving in to some gloomy sense of incipient loss. And while most of the time I can maintain that sensibilitythe preciousness of the present, the importance of not projecting too far ahead, not trying to feel my way blindly toward the futureI cant sustain it all the time. The futures an absence, a dark space up ahead like the socket of a pulled tooth. I cant quite stay away from it; hard as I may try. The space opened up in the future insists on being filled with something: attention, tears, imagination, longing.


The more one tries to live in the present, it seems, the more one learns the inseparability of time, the artifice of our construction of the trinity of experience; yesterday, today, tomorrow meld into one another, blur in and out. We move between them at the speed of memory or of anticipation. Trying to remain in the moment is like living in three dimensions, in sheerly physical space; the mind doesnt seem to be whole unless it also occupies the dimension of time, which grants to things their depth and complexity, the inherent dignity and drama of their histories, the tragedy of their possibilities. What then can it mean to be here now? That discipline of paying attention to things-as-they-are in the present seems simply to reveal the way the nature of each thing is anchored to times passage, cannot exist outside of time.


Take, for instance, the salt marsh where I walk near Wood End Light, out beyond Herring Cove Beach. That marsh is perhaps my favorite place in the world; it feels inexhaustible to me, in all the contradictions which it yokes so gracefully within its own being. It is both austere and lush, wet and dry, constant and ceaselessly changing, secretive and open. I have never, in years of walks, grown weary of looking at it, perhaps because there is no single thing which constitutes it; the marsh is a whole shifting confluence of aspects. At low tide its entirely dry, a Sahara of patterned sand and the tough green knots of sea lavender, beach grass around the edges of the beds of the tidal rivers gleaming as it bends and catches light along the straps of its leaves. As the tide mounts, twice a day, this desert disappears beneath the flood. It is a continuous apocalypse; Sahara becomes sea becomes sand again, in a theater of furious mutability.


Its lessonor at least the lesson I draw from it today, since this teachers so vast and has so many possibilities hidden in its repertoireis that what one can see is the present, the dimension of landscape which is in front of us now. But now is shaped by the past, backed by it, as it were, the way the glass of a mirror is backed by silver; its what lies behind the present that gives it color and sheen. And now is always giving way, always becoming. It is this progress into the future which gives things the dynamic dimension of forwardness they could not have were they composed solely of a past and a present. If past and present are the glass and its silver backing, then future is what is coming-to-be in the mirror, the image that presents itself, intrudes into the frame. I mix my metaphors with abandon, because I am talking near the edge of the unsayable, at the difficult intersection of what I can feel but barely say.



Wally is in my body; my body is in this text; this text is light on my computer screen, electronic impulse, soon to be print, soon to be in the readers body, yoursremembered or forgotten, picked up or set aside, it nonetheless acquires a strange kind of physical permanence, a persistence. My friend Billy, hearing about what Im writing, says, long-term survivors, youve got to address long-term survivors. Its a message of hope he wants; hope is perhaps simply a stance toward the world, finally, a stance of participation, or inseparability. That which cannot be separated cannot perish. The world has one long-term survivor, which is the world.


This is how I see through the wider end of the telescope, when my perspectives wide enough to see us as part of this vast interchange of being, not its center. On other days, the water of griefdeep, impenetrable, dark, coldpours over everything and I am lightless, unseeing.


Whether or not I have faith in the future, whether there is a personal future for Wally or whether I am all there will be of us (and then those who might read or remember me later all there will be of me)well, whatever I believe today, whatever my marsh and my study convince me of, the future does go on without us. The world doesnt need us to continue, although it does need us to attend, to study, to name. We are elements of the worlds consciousness of itself, and thus we are necessary: replaceable and irreplaceable at once. Someone will take our places, but then again there will never be anyone like us, no one who will see quite this way; we are a sudden flowering of seeing, among the millions of such blossomings. Like the innumerable tiny stars on the branching stalk of the sea lavender; it takes how many, a thousand, to construct this violet sheen, this little shaking cloud of flowers?


Eternity, Blake said, is in love with the productions of time. Perhaps, in fact, eternity inheres in the things that time makes; perhaps thats all of eternity well know: the wave, the flower, the repeated endless glimmerings and departures of tides. My error, which perhaps really does express itself in that pain in the fifth vertebra, lies in thinking the futures something we can believe or disbelieve, trust or doubt. Its the element we breathe. Our position in timeungraspable thing!is the element in which we move. Our apocalypse is daily, but so is our persistence.














Part One


COASTAL STUDIES













Sweet Chariot: February 1994





I grew up in two religions.


The first onecomforting, strange, rigorous, in its waywas comprised of an astonishing and lovely set of images. It was a religion given to me primarily by my grandmother, whose East Tennessee faith had the kind of solidity and rock-depth upon which Jesus must have intended to found His church. She was Peters rock, unshakable, holding us all upor at least holding me up; I was too small to have much of a sense of what she meant to my parents or to her husband, my cantankerous and difficult grandfather who outlived her by twenty years. My memories of her are very particular ones: a day out behind our house when she and I picked dandelion and poke greens, sunlight filtering through the thin flowered rayon dress she worethis would have been 1957 or 58and she showed me the right leaves to pick for the greens shed boil with fatback to serve with the chicken she plucked and set to roast in a black graniteware pan sparked with a whole firmament of stars. In that house, where she and my grandfather lived with us, their room was a secret source of meaning and depth. I didnt like him much but I liked his things: a drawer full of beautiful useless old fountain pens with marbled cases, cigar boxes full of rubber bands, stuff saved for the day it would surely be needed. I loved her with all my heart, and everything that was hers: the green rocking chair, a fruitcake tin filled with swirled peppermint candies, the Bible with the words of Jesus printed in red, like holidays on a calendar. She would set me up on her lap and, rocking all the while, read Bible verses to me. Im not sure if I remember especially her readings from Revelation or if it simply feels to me now, whenever I hear someone mention a phrase like last days or apocalypse, that the scent of herlavender, peppermint, and clean old dressesand the texture of her clothes, the Bibles leatherette cover and onionskin pages, are forever commingled with those words; some essence of her imbues them. It was she who presented me with my first religion, which was the religion of images, and they were given to me in Bible verses and in the songs we sang on the porch swing, summer nights: the sweet chariot coming to carry us home, the moon turning to blood, the angels sounding the trump so that all the dead would clap hands and arise, the thin veil of this worldthin as her sprig-scattered skirt!parting at last and opening into a world we need not fear, though it would be awesome, a world made true and just and bright and eternally resonant as the songs we sang.


I loved the word chariot. I couldnt sing it without thinking of the cherries in my uncles orchard, which Id seen once, and where my father had lifted me up into the branches so that I could pick the half-ripe fruit. Sweet chariot, sweet cherries, gold and red and green, a kind of glowing flush like heat on the skin of the little fruit, which was smooth and cleft and satisfying on the tongue as the word: chariot. This was the way the images invited us to dream into them.


I dont think I had any awareness of the second religion, the codes of explanation and prohibition, until after her death. I was five. She died of a heart attack, throwing her bedroom window open, in winter, and gasping for air. I remember most vividly being wrapped in a quilt, one she made, I imagine. I watched TV very early in the morning, at an hour when I wasnt usually awake, and saw the minister come in his black jacket and collar, his odd flowery scent. And then gladiolas around her coffin, and again that sweet essence of peppermint and lavender, and little ribbons decorating the flowers on her grave. I dreamed that she came to see me, in the night, and stood beside a cane chair in a circle of lamplight to speak to mevery softly and intimately and comfortingly, though I havent any memory at all of what she said.


My understanding of a more worldly religion began after that. One Sunday there was a sermon especially for childrenI believe this was in a Presbyterian church in Nashville, or perhaps in Memphisinstead of the usual Sunday School Bible stories accompanied by big colored pictures. (What were they? I want to say chromolithographs, or engravings, perhaps because the pictures and their sense of the world, an ancient and quaint exoticism they portrayed, seem so firmly of the nineteenth century.) This Sunday, no Baby Moses in the Bulrushes or Joseph in His Coat of Many Colors. Instead, the minister told us a story about the terrible dangers of desire.


A little girls mother had baked a particularly beautiful pie, and set it on the dining table to cool, saying to her daughter, Make sure that you do not touch this pie. The girl thought about this, and tried not to touch the impossibly attractive thing. But after a time, overcome by her longing, she simply could not resist anymore, and she decided that if she snitchedthat was the word he used, snitched (a particularly pinched, ratlike little word, it seems to me now, full of disdain and pettiness)just one little piece it would be all right. So she did, taking the little bit of pie into the closet and eating it in the dark where no one could see her. The morsel eaten, she was still filled with hunger; the pie was so good, she wanted it so badly. So she would snitch just one more piece, and eat it in the dark surrounded by the comforting wool of her parents coats. But, of course, that didnt satisfy her either; once a contract with appetite had been entered into, there wasnt any turning back. And standing in the dark, her hands and lips covered with the evidence of her need, the little girl felt, suddenly, seen. She was watched and she knew it, and so she turned her face upward into the dark from which that sense of witness came, and there, floating above her, was the eye of God: enormous, missing nothing, utterly implacable.


My parents told me that when we came home after this sermon, I hid under my bed and wouldnt come out. I dont recall that now, but I do remember inventing a new game, which I used to play alone, since my sister was ten years older and I might as well have been an only child. We lived that year in a big old farmhouse on a horse farm we rented. The horses used to wander on their own businessnameless, cared for by others. In my new game I marked off some portion of the yard by the abandoned chicken coop and named it Hell, and Id play devil, racing about the perimeter with my pitchfork, poking at souls, meting out punishments, keeping them in line. With a girl who lived down our road Id play a game in which we took turns dying and going to heaven, which I imagined as a kind of garden with a maze, a rose garden, where I would meet a blond and milk-pale Jesus. I come to the garden alone, while the dew is still on the rosesBut that game, which was soon forbidden to us by a relative who said, You mustnt play that, it might come true, was a game of images, of peace and stillness. My game of Hell was an enactment of energy and ferocity, of power and defiance. I think I have responded to the religion of prohibition in this way ever since.


Perhaps if my grandmother had lived, and if wed stayed in Tennessee, my two religions would have merged, and I would have grown away from the images I was originally given, or felt oppressed by them. But because I was split off from that world, the landscape of my childhood and of the songs seems permanent to me, sealed, untouchable, a mythic landscape of hymns, with their rivers and flowers, their cherry trees and blood and moons. We moved away from my parents families, on to suburbs in Arizona and Southern California and Florida, and into a succession of increasingly polite Protestant churches which finally evaporated into a bland social gesture which was easily set aside. My mother, late in her life, found a religion of imagery again in an Anglican church so high and so influenced by the architecture and pageantry of Mexican Catholicism as to be a kind of spiritual theater. I came, after a while, to seek the images of comfort and challenge and transformation in art. My mother, with her love of painting and music and beauty, had helped me to look there, but I think I understood intuitively that there was no sustenance for me in the religion of explanation and prohibition.


The explanations were never good onesthe world as trial by fire, proving ground to earn Gods love or His forgiveness for having been humanand it was apparent to me even at an early age that the notion that anyone around me actually understood Gods will or could articulate it was patently ridiculous. Theres a wonderful line in Charles Finneys quirky book, The Circus of Dr. Lao, which I read as a kid, an Americanized version of a speech of Hamlets: There are more things in heaven and earth, madam, than even a lifetime of experience in Abalone, Arizona, could avail you of.


The prohibitions were worse than the explanations. They suggested that the divinity had constructed the earth as a kind of spiritual minefield, a Chutes and Ladders game of snares, traps, and seductions, all of them fueled by the engines of our longing; the flames of hell were stoked by human heats. As if desire were our enemy, instead of the ineradicable force that binds us to the world.





I cannot be queer in church, though Ive tried, and though I live now in a place where this seems to be perfectly possible for a great many people. Here in Provincetown we have a wonderful Unitarian church, with a congregation largely gay and lesbian, and it pains me a bit to have to admit that when I have gone to services there I have been utterly, hopelessly bored. Theres something about the absence of imagery, an oddly flaccid quality of neutrality in the language of worship. I long for a kind of spiritual intensity, a passion, though I can certainly see all the errors and horrors spiritual passions have wrought. I dont know what I want in a church, finally; I think the truth is that I dont want a church. My friend Phil has sweetly and politely informed me that its a spiritual experience for him to be in the company of his fellows, worshiping together at the U.U., and that my resistance to it is really a sort of aesthetic snobbery, a resistance to its public language and marriage of spirituality and social life. I dont want to judge anyones way of finding a soulful commonality, but nothing puts me less in mind of ultimate things than the friendly meetings held within my local churchs square-boned New England architecture and flourishes of trompe loeil.


Perhaps my discomfort has to do, still, with issues of desire. Wind, glimmering watery horizon and sun, the watchful seals and shimmered flurries of snow seem to me to have far more to do with the life of my spirit. And there is somehow in the grand scale of dune and marsh and sea room for all of human longing, placed firmly in context by the larger world: small, our flames are, though to us raging, essential. There is something so polite about these Sunday gatherings of tolerant Unitarians that I feel like longing and need must be set aside. Isnt the part of us that desires, that loves, that longs for encounter and connectionphysical and psychic and every other wayalso the part of us that knows something about God? The divine, in this world, is all dressed up in mortal clothes, and longing and mortality are so profoundly intertwined as to be, finally, entirely inseparable.


My lover of twelve years died just last month. It astonishes me to write that sentence. It astonishes me that I am writing at all; I have not, till now, and I didnt know when the ability to focus might come back to me. I havent yet been able to read, and there are many other things I havent even begun to approach, in the face of this still unbelievable absence. I will be sorting out and naming the things I learned from Wally for years to come, probably for the rest of my life, but here is one thing I know now.


All the last year of Wallys life, he didnt stop wanting. He was unable to walk, since some kind of insidious viral infection which his useless doctors didnt seem to know the first thing about gradually took away his ability to control his body. But he wasnt ever one of those people who let go. Oh, he did, in the sense of accepting what was happening to him, in the sense of not grasping onto what he couldnt have, but he lived firmly in his desires. From the bed where he lived all that year hed look out onto the street at anything in pants walking by and be fully, appreciatively interested. I never for a minute felt hurt by this or left out; it wasnt about me. It was about Wallys way of loving the world. I think in his situation I would have been consumed by frustration and a sense of thwarted desire, but he wasnt. Because his desire wasnt about possession, and his inability to fulfill it wasnt an issue; it was to be in a state of wanting, to be still desiring beauty and grace and sexiness and joy. It was the wanting itself that mattered.


A couple of months before Wally died we heard about a couple in the city, one of whom was ill, who needed to give up their little dog, since they felt they couldnt take care of him.


Wally talked and talked about this until it became clear that what he really wanted was for Dino to come to live with us. We already had a dog, Arden, a calm black retriever with a meditative, scholarly disposition, but Wally had his heart set on a new dog whod sleep next to him and lick his face.


The day that I went to Manhattan to pick up Dino, Jimi and Tony changed their minds; they werent ready to let him go. Wally was so disappointed that I went to the animal shelter with the intention of finding a small, cuddly dog whod fit the bill.


What I found was a young golden retriever with enormous energy, a huge tongue, and a phenomenal spirit of pleasure and enjoyment. He didnt just lick Wallys face, he bathed his head, and Wally would scrinch up his face and then grin as though hed been given the earths brightest treasure.


Sometimes late at night hed tell me about other animals he wanted to adopt: lizards, a talking bird, some fish, a little rat.


I dont know many men who would want a new dog, a new pact with domestic life, with responsibility, with caring for the abandoned, in the final weeks of their lives. Theres a Polaroid I took of Wally with golden Beau curled up and sleeping in our rented hospital bed beside him. He could barely use his hands thenour friend Darren and I would feed him, and give him drinks to sip through a strawbut hes reaching over with his beautiful hardly functional hand to stroke Beaus neck. That is how I will always see my love: reaching toward a world he cannot hold and loving it no less, not a stroke less.


Desire I think has less to do with possession than with participation, the will to involve oneself in the body of the world, in the principle of things expressing itself in splendid specificity, a handful of images: a lovers irreplaceable body, the roil and shimmer of sea overshot with sunlight, a handful of cherries, the texture and weight of a word. The word that seems most apt is partake; it comes from Middle English, literally from the notion of being a part-taker, one who participates. We can say we take a part of something but we may just as accurately say we take part in something; we are implicated in another being, which is always the beginning of wisdom, isnt itthat involvement which enlarges us, which engages the heart, which takes us out of the routine limitations of self?


The codes and laws fall away, useless, foolish, finally, hollow little husks of vanity.


The images sustain.


The images allow for desire, allow room for useven require usto complete them, to dream our way into them. I believe with all my heart that when the chariot came for Wally, green and gold and rose, a band of angels swung wide out over the great flanks of the sea, bearing him up over the path of light the sun makes on the face of the waters.


I believe my love is in the Jordan, which is deep and wide and welcoming, though it scours us oh so deeply. And when he gets to the other side, I know he will be dressed in the robes of comfort and gladness, his forehead anointed with spices, and he will singjoyfulinto the future, and back toward the darkness of this world.











Cold Dark Deep and Absolutely Clear





A week and a few days after Wally died, my friend Michael and I stood on the shore at Hatchs Harbor, which is just where Cape Cod Bay and the Atlantic intersect in a roiling line of watery activity called the Race. At Hatchs Harbor the sky always seems enormous, the horizontals of dune and marsh and shoreline particularly vast and dazzling. It is especially pristine because the place isnt easy to reach, accessible as it is only after a long walk through a fire road in the dunes, along a dike built across a huge stretch of marsh, and then round the sandy tideflats skirting a lighthouse whose foghorn tends to sound in all weathers, even the brightest sunlight. The once-manned house is operated by remote control now, the switch apparently off in Connecticut someplace.


In the water that afternoon I saw first one oddly shaped dark form, a sort of mound a few feet from the foaming edge line. It was a seal in the shallow surf, floating on his or her side, eyeing us curiously. My two dogs were with us; I think seals seem to sense them as distant but unlikely cousins, and want to study them. In a moment the watcher submerged, and then rose again a few yards away, a wet black marble bust, the perfectly erect head held with marked dignity and poise. It was joined shortly by another pair of heads. And then another pair, and then another rolling on her side, enjoying the wave of her body and the quick flip of tail. And then there were dozens of watchers, looking toward us with as much curiosity and surprise as we brought to our study of them. The alien world of the water might as well have been, for me, the other world of the spirit; I felt I was looking into the realm of the dead, which I could not enter or know very much about. I thought of Elizabeth Bishops poem, At the Fishhouses, in which she describes the seawater of the Nova Scotian coast as




Cold dark deep and absolutely clear,


element bearable to no mortal,


to fish and to seals



Miss Bishops marine creatures endure what no other mortals can; they seem more like spirits than living things. This other world was both clear and impenetrable, visible and unknowable. Although dozens of likable faces looked back at me, any one of which might almost have been his.


So began a chain of encounters with seals.




Seals are coastal creatures, citizens of two elements. Though most at ease in the waterwhere gravitys unmoored and their bodies arc and tumble freely, somersaulting and floating on their sides, supported by the movement of just one flipper, the flick of a tailthey bring some of that undulance with them to land, on the rare occasions when one sees them out in the winter sun.


I have always associated seals with Wally, through a chain of private associations with the sort of complexity and irrationality that characterizes the way a poetic image twists together a clutch of meanings, fibers spun into a single, complex yarn, various in texture, glinting with strands of separate and intermingling color. Something in the handsome cast of his head, the depth and clarity of his brown eyes. f of Delibes, a ravishing duet from Lakm called Dme Epais. This aria is an invitationone woman inviting another to stroll along an Indian river and pick jasmineand it is pure fluidity, the unmistakable text of a kind of joy, the pleasure of swimming, of free movement, of floating in an untroubled suspension. Wally loved that music, and I imagine that in part this was because he was not, in his body, a comfortable swimmer, though he longed to be; in his spirit was a latent seal.


Seals bear a noticeable kinship to dogs, which Wally loved, and with which he felt a deep and immediate connection. You like dogs, a tea-leaf reader in a Boston tearoom once told him, and dogs like you.


Ive just read an Inuit tale, which a friend has sent me, the story of a boy who left his parents behind to live with the seals, and in their camps at the bottom of the sea (where they gather around their fires!) heard their tales of ancient days and times to come.


And Ive been thinking of Bishops seal, who floats, in her poem, in an element like knowledge, and likes to listen to her renditions of Baptist hymns.


And then theres the notion of the seal as merman, of the creature which embodies the two worlds, unlike us, who live firmly in one medium, despite our brief visits to the other. To be of the coast, a mer-being, is to partake of the liminal, that watery zone of possibility where one thing becomes another, where the rules of one world are suspended as we enter into the next. The coast is the shifting zone of change and transformation. A coast is not a line really but a borderland, site of a continual conversation between elements which transforms both.


Movements between the worlds are limited, and often extraordinary. This is Ludovico Guicciardini, writing in Description of all the Lowlands, a seventeenth-century guide to Holland:




They also claim that, around the year 1526, a merman was taken in the Frisian sea, formed in every way like the rest of us; they say that he had a beard, hair on his head and other hairs that we have, but quite setulose (that is, resembling the bristles of a pig), and harsh, and that they accustomed him to eating bread and other ordinary foods; they say that in the beginning the man was very wild, but that later he became gentle, though not totally tame, and he was mute. He lived for several years and finally, having once escaped the same illness, died of the plague in the year 1531.




Travelers between worlds are mute; they cannot tell us what they know. The language of the other element is untranslatable, though here it seems that, accustomed to solid ground, the mer-creature is also susceptible to its epidemics.




The wounded seal is young and startlingly silvery in the February sun. Its injury is a small bloody line along the tip of one side of the graceful little tail, as if perhaps its been bitten; it doesnt look terribly serious, but of course I dont know how to read their pain, their expressions. Hes alone on the shore, a fact which in itself doesnt seem to bode well. Why is he no longer part of the group? When Ive seen them in the water or, once, in a sunning herd on the edge of the shore, they seemed happily grouped, like a pack of dogs. Do they abandon the injured or dying, perhaps to divorce themselves from the smell of blood that marks an animal as prey? Ive heard that sharks come in, this time of year, to feed on the young ones.


Beached on a low rise of sand, maybe thirty or forty feet from an outgoing tidal river, he is not pleased to see us, particularly the two dogs who are full of curiosity and longing for a game. The seal raises his head and barks and makes a noise like a hiss of warning; my worry for it is mixed with wondering what those teeth are capable of. Though it seems, distinctly, youngthe look on its face suggests that wed say, were it human, this child is lost. I am busy restraining the dogs; their excited noises, and mine, rouse the seal to action. I fear that its incapable of much movement but it awkwardly flips and starts to scoot down the rise toward the water, picking up speed. At the edge of the tidal stream it looks back to us, then slips into the water. Its no less awkward in three inches of water than it is on sand, but as soon as it reaches a foot-deep stretch of sea its gloriously fluid, like a heron taking to air; what was compromised and lurching is suddenly capable of splendid and effortless motion.


A body that was wounded sits stranded, incapacitated. Gone into another element, that same being takes gorgeous, ready flight. I am filled, entirely, with the image of my wounded lover leaping from his body, blossoming into some welcoming, other realm. Is it that I am in that porous state of grief, a heated psychic condition in which everything becomes metaphor?


Or does the world consent, in some fashion, to offer me the particular image which imagination requires?


Metaphor is a way of knowing the world, and no less a one than other sorts of ways of gaining knowledge. Years ago, in Boston, I used to go to weekly meetings of the American Spiritualist Churchsomething like a Quaker meeting for psychics, or potential ones. After some meditation and singing, people would spontaneously give one another the messages they received. Many of these were incredibly detailed, elaborate pieces of perception about other people involving problems, opportunities, advice. Often the messages involved communication from the dead, who would be described to the receiver in exacting detail. I was never much good as a fledgling psychic. Where others saw clear and detailed pictures, I would perceive just a rush of images, seldom organized into anything coherent. But every once in a while I would see a sort of scene, usually a cryptic one, and feel that it related to a particular person in the group. If I told that person my images, I would usually discover that they made sense to her, even if I didnt understand them.


Could metaphoric thinking, the sort of work that artists do to apprehend their reality, be the same function of the mind, applied in a somewhat different way? My way of knowing experience is to formulate a metaphor which describes or encapsulates a particular moment; it is a way of getting at the truth. And a way of paying attention, of reading the world.


My seal said, The wounded ones gone free, gone swimming into what is familiar to no mortal.




The second seal bears no visible wound, but its face is full of distress and exhaustion; the eyes seem enormous, entirely dark, defenseless, world-weary. All of which might be construed as anthropomorphizing, but how could one look into that gaze without empathy? This seal, near the same stretch of beach, was up much higher, a week or two later, where the last stubborn snow held on in the shadow of a dune. Had an especially high tide brought it there? Did it pull itself further from the water, in order to rest on shore? This time the presence of me and my attendant animals wasnt enough to rouse the creature to return to the water; we were simply enough to cause it more pain. The younger and more aggressive of my dogs, the buoyant golden, didnt take long to figure out that the seal was feeble, a fine subject to pester. I got him on the leash, hauling him away, and resolved to call the Center for Coastal Studies as soon as I could get home to see if they couldnt effect some kind of rescue. We rounded the dunes that line the wide marsh, headed back toward the dike and the fire road and home, far enough from the seal for him to be out of the adolescent dogs mind, I thought. I let him off the leash.


But Id miscalculated, expecting that his usual scattered attention would hold sway. The seal was too thrillingtoo vulnerablefor him to forget so easily. He ran back, and I ran after him, to find him yelping madly at the creature, who was barking back and looking at me with a kind of bottomless exasperation. I leashed the dog and hauled him away again, this time keeping him on the lead until we were far away, into the marsh, a half-mile of dunes in between us and his prey.


Which did not turn out to be enough to stop him; when I made the mistake of letting him loose, he took off straight across the tops of the dunes, abandoning the curvy edge of the marsh for the shortest distance to further torment. I ran right across the dune-tops after him, my older and calmer black retriever loping behind me. When I thought I couldnt run anymoredry-mouthed, heart poundingI made it to the last crest of dune to find him yelping and leaping perilously close to the seals head, both of them flashing teeth at one another.


This time the seals face seemed to convey a kind of helplessness and desolation that cut me to the core. I wanted a way to apologize for bringing this yapping annoyance, this petty grief, into what was already clearly a deeper pain, a silent and solitary occupation. I felt as if the seal were doing some grave work and I not only couldnt help, I couldnt help but harm; I couldnt even keep my brutalizing pet from making things worse.


We left. Beau stayed on the leash at least a mile, till we were well in the middle of the dike that keeps the tide from washing away the modest ambitions of this towns airport runways. Even then, released, he thought of running back, and began to, but I was given from someplace the sudden wise impulse to run in the other direction, toward home; making a game of it convinced Beau to run after me, instead of after his own wildness. It was a moment of choosing between loyalties to different aspects of himself, and he chose domestic partnership.


The woman who answered the phone at the Center for Coastal Studies said theyd had several reports of exhausted seals beaching themselves, resting, then riding out on the next high tide when they recovered. Exhausted from what? I asked. The work of finding food, she said. I didnt know why then, more than any other time, theyd be weary. I described the seals look of distress and exhaustion, I said I feared it was ill. She said she didnt know if there was anyone who could get out that day and look, but perhaps there was. She took my phone number, but they didnt call.


So my attempts at helping didnt seem to. The fact of the exhausted, incapable bodythe fact of illness?was intractable. I walked or ran on the wide expanse of marsh and dune, under that huge sky, around the single immovable fact.


The wide elemental landscape seemed to heighten and emphasize the lesson. Do what you can, nothing avails; it even seemed, with my panting, excited companion, that Id made things worse.




The dead seal is an emblem of perfect repose; it lies like a yogi whos left the body for a time, gone completely into himself, the beached body left behind in a state of great quietude, utter silence. The heads turned to the right, so that one cheek rests against the sand. The small flippers lie peacefully at either side, and the perfectly straight spine ends in the symmetrical flourish of the tail. But there is no sense of movement or fluidity in the body, despite the grace and economy of its lines. Could it be one of the same seals Ive seen? I think the first one was smaller, the second larger, but who can tell, really, since animation changes the scale of things. Does everything look smaller, in the stasis of death? The seals Id seen had such purposeful fluidity of movementbeings of water, but of fire, too, the electric liquidity of the body as it turned and flipped, the sleek head raised, the eyes full of fear or defensiveness or exhaustion orwas it?sorrow.


The eyes. Besides life, they are all that is missing from the body, and it is this absence that finally makes the form before me seem not at rest but dead. Gulls have taken the eyes away with their insistent beaks; their footprints are stamped all around the head like ancient letters on the clay tablets of Babylon. The law which they inscribe is that of hunger; what is soft, what is unguarded, what yields to them is what sustains those white engines, all wings and throat, which carry an appetite so large it obliterates all else. At first when I see that the eyes are gone, I think this is terrible and I imagine I will be unable to keep looking, but it isnt like that. Having been with Wally at the end of his life and then with Wallys bodyform in reposethere is something new and unflinching in my looking at flesh. The spaces where the seals eyes weresockets doesnt seem the right word, these are little caverns of bone, reddened with a bit of blood, their depths not entirely visible. They enter deep into the sleek face, beneath the whiskers and the sweet upward curve of the mouth which one wants to read, in the living animal, as a smile. In death the mouth is relaxed, as blank and unreadable as the face of a sleeper.


Wallys body was almost unspeakably beautiful to me. All the last months of his illness, his head had been turning to the left on his pillow in a way that looked uncomfortable or rigid; people were forever straightening him out. This seemed intended to make him comfortable, but perhaps had more to do with the helpers need for a more familiar kind of alignment. In a moment, the muscles in his neck would pull again back to the left, and over time they became so stiff that it was difficult to bring his head back to center. This was something to do with whatever unnamed thing was happening in his brain; as happens after a stroke, the sides of his body behaved in different
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