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The Palimpsest and the Café 
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I’M SITTING AT AN OUTSIDE table for two at Paradise Café, Hearst Food Court, Hearst Avenue, Berkeley, California, United States of America, Earth, Solar System, Solar Interstellar Neighborhood, Milky Way, Local Galactic Group, Local Virgo Supercluster, Observable Universe. I think it’s important to keep things in perspective. 

I’ve claimed this table for the writing of my palimpsest. The word refers to an old manuscript, usually of papyrus or parchment, upon which two or more texts have been written, the earliest having been scraped off or erased. The earlier text can be completely or only partially obscured. When the second text only partially hides the first, both texts can be read. Allegorically, a palimpsest is something that has many levels of meaning or development or history. The point is that I am not writing my autobiography. At this point in my life, it just doesn’t make sense to hide the first text, pretending it isn’t there. It won’t do to skim over the surface, pretending nothing is written underneath. It does make sense for me to be completely truthful with myself, and subsequently with you. I’m as old as parchment, or at least I feel that way most of the time now. And yes, in an attempt to honor the pedigree of palimpsest, I will mostly leave my laptop in my bag, except when research is demanded. I am writing on a yellow legal pad with a medium-blue ballpoint pen. This is going to take some time. And to add a little spice, I am slightly dyslexic, so this writing by hand without a spell checker is going to be a train wreck. It will also be very time consuming when I finally type all this into a computer, for into a computer it must eventually go.

My name is David Robert Bainbridge. I’m seventy-four years old, slim, but certainly not skinny. I have a full head of gray-white hair. Actually, more white than gray, but not sun-blinding white. For the past several months, I have been letting it grow. Not sure how long I will do that. I have some vague notion of a ponytail. Some years ago, when I was in Tokyo, I saw a middle-aged Japanese man with a ponytail down to his butt. I was impressed. But the real reason I am letting my hair grow at this point in my life will, no doubt, become obvious to even the most dim-witted Freudian. I have a gray-white, neatly trimmed beard and moustache. I’ve had both since my mid-twenties. I’m five foot ten inches tall. I have prostate cancer.

Lately, I’ve had the good sense to forget my dreams.

I have, in an informal way, requested sanctuary at Paradise Café from Melissa Jennifer Davis, the owner. We go some way back. Her husband, Jorge Francisco Amado, died in a small plane crash. Their son was also in that light airplane, and while eventually losing both his feet, he did, mercifully, survive. Sadly, he doesn’t have much time for Melissa Jennifer Davis these days. Melissa Jennifer Davis has a keen mind, a kind heart, a wonderful body, and a rather unfortunate face. All the individual parts are fine, better than fine as a matter of fact. Angelina Jolie cheekbones. Scarlett Johansson lips. Charlize Theron eyes. Ashley Judd nose. Sandra Bullock chin. And a Halle Berry smile. Thing is, when they all get together, it just doesn’t work. Still, it’s not important. Melissa Jennifer Davis is important. Paradise Café is important. I’ve come here because this is the first place I met with Michael Andrew Walker Johnson. (I never refer to Michael as Michael, but only as Walker, for reasons that will become clear later.) 

When I first started visiting Paradise Café, the place was owned and run by Melissa Jennifer Davis’s mother, Mary Jane Davis. I remember Melissa Jennifer Davis coming around quite often after school. She was at home in the café and would often approach my table, sometimes take a seat, and open a conversation on any number of topics. I mostly found these encounters delightful. I was in Berkeley for close to seven years, so I got to know Mary Jane Davis and Melissa Jennifer Davis quite well. After leaving Berkeley, I would return to the city and the café once every couple of years. On one such visit, I discovered a now-grown Melissa Jennifer Davis to be the new owner of Paradise. Mary Jane Davis had decided to retire and sold the café to her daughter for one dollar. 

That was a long time ago. Now I am the old parchment. And I will no doubt misuse the word “palimpsest.” I will use it to refer to myself. I will use it to refer to that which I’m writing. I will use it to refer to the process of exposing myself. If you can’t handle this abuse of language, I would suggest you stop reading now. However, I will not stop writing, and what I write may prove interesting, amusing, or revealing. I’ve also decided that each day, I will write what my mind, or spirit, or heart—take your pick—requires, so hold on to your metaphorical hat. For your convenience, I will title and number each entry. 

Dyslexia was something Walker and I shared, though for me it was an annoyance while for him it was a problem. I guess it’s hardly worth mentioning now, but I do because we lived with it in the days before a million dissertations had been written on the subject. 

Damn. I must pause. Unfortunately, whenever I think of dyslexia, I think of Samantha Esther Cunningham, and now I can’t get her out of my mind. She was a friend. 

Well, there you go! The palimpsest thing. The over-writing of the still-visible first text I just pretended had been scraped away. And we’ve only just begun. I must not overwrite that truth. Point is, Samantha Esther Cunningham was a bit more than a friend.  
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Samantha Esther Cunningham and the Kiss
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––––––––
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WE WENT OUT TO DINNER one evening under the pretext of discussing church business. I was the minister and she the church moderator. It made sense. Christians like sharing meals together, for obvious reasons. We sat at a table by the window overlooking the sea. We drank wine and watched the sun set. People do that. It was an enjoyable evening, though I must admit there was a bit of sexual tension in the air, in that space over the table between us. That surprised me. She wore a tightly fitting black dress, low cut, though not inappropriately so. However, in the interest of accuracy, when she leaned forward to emphasize an important issue concerning the church, I couldn’t help but notice her rather attractive cleavage. This pleased me. On the other hand, she wore black stilettos, which did not please me. I think it is important to emphasize that I found, and still find, stilettos problematic. I view stilettos in the same way I view foot binding in ancient China. So you won’t be surprised to hear that after dinner as we were walking to her car, I asked her why she, an intelligent and reasonable woman, wore stilettos. She looked me straight in the eyes and said, “They make me feel sexy.” 

I did wonder why she wanted to feel sexy having dinner with her minister. I mean, she could have said something like, “I just like these shoes,” or “These shoes go well with this dress;” but she said, “They make me feel sexy.” Well, fair enough. There is nothing wrong with a church moderator feeling sexy. And she was sexy. Maybe she still is. Can’t old people be sexy? Maybe I should look her up.

After dinner, we got into her car and drove to the church parking lot where mine was waiting. She pulled up alongside my car. We started with the goodbyes when she leaned forward and kissed me on the lips, with a little tongue. It felt great. Again, in the interest of truth, I must emphasize that that kiss was the full extent of my marital infidelity. I didn’t feel guilty. In fact, for years, I was disappointed I hadn’t responded with more enthusiasm. For months afterwards, when I masturbated, I thought of Samantha Esther Cunningham, her tight black dress, nice breasts, soft lips, wet tongue, and black sexy stilettos. Not every time I masturbated, mind you. Maybe every tenth time. And no, I didn’t feel guilty about masturbating with Samantha Esther Cunningham in mind. However, I did feel overwhelming guilty that her stilettos turned me on. 

I should say in the interest of full disclosure that my principled stance on the morality of stilettos has had absolutely no impact on the fashion industry. In this regard, my principled stance on stilettos is like all my other principled stances throughout my life. As I sit here now at Paradise Café, I must admit, must write down, that I’ve been something of a fake all my life. What I mean is this: I could always have gone further. Most of the time I didn’t. I always told myself I had gone far enough, but deep inside, I knew. I could have gone further. 

Anyway, the reason Samantha Esther Cunningham entered my mind while speaking about dyslexia is that one morning, sitting in her kitchen (post-kiss) as she was grinding coffee beans, which she made a point of telling me she did every morning, she said to me that dyslexia was falling out of favor. Not her words, but that’s what she meant. Apparently, on the scale from no dyslexia to horrendous dyslexia, most of us experience some dyslexia. I had to take her word for it. She had a PhD in something having to do with psychology and learning theory. But it was a blow. Being a straight, white, middle-class, educated male, I had no claim to victimhood, which was all the rage at the time. Claims of victimhood I mean, not being a straight, white, middle-class, educated male. I was eager to be liberated and so acknowledged that “my people” had in the past oppressed fucking everyone. They continue in the present, and truth be told, seem to enjoy it. In this regard, Walker always had an advantage over me. He was dyslexic and gay. All I had was a limp form of dyslexia, which I nonetheless embraced with all the enthusiasm of a desperate man. My thinking was that a well-intended, straight, white male confessing to anyone and everyone who would listen could garner some sympathy for being dyslexic. And maybe dampen some of the guilt of privilege. Mind you, I didn’t overplay it, but it did help from time to time. However, to be honest, for all the effort, I got very little out of it. Privilege is not forgotten or forgiven just because you reverse numbers, confuse “class” with “glass” (it’s all about linguistic voicing), and can’t pronounce the word “familiarity.” Nonetheless, you can see that Samantha Esther Cunningham’s morning comment over the noise of the coffee grinder was disturbing.

I told Samantha Esther Cunningham just that and she said, while handing me a hot cup of coffee, “You’re liberated, not castrated.” 

I took the coffee cup, noting that our fingers touched and that her words in no way addressed my distress over losing my only passport for entry into Victimville. They did, however, speak to the after-dinner kiss. I thought it best to let it pass, which I did. But dear me. Samantha Esther Cunningham. Haven’t thought of her in years. And I have to say, the thought of a woman sticking her tongue in my mouth because she likes me isn’t all that bad. Since Jessica died six years ago, not one woman has offered to stick her tongue in my mouth, not without substantial financial reward that is. Jessica and I were in one of those desert patches in our marriage when I was looking at Samantha Esther Cunningham’s cleavage, so if I do say so, I did damn well in controlling myself. 

Did I mention that the tight black dress stopped just above Samantha Esther Cunningham’s knees and that she had great legs? 

For the sake of moral accuracy, I do want to repeat that the Samantha Esther Cunningham kiss was my only act of infidelity. Samantha Esther Cunningham’s lips were the only lips other than Jessica’s that touched my own, and Samantha Esther Cunningham’s tongue was the only tongue other than Jessica’s that I tasted in forty-three years of marriage.  

Oh well, there I go again. There were Walker’s lips. Palimpsest: seventy-four-year-old parchment scraped clean and used again, only sometimes not scraped completely clean. Let’s be honest. We are forever trying to retell our lives as though our past has been scraped clean. We are willing to bleed to have it scraped clean. I must not become discouraged.  

However, in fact, I don’t think the Samantha Esther Cunningham kiss should be called infidelity now that I’m writing about it. She kissed me and I didn’t pursue it. And honestly, can one be unfaithful while masturbating? I’m thinking, not so much. If the charge of marital infidelity is spirited my way, it would have a better chance of hitting home if the target were Walker. I was in love with him, and for a moment in time, a moment that lasted six or seven months, I wanted to embrace a physical component to that love, as did he. Indeed, we tried, but it just wasn’t there. We talked and talked about it, but it just didn’t happen. As it turned out, I really am straight and not somewhere midway along the continuum. If I were bisexual, that would have found full-blooded actualization with Walker. So I guess you can say, while I was not physically unfaithful in my marriage, I did engage in emotional infidelity, which I’m not proud of. Still, I will not take refuge in the insipid phrase, “the heart wants what the heart wants.” That’s just a way to justify avoiding responsibility. The marriage of Cartesian dualism and Hollywood rom coms has not served us well.

The physical, the emotional, the moral. Sometimes not an easy mix. And it takes both the head and the heart to find our way. Now that Jessica is dead, the emotions and the morality of fidelity are not my problem. However, the physicality of longing can be.

About a year after Jessica died, I thought about finding an escort. What a word, “escort.” It has the power to dislocate, to dismiss, to diminish. It’s Orwellian. It’s sexual Newspeak. Truth is, an escort is a prostitute, but linguistically scraped clean of sin and, hopefully, disease. The internet helps in this verbal subterfuge. 

I’m talking about sites in the uptown locations of the web, where the light still shines. Here the internet normalizes, legitimizes. It’s all just good, wholesome consumerism. Rent a car, order a pizza, find a lawyer, secure an Airbnb, buy a plane ticket, download a book, read a newspaper, hire an escort. It’s what you do from home at the kitchen table.  

Finding an escort on the internet is not cruising down dark streets looking for women standing under dirty, dim streetlamps. Women who never look like a young, innocent Julia Roberts. Pretty woman, indeed. You’re not looking for a quick fifty-buck suck and fuck. No, you’re looking for that uptown girl on her uptown website. The one who costs—the more expensive, the more morally justifiable. The high-class wardrobe and makeup. And the stilettos, of course. Articulate, intelligent, friendly. Beautiful with, perhaps, a higher degree. Well-traveled. A companion. The kind of woman you can take to a suite in the Four Seasons Hotel. A pro, not a prostitute.  

I never went through with it. I like to think that my decision was primarily grounded in my commitment to ethics, morality, and justice. But I must confess, I also thought I would not be able to sustain disbelief long enough to enjoy the experience. Because hiring a woman to have sex with you is an act of fiction, a making-believe, a willing suspension of disbelief. Paying for love where there is no love takes Oscar-winning performances from both of you, and it is love you are looking for, not just sex. If I paid enough, she might be a pro performer, but I certainly would not be. Unless you are just a body with a penis, what you want is what you have lost, and I lost Jessica. 

Someone said to me once, “If you can’t bring yourself to hire an escort, find a fuck buddy.” Ah, we move from the language of deception to the language of juvenile crudeness. I said, “I prefer the term ‘friends with benefits,’ but either way, finding a buddy or friend at my age seems unlikely in the extreme.” For a fraction of a second, I considered asking Melissa Jennifer Davis if she might want a friend with benefits, but the thought evaporated as quickly as it had appeared. 

There is, of course, pornography, now that it has been democratized and civilized. I mean, you can do porn anywhere—in your bedroom, study, office, bathroom, kitchen, living room, attic, basement, even the back yard if your Wi-Fi goes that far. But somehow, porn is for males fifteen to fifty-five. It just seems embarrassing for a man my age to indulge. 

So here I sit at Paradise Café without Jessica, without Samantha Esther Cunningham, without an escort, without a buddy or friend, and without Walker. Alone, writing on a yellow legal pad with a medium-blue ballpoint pen making one dyslexic mistake after another.
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Michael Andrew Walker Johnson and the Womb of the Mother God 
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FOR YEARS I HAD A PHOTOGRAPH of Michael Andrew Walker Johnson on my study wall, on every study wall I’ve ever had. He is young and in San Francisco. It’s a black and white photo of him leaning against a street post. Above his head fastened to the post is the street name—Castro. The post had been used for years to display fliers, advertisements, logos, and goodness knows what else. At the time of this photo, most had been torn off, exposing layers of urban history. 

His hair, black in the black-and-white photo, is short, not covering his ears, but falling across his forehead. He has a moustache, which was unusual for him. His eyes are slightly squinting in the sun. He is almost smiling. White shirt and, I think, a corduroy jacket. His hands are in the front pockets of his jeans. Walker, the post, and the road sign are in sharp focus, but everything behind him—people, cars, buildings—is tastefully blurred. It’s Walker we are meant to look at, and why not? He looks damn good. San Francisco Castro District cool. 

Walker is not actually one of his middle names. The name Walker was added after he spent an extended time among Native Americans in the Pacific Northwest. His spiritual journey took him first into a very liberal expression of Christianity (which I will make clear in a moment), then to Buddhism, and eventually to Native American spirituality. It was in the Pacific Northwest, under the influence of not a few hallucinogenic mushrooms, that he came upon the name Walker. I don’t really know if he discovered the name or if it was given to him by the tribe. He was rather secretive about it but did make it clear when he returned home that from that day forward, he would be known as Walker. 

Walker was a student training for the ministry, and I was assigned as his pastoral advisor. A committee told me he was openly gay and handed me his file. I was flattered. You see, it polished my liberal, inclusive credentials. It rewarded my advocacy. It sanctified my struggle for justice. It redeemed my risking professional advancement and personal attack. I accepted his file with humility. 

In the file, along with a lot of mundane information—address, telephone number, age, that sort of thing—was his faith statement. Everyone wanting to train for the ministry has to write a faith statement and Walker’s was, well...unusual. To be honest, I don’t remember much of what he wrote. Hell, I don’t remember any of what I wrote when it was my turn. But I do remember him writing about the womb of the mother god. I’m willing to bet the little money I have that he was, and probably still is, the only person who, when interviewing for the right to train for the Christian ministry, wrote in their faith statement about the womb of the mother god. I have images of him describing a birth canal and emerging spirits, but at this point in my life, after all these years, I don’t know if he wrote about such things or if my own imagination created them. What I do remember is that I thought he was a bit crazy. 

Also in the file was a paper describing my responsibilities as his advisor. I was to be a “spiritual guide” when needed and a “practical advisor” to help him get through the mundane, but necessary, bureaucratic steps in training toward, hopefully, ordination—at which point he would have to write another faith statement. You can’t have too many faith statements. 

My instructions also told me that under no circumstances was I to make the first contact. That apparently awesome duty was his. Something didn’t smell right about that. It made me uncomfortable, as if the student’s initiative, or lack thereof, was a determining factor of their character. It also seemed to imply a particular power dynamic in the relationship that was unacceptable to me. I waited a week and didn’t hear from him, so I called. We met a couple of days later at Paradise Café. Little did I know at the time that, when I reached my mid-seventies, our story would still be in full flow. 

Walker was wonderfully outrageous and creative. I felt ponderously conventional and established by comparison. He was a dancer. He was a singer. He was a poet. And he was smart. I was, well, just me. 

In time, mutual caution became mutual respect. Respect became friendship. Friendship became love. In time, he was ordained and called to the only ministry the church could, at that time, tolerate a gay man being called to. He became the AIDS Minister. I have to tell you, and this is no big reveal, that being a gay minister back then was no picnic, and it probably still isn’t. It could be exhausting. 

For example, Walker and I attended a regional conference of our denomination and Walker, the AIDS Minister, was to present a proposal, for what exactly I don’t remember, but it was, of course, controversial—it was about gay men dying of AIDS. Some guy, an ordained guy, got up and spewed out his gay bigotry—prejudice, emotional and spiritual violence—attacking not the proposal but Walker himself. Walker did what he had to do. He kept his cool, addressed the issues, and got his proposal passed. It’s what happened next that could bring you to your metaphorical knees. 

The ordained guy, the gay bigot, came up to Walker and pleaded with him to come to his room in the evening to help him work through his homophobia. It’s the double whammy that is so damn exhausting. The attack and then the request for the victim of the attack to “heal” the attacker. 

Before Walker was called to the AIDS ministry, he applied for the position of associate minister in a local church. The church rejected his candidacy and then asked him to come back to help them address their gay prejudice. After that, they asked him to candidate again and, you guessed it, they turned him down again. Not good. It’s something deep and disturbing. Something deep in the individuals. Something deep in the community. Something deep in the institution. Something deep in the ideology. Something deep in the theology. It’s something dangerous, like something sensed but not seen in a deep, damp, dark basement.

Walker asked me to come to the bigot’s room with him, because he was just too tired to deal with the double crap alone. As I sat there in the room with Walker and the gay bigot, for the first time I felt in my gut, in my heart, deep in my brain, the kind of shit Walker went through. Years later, I understood why he found more peace in a native community in the Pacific Northwest and changed his name. 

I’m sure you know that ministers are ordained. It’s a ritual that can be quite meaningful. It’s important, or at least it should be, though it does have its ambiguities. One part of the service of ordination is called the “charge.” Essentially, it is a brief speech or sermon to the ordinand about their upcoming ministry. A charge can be somewhat ecclesiastically formulaic, a listing of responsibilities cloaked in theological language and scriptural references; or a charge can be not those things. Michael Andrew Walker Johnson asked me to give the charge at his ordination. 

I need you to understand something. Walker was ordained to the AIDS Ministry in 1986, and back then it was a big deal. AIDS was ripping through the San Francisco Bay Area like a 9.5 plus earthquake. No cocktail or pill back then. There was an almost complete disregard for the disease at the beginning because it was the “gay disease.” This was discriminatory and political. For some it was theological. Hatred can always find a theology. 

Walker was the first AIDS minister in the area, and the ordination was held in a big Berkeley Congregational church. This was not an ordination to a local church. This was an ordination to a community of the ignored, shunned, unclean, soon forgotten. That big Berkeley church was packed. And as I stood up to deliver my charge to my friend, I looked out at the front row filled with men with AIDS. They were not well. They were dis-eased. They were hard to look at. And yet, they were also excited, focused. They were there for Walker. I’m sure they all died during Walker’s ministry. They were his parish.

Sometime before Walker’s ordination, I had taken a photograph of an old weather-worn wooden cross. It was in an English graveyard, overshadowed by numerous grand stone grave markers, standing apart, and surrounded by weeds. It was an embarrassingly humble marker. On it was nailed a man. I had the photo framed, took it to the ordination, and presented it to Walker as a gift. Then I spoke. I think it is important you know what I said. It is important to me that you love and respect Walker, and the charge may help you in that endeavor. 

Charge for Michael Andrew Johnson

Ordination

Sunday, September 21, 1986


I would like to give your charge in part in a picture. 



The photo has many images that will be released if you only look at it. I give you images because you too speak in images. Your ordination paper was filled with narrative images. Your poetry and your dance create images of a different kind, but images, nonetheless. 



I would ask you to hang this particular photo in a place that suits you best, but I have some stipulations. Hang it in a place where you can see it often, every day, if only at a glance. Hang it in a place where you can sit quietly with it, alone and undisturbed.



The picture was taken in a small churchyard in southern England. You need to know that it is not a very substantial grave marker. All around it, dwarfing it, are massive stone crosses and gravestones. They are infinitely better equipped to stand the pressures of wind, rain, sleet, snow, and time. This grave marker stands only two feet tall. It is made of wood. It is poor. It stands with the weeds, and I think it may have been forgotten. I am not at all certain that it still stands today, though I like to believe that it does. 



At first glance it is a photo of death—this is, after all, a grave marker in a graveyard. At first glance, your ministry too is about death, of harrowing days, with people who have been largely ignored or forgotten by our society and our churches.



At first glance, it is a fragile and vulnerable marker, easily pushed to the ground, trampled upon, and forgotten. I am sure that when it was first placed at the grave, it was clean and new and filled with expectation. At first glance, your ministry is fragile, easily trampled upon, vulnerable to the pressures of hatred, fear, and ignorance. And at first glance, after the excitement of this day has passed and weather and time have taken their toll on you and your parish, it could be forgotten or ignored. 



At second glance, however, we see a figure in the shadows and realize that the photograph presents a very human view of God. It is a view that reminds us that death is not what we thought it was, and, therefore, that life is not what we think it is. At second glance then, it is one of the most important images we have, as your ministry may be one of the most important images the church has. Neither the image on the photograph nor you and your parish should be forgotten, and I charge you to continue to remember and to remind. You cannot afford to forget. If necessary, let the photo remember for you. 



The more you look at the photo, and the more you look at your ministry, the more you see life and not death. I charge you to explore the images offered in this photograph, to keep them alive and foremost in your heart and mind, to carry them with you as you go throughout your day and your life. 



As you contemplate what ordination will mean for you in the short and long run, do not lose sight of the person on the cross. He is not on the cross because he was important in the hierarchy of his religion. Ordination is an institution that was created and is perpetuated in part to separate some people from other people. I charge you to walk the line of gaining spiritual and practical strength from ordination without forgetting that you declared your ministry to be one of encounter and dialogue. Hierarchy and separation change the quality of encounter and restrict dialogue. Do not let your priesthood get in the way of your ministry. 



I charge you to let God choose where, when, and for what reason you may suffer in the name of Christ. Look at the photograph and remember that Christ has already suffered and died to save the world. Though, of course, we still have a significant role to play in the drama of life, do not die the numerous false deaths of the professional ministry. Do not die in health, in spirit, in friendship, in playfulness, in love. Do not become a dead man preaching life to others. When you look at the picture, see that you are in Christ and Christ is in you, but that you are not called to replace Christ or to protect Christ. If you must die for your ministry, then let it be for God’s will and not for your profession. 



Remember, the Holy Spirit is not sent to be your career guidance counselor but is the heart and mind of God speaking to you about your life and the lives of others. Let God choose for you when, where, and for what reason you celebrate and rejoice. Remember that there is no time to wait to love and laugh. Let the Holy Spirit fill your every moment or, at least, as many moments as possible.



Please do not forget that after the crucifixion is the resurrection. You are a spirit created to be alive. Your dance and poetry are two of the greatest expressions of that life. They both give life to the world and to you. They are avenues for the Spirit to rejoice and for you to be re-created. Something in me shouts that if you stop dancing and writing, you may wither spiritually. Do not take away time or energy from either, thinking that you are making more time for your ministry. Your dancing and poetry are celebrations of life, and the spirit of your ministry will wither without them both. 



Finally, remember that there are many people who truly love you. You are so busy, your days are so filled, that it is easy to forget that people do indeed love you. You must leave time to nurture love. 



I have seen you tired and saddened and feeling alone. You are never alone, though sometimes you may need to make the effort to touch as we will also need to do. The image in the photograph tells you that ultimately you will never, can never, be alone. Christ did not travel the road to the cross for his own aggrandizement, but to tell you that you are not alone. You are saved. God bless.



Years later—and I mean years—Walker wrote the following in an email exchange we had: “I don't actually remember what you said at my Coronation, but I do remember you saying it as I sat in the pew and listened.” If I hadn’t found the charge printed on aging, fading paper in an old, dirtied folder tucked away in a closet, I would not have remembered either. I was amazed I still had it. Thing is, preaching, like newspaper journalism, is ephemeral. But if you write it down, it may have a chance. I never wrote my sermons down, but I did the charge. 

I copied the charge into my laptop and finally wrote it once again on my yellow legal pad paper while sitting at Paradise Café. As I physically wrote it onto my pad just now, I was struck by a line I could not write today, now these many years gone: “...that death is not what we thought it was, and, therefore, that life is not what we think it is.” 

Actually, even sitting here with the sun streaming through the wooden latticework above my table reflecting off my yellow paper, death is what I thought it was. It is death. It is fucking death. What more could it be? As for life...well, what do we think it is at the end of the day? I really don’t know, and I’m running out of time to figure it out. And for some reason, a reason I do not understand, a mystery that is unfathomable to me, I think it is important before my time is up that I figure it out. I’m in my third act, and there is no encore. Trust me on this. No encore. Death is death. 

And so, this absurd palimpsest on long yellow paper. If scraping and bleeding are necessary, let it be so. However, there is one sentence in the charge that I can write today: “Remember that there is no time to wait to love and laugh.”
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Jessica Margaret Phillips and Acute Panmyelosis with Myelofibrosis
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MY TABLE FOR TWO IS just left of the door. Paradise Café is located near the rear of Hearst Food Court, which is good, because this area of the court gets the most sun. In the old days, most of the food establishments in Hearst Food Court were traditional US American—hamburgers, sandwiches, pizzas, that sort of thing. Now as I look down the court to Hearst Avenue, I see the TC Garden—Chinese; Aki’s—Japanese; Comuaru—Korean; Chianglai—Thai. There is also Top Dog—traditional American; O’Doul’s—which doesn’t sound Traditional American, but must be, and Le Petit Market—well, you can figure that one out yourself. None of this is a problem for me. I’ve been to all those countries and love the food. It’s just interesting how things change.

Above me is the wooden lattice creating its pleasant pattern of shadows and light across my table. The sun feels warm. Melissa Jennifer Davis has just placed a caffe latte and croissant in front of me with her Halle Barry smile. This is no Starbucks caffe latte. No, it is not! Melissa Jennifer Davis makes caffe lattes the old fashioned and correct way, served in a clear pint-sized glass with all three layers that constitute a proper latte visible for one’s inspection. The top layer is white foam, the middle layer is coffee-brown milk, and the bottom layer is deep, dark coffee. I’m just saying. If you’re going to make the damn thing, make it right. 

When Jessica was alive, I didn’t just call her Jessica. I also called her Jess and Jessie. But here, in this palimpsest adventure, I will only refer to her as Jessica. I’m not entirely sure why, but if feels right.

I can’t tell you how many times we sat at Paradise Café when I was in seminary and she was studying journalism down the hill at Cal Berkeley. I say “down the hill” because the seven seminaries were up the hill, actually on the hill. Thus the name Holy Hill known far and near. 

We often sat at this very table. I can actually see her now. She is young—in retrospect, we were very young back then. Her light brown hair reaches her shoulders and sweeps across her forehead. She is wearing a white blouse with short sleeves. Her left arm is resting on the table. She is wearing an old watch, brown leather strap, and if my memory is correct, it was given to her by her father years ago for a birthday. In front of her is a pint glass filled with a strawberry smoothie, whipped cream on the top. Her right elbow is on the table, her right hand holding a long iced tea spoon which has just captured a heathy dollop of whipped cream. She is smiling at me, wide, happy, beautiful. She never wore makeup. What you saw was what you got, which was fine by me. 

She’s been gone six years, and I can still see her sitting there. I can see her young. I can see her old. I can see her middle-aged. I can see her blissfully happy. I can see her angry. I can see her bored. I can see her lost. I can see her frightened. I can see her heartbroken. I can see her dying. I can see her dead. I miss her. 

She died of acute panmyelosis with myelofibrosis, a rare blood or bone marrow cancer with a survival rate of less than three years. Trust me, the details are not important. The only detail that matters is that it killed her in less than three years. The rarity of the disease haunted me for those first years, and if I’m honest and scrape even lightly on my parchment-like skin, it still does. 

My prostate cancer is somewhat common among older men. My father had prostate cancer, so my odds increased automatically by fifty percent the day I was born. It still sucks, and it can still kill me, but I can hardly be surprised. But acute panmyelosis with myelofibrosis just isn’t fair. It’s against the odds. No hand is ever that bad. It begs the unanswerable question, why me? I must emphasize that these unreasonable, almost infantile musings, are mine and were never Jessica’s. As she said to me one night as I railed against the universe about the utter unfairness
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