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Philosophers

THE WHOLE WORLD CAN BE DIVIDED into those who write and those who do not write, wrote Kierkegaard. Not that I’ve been reading Kierkegaard. I found these words copied down in an old school notebook. The notebook I found while cleaning out the storage space I rent in the basement of my apartment building. Not a chore I enjoy: throwing out stuff I haven’t looked at for years to make room for other stuff I know I won’t look at for years. When I dump the old stuff in the trash, I am blessed with a moment’s elation. But as soon as the empty space is full again, I feel a heave of something like nausea.

I once heard about a woman who watched her house go up in flames from a diner across the street where she sat wrapped in a blanket, drinking coffee. I felt the most amazing sense of freedom, she said. Like I could start my whole life over. In my head this woman sits in a niche alongside another woman I heard about (single, childless) who claimed that, in the space on forms where you’re asked whom to call in an emergency, she put “Barack Obama.” Women like these are my saints.

Not that I’ve never read Kierkegaard. The notebook is from a philosophy course I took when I was in college. I still have the books from that course. They belong to the part of my library—the far greater part—that I know I’ll probably never read again and plan to get rid of the next time the apartment is painted.

So I have studied Kierkegaard, and the chinless, slope-shouldered professor who to every lecture wore the same tan wide-wale corduroy pants and too-tight navy-blue jacket stands out in memory. But when I think of Søren Kierkegaard, what’s the first thing that comes to mind? That Danish mothers used to warn their children not to do something that might make them ridiculous by saying “Don’t be a Søren.”

In high school I knew a boy who managed to get everyone to call him Ace, who often began sentences with some variant of There are two kinds of people in the world. Mrs. Mint, who was both our homeroom and our senior English teacher, called him “the philosopher.”

There were two kinds of people in the world: those you trusted with your car and those you didn’t.

Ace was almost two years older than the rest of his class because a near-fatal viral infection in childhood had caused him to start school much later than he should have. He drove a gunmetal Chevy convertible with oxblood interior that made me think of a gutted shark.

There was the kind of person who said, Let’s split the check, and the kind who reminded you you’d had the extra beer.

What could have been annoying was charming, or, at least, tolerable, because Ace had the cuteness of a Brat Pack star—though this was many years before The Outsiders. If anything was annoying, it was Mrs. Mint repeating that Ace looked like James Dean, which just wasn’t true, even if we knew she was really talking about his aura.

Mrs. Mint was an unhappy woman with tastefully teased hair and large, distracting breasts. Her aura was that of a woman whose husband had married her for those breasts and was now tired of her. She often sat on her desk with her shapely legs crossed, one foot jiggling nonstop. This, too, was distracting—especially if you’d heard it said that a person engaged in this nervous habit was unconsciously masturbating.

Whatever text we happened to be studying, Mrs. Mint seemed able to find an excuse to lecture us on the dangers of marrying too young, or in believing what we saw about love at the movies. She wasn’t dislikable—compared to other teachers, she knew her stuff and had a pretty decent sense of humor—but being cooped up with her for a whole period on her darker days could be taxing. When the bell rang, you’d see an unusually large number of kids hitting the water fountain outside the room before moving on to next class.

Mrs. Mint loved her little philosopher, openly flirting with him, her foot going like crazy, and Ace ate it up, not caring how much he got teased for it. He didn’t appear to be fazed, either, by the fact that he knew Mr. Mint, who owned Mint Condition, a repair shop that specialized in antique motor vehicles, and for whom Ace worked from time to time, hand-polishing cars. As a boss, Ace reported, Mr. Mint was totally cool, but of course that didn’t mean he was a great husband.

Toward the end of the school year, due to what could only have been some act of magic, I got to date Ace, and the classroom flirting started to bother me. In fact, at that time, unhappily married women got on my nerves. They seemed to be everywhere, including at home, and I just wanted to shake them all and scream at them all Who forced you to get married!

Ace came from what used to be called, hushedly, a bad home, one of those nice, simple descriptions—like nervous breakdown, or retarded—which society was about to decide shouldn’t be used anymore, even though they expressed perfectly what they meant. The few times I was at his house his foxy, if slovenly, blond mother was usually shut up in her bedroom, sleeping it off. Needless to say, there were two kinds of fathers in the world, and Ace made sure I never met his. There was a chubby, special-needs younger sister and a fluffy, snow-white dog that watched Ace’s every move with the melting eyes of a new bride. Their prefab home listed like a houseboat and reeked of vanilla White Owl cigars and unwashed dishes. I once saw a handgun sitting out in plain view in the living room. “It’s not loaded,” Ace said, whisking it into a drawer, as if that had been my concern.

Unlike the rest of the house, Ace’s room was the picture of neatness, the bed so tightly made you could have played jacks on it. That’s not what we played on it.

Mrs. Mint was wrong, the movies were right. I was seventeen, and my sweetest dream had come true. I rode in that convertible, kneeling on the seat: a queen in a chariot. One day, in homeroom, I caught Mrs. Mint looking at me as I anxiously watched the door for Ace, who was late that morning. Though her mouth smiled, I saw the wish in her eyes before she could hood it: the woman wanted me dead.

With love come new instincts. When I confronted Ace he shook his head as if he was disappointed in me, then addressed me in the slow, deliberate speech he always used with his sister. He and I were dating. He and I were not engaged. He and I were not even going steady (this with a mocking cringe, for of course he was too old for such crap). And besides, he was leaving.

It was true, pretend all I wanted that it was not. While the rest of us had been filling out college applications or weighing other post-graduation plans, Ace belonged to a group of boys who knew that it was written: They were going to war.

The whole time Ace was explaining, he was stripping off my clothes. I would remember this: how he would undress me like a woman, and later, when it was time for me to go and I was too shaky and clingy to do it myself, he would patiently dress me, head to foot, like a child.

Years later, I would date a man who, as a teenager, had been seduced by one of his mother’s friends and who was still brooding about it. When a woman had a story like his to tell, he said, everyone saw her as a victim. But a guy crying rape because an older woman had thrown her hot, experienced body at him ran the risk of being laughed out of the room. (Don’t be a Søren.) As for Ace and Mrs. Mint, it was unimaginable that he would ever see himself as anything but insanely lucky, a young stud who’d made a spectacular conquest he would tell the whole world about if he could.

Where we came from, you thought not twice but many times before you’d do anything that would cost someone their job. And, besides, who knew what Mrs. Mint’s husband might do to her—and/or to Ace. (I had a pretty good idea what Ace would do to me.) It was fortunate that these were the last days of school. English was my best subject, Mrs. Mint had been one of my favorite teachers, the first person I turned to for a letter of recommendation for college. Now I could not look at her without seeing how Ace must compare us, the mere thought of those breasts in the nude like a knife twisted between mine.

“But she’s so old,” I said, in a feeble attempt at bitchery. In fact, she wasn’t that many years older than Ace. I cried to learn that when they were alone together she didn’t call him Ace, she called him Frank. And yet, in my broken heart, I think I knew—cold comfort though it was—that he probably wasn’t all that different with her than he was with me. Loving women to death was not the same thing as taking them seriously. A major concern about his future that he’d confided to me was that, although he knew for sure he wanted to be a father someday, he had a hard time picturing himself settling down forevermore with one wife. And that summer, working as a lifeguard at the town pool, he gathered a few more girls and women to his smooth, tanned chest.

It was understood that once he left for basic training it would be over between us. And that’s when my own little world divided in two: first love, before and after.

Spring break of my freshman year, I was home from school, so I got to see him one last time. And what kind of girl makes a guy wear a condom the night before he goes off to war?

It didn’t matter whether I wanted the baby or not, my body was having none of it. I could not keep one Saltine down. The doctor said mine was the worst case he’d ever seen. My mother, who’d had the same problem in her day, guessed the likely outcome and persuaded me to put off telling Ace. She and my father had finally separated, and she and I had become each other’s best friend. Two females bereft of their men, so helpless and abandoned. So scared. She explained that a miscarriage was sometimes Nature’s way of getting rid of a baby that, for whatever reason, would not have been normal and healthy if it had survived. I thought of Ace’s sister, but instead of relief came atrocious spasms of want and love.

My mother had been fond of Ace. She made me see that to burden him with my own trouble—to lob this particular bomb at a man facing who knew what horrors at war—well, why would I want to do that?

“Tell him later if you have to,” she said.

I never told him at all.

He wrote me only once the whole year he was gone, a letter so lacking in information that I was left to imagine for myself what it was like in that burning land with “good soldiers and bad soldiers” and “two kinds of Vietnamese.” And though he signed the letter “Love,” there was no love-talk in it. The shame I felt because of his misspellings and other mistakes, a shame I hadn’t felt before—nothing hurt worse than that.

I’d chosen a school only about a hundred miles from home, but in the way that can happen once you leave it, home—and with it the whole past, as it seemed—felt more and more like a foreign country. Nostalgia is a baffling emotion when you’re still just a kid. You have no idea what to do with it. My memories of growing up were mostly happy, but rather than seek out old places and good old friends, I stayed shut in the house whenever I was back, feeling like a stranger in town, a stranger who might not be welcome. The way to live, of course, was to avoid looking back. To look back was to be reminded that all this—whatever you saw and touched and loved—would also change. Would pass. The way to live was as if you had just been born: a person to whom anything might happen. College—mine, anyway—turned out to be a serious, competitive place that asked you to see yourself as one to whom not just anything but something extraordinary could happen. Women, especially, were expected to reach high—for things that women before them could never have. Whenever I did look back, and saw how narrow an escape mine had been, my head swam. By the time I finished college, both my parents would have moved on—he, west; she, south—to new jobs, new spouses, new homes. I would stay where I was, first to attend graduate school, then to teach, and thus—not counting the three years I lived on fellowships abroad—would end up with deeper roots in this university town than in the town where I grew up.

I heard that Ace came back from his tour of duty, but he didn’t get in touch with me, and the older, prouder woman I had become would not get in touch with him.

The rest of his story is quickly told. I was told it more than twenty years ago, by Mrs. Mint, in a letter signed “Amelia.”

“First of all, I want to say congratulations on your book. I have often wondered what happened to you, and as your former teacher I can’t tell you how pleased and proud your being a published author makes me feel. In fact, that was my dream, too, once upon a time, to become a writer. (That and living in Europe.) This was my main reason for writing you today, but I do have something more I’d like to share.

“Do you remember Frank Dugger? I don’t know if you’re aware that after graduation he joined the Army and was sent to Vietnam. He was lucky, he came back safe and sound, spared both the bodily harm and the emotional devastation suffered by so many others who served, including, it grieves me to say, a number of my own former students. You may be surprised to hear that Frank became my second husband. We had two very happy years together which, besides other great joys, brought us a son, Christopher. Then a terrible thing happened. Frank became ill. He was so young and strong that at first we thought it couldn’t be serious, but it turned out to be cancer and at a very advanced stage at that. In fact, from the time of his first symptom to the day of his passing was a mere ten weeks.

“I know this is very sad news for me to be telling you out of the blue. But I remember that you two were friends, and I thought you’d want to know. You might want to know also that although he suffered a lot he never lost his spirit, and he wasn’t bitter about dying before his time. Frank was always a bit of a philosopher, and somehow he found a way to come to terms with how such a bad thing could happen to him. He didn’t believe in God, but in the end, and in spite of all the pain, he died in a state of acceptance. I do believe in God, and for a long time I hated Him for letting Frank survive the war only to take him away like that, when the happiest part of his life had just begun. But over the years I have learned acceptance, too. Mostly now I try to be grateful for the wonderful time that we did have together. And I will always thank God for sending this beautiful young man to save me, by which I mean that, when I was so hopeless I could hardly face the day, he made me believe in love again.”

It was the kind of letter in which you might expect to find inserted a photo or two, but there was none. Instead, the image that haunted me for days afterward sprang out of pure fantasy: Ace holding Mrs. Mint in his arms while she nursed Baby Christopher.

Those who write, according to Kierkegaard, write about despair, and if those who do not write were able to write, they would write about the same thing. “Little Kierkegaard,” people called him. A powerful mind in a weakling’s body. He had a crooked back, comically thin legs, and an ugly, rasping voice. At twenty-four, he fell in love for the first time in his life, and at first sight, with a fourteen-year-old girl, Regina. When she reached seventeen, he proposed, and she, equally ardent, accepted. But to love and be loved proved too much for him. There followed a bedeviled engagement, during which he drove both himself and the poor girl nearly mad. After a year he decided that any marriage of his would be cursed. Over his loving fiancée he chose “my most faithful mistress melancholy.” And, in a scheme that he hoped would let Regina down easier, he pretended that all along he’d only been deceiving her.

Though all of Copenhagen was scandalized at Kierkegaard’s jilting of Regina, it was not this that made the name Søren synonymous with twit throughout Scandinavia. According to my notes, that was the result of something known as the Corsair affair. The Corsair was a popular scandal sheet with which Kierkegaard began a feud after the Corsair’s editor, in an article published in a different journal, wrote something critical of Kierkegaard’s work. Kierkegaard’s response included a scathing attack on the Corsair, in which he went so far as to invite the paper to do him the honor of abusing him, which obliged with a yearlong barrage of lampoons and caricatures so vile that he could not leave his house without being gawked at and taunted, for everything from his writing to his uneven trouser legs.

Despite her declaration that she would die if he failed to marry her, Regina quickly married someone else. This was a blow to Kierkegaard, but his love survived. Once, he had hoped that, as his wife, Regina might save him by bringing him into the fold of ordinary human beings. Instead, she made me a poet, he said. She was his muse, his Beatrice. He never fell in love with anyone else, and he never married. Alone, he begat existentialism. He knew that he was doomed to a short life on earth, and he wrote and he wrote and he wrote.




Greensleeves

“WHAT I WANT TO KNOW,” the woman said to the therapist, “is why the voices always say mean, terrible things. Why don’t they ever say things like ‘You’re a good person. You’re a great, smart, wonderful guy, your life matters, and you deserve to be happy’? I mean, instead of saying, ‘You’re no good, your life is worthless, everyone hates you, you should hurt yourself, you deserve to be hurt, you deserve to die.’

“Even worse,” the woman went on, “why do the voices always say things like ‘Go shove some innocent stranger in front of an oncoming train’? Instead of, like, ‘How about helping that little old lady with her bags?’”

He wanted to laugh, but the woman was in earnest. She was young—early thirties, he guessed—with an unremarkable face except for her eyes, so dark you could barely distinguish iris from pupil. She stared at him from under thick bangs, the only part of her black hair that had been streaked blond. Kiss Me Deadly red lipstick, and a long-sleeved forest-green dress of some suede-like fabric that looked vintage. His gaze kept being drawn to her gleaming manicure, each copper-colored nail like a Japanese beetle.

He could have told her that what she was saying wasn’t true. The voices didn’t always bully or suggest evil acts. Sometimes their words were impersonal, and might even be kind. Sometimes they didn’t speak at all but only breathed heavily—which could, he supposed, be as sinister as threats or curses. Some hummed, or chanted, or sang. “I hear lullabies,” one person had told him.

If he’d wanted to get into a conversation with Lady Greensleeves, he might have said all this. He might have added the obvious: non-negative voices were not necessarily a positive thing. The problem with the lullabies was that they drove a woman of fifty to rock back and forth and suck her thumb. And, of course, there was a certain kind of person, one of the worst kinds of person, who seemed to live with a voice continually telling them how great they were, and who felt victimized because their perfection was not universally acknowledged.

He’s bored, the woman thought. He isn’t listening, he’s just being polite. No, he wasn’t even bothering to pretend. Not polite!

In fact, he was interested in one aspect of what she said: the way she imagined that it was all arranged. Somebody had arranged for the voices to be hateful when they could just as easily have been loving. Her frustration with the way things are. Interesting, but hardly new. It was something he dealt with every day. He made a living off it. God could have created whatever kind of world He wished to create—so why had He created this fucked-up one?

If the therapist had wanted to get into a conversation with the woman, and if he hadn’t been afraid of sounding pretentious, or as if he were mansplaining, he might have brought up the Gnostic belief that the Supreme Being had not made this world and did not rule it; the one responsible was another, lesser spirit, not a benevolent or all-knowing one. She probably would not have heard of Gnosticism, though. This was not patriarchal condescension (raised by his mother, who had been eulogized as one of the finest historians of her generation, and whose own mother had been renowned for her work in biochemistry, he would not have made that mistake) but a nod to her youth. His sister, who taught English to undergrads, had told him about how a discussion of the idiom “to wash one’s hands of something” had revealed that her students had no idea who Pontius Pilate was.

The woman was sitting too close to him. He was reminded of the old joke, from his residency days: “Will you kiss me, Doctor?” “Kiss you! I shouldn’t even be on this couch with you!”

People curious about illness, seeking advice about symptoms, maybe rolling up a sleeve to expose a mole—what doctor didn’t get some of that outside the office? Like the surgeon he knew who’d once been asked by a woman at a party if he’d slip into a bathroom with her and check out a breast lump. Many of the questions put to him began with “Is it normal/abnormal …” Is it normal for a person to want to stay single forever? Abnormal, for someone to love their partner and yet be turned off by them in bed?

But he didn’t have to get into a conversation with Greensleeves. He didn’t have to say what he knew about psychosis and auditory hallucinations. He didn’t have to stay on the couch where she was sitting too close to him. He could excuse himself and—

“Is it my imagination, or are there more crazy people out there these days, especially in the subway?”

A man was passing behind them, in the narrow space between the couch and a wall of books. He was carrying an empty wineglass, which he’d been on his way to refill when he overheard the woman. Earlier, this man and his wife and the therapist had all arrived at the party at the same moment and had been introduced to one another by the host when she greeted them. Maybe because he didn’t expect to see any of these people again, the therapist had immediately forgotten the names of everyone he’d met that evening. Really, he didn’t know what he was doing there. Though he and the host had been neighbors for decades, with apartments at opposite ends of the same floor, they hardly knew each other. She lived alone, an elderly widow, a minor socialite who entertained often but had never before invited him to one of her soirées. Tonight’s occasion was the publication of a book by a journalist she knew (as did he, though only by name). She was dressed theatrically in a flowing black-and-orange wrap and the black snood turban she preferred to a wig. (The hair lost during her treatment for cancer some years ago had grown back only in sparse wisps.)

The therapist had a feeling he knew why he’d been invited, which had happened at the last minute. The day before, he and the host had run into each other by the elevator. In the bit of small talk they’d shared going down—about what, he couldn’t remember—he’d noted something in her attitude toward him, something subdued, searching. An air of sympathy, it seemed. He thought at first it was for the loss of his mother, but that had happened half a year ago, and how, in any case, would this woman have known about that? Then, as they were about to go their separate ways, she said, “You know, if you’re free tomorrow night, I’m having a little party.”

Nothing about his wife.

He guessed that it had been the building gossip, the landlord’s mother, who watched the world from her ground-floor window or an armchair in the lobby: she must have passed on to the widow in 14-F that the wife in 14-A—the tall one with the nice clothes and her nose in the air—had moved out.

Taken by surprise, he hadn’t known how to decline. An act of neighborly kindness, after all, of sympathy. But immediately he regretted it. He’d never been one for parties, especially not when they were full of strangers. He’d promised himself that he would not stay long; it was enough just to put in an appearance. These were not people he needed to get to know. And he, too, was moving out of the building soon, though he hadn’t mentioned this to the host.

She sailed about the living room like a giant monarch butterfly, briefly landing on this or that knot of guests. From time to time, she exchanged a look with the young woman sitting beside the therapist on the couch. Once the host’s personal assistant, the young woman had then attended film school and was now working on her first docufiction. The two women were close—May-December besties, they called themselves. They had the kind of bond that enabled them to communicate telepathically.

Very attractive, yes, but too old for you.

It’s not like that. We’re not flirting. We’re just talking.

Well, maybe you should change the subject. He doesn’t look like he’s having a very good time.

He’s not really listening. His head is off somewhere in the clouds.

And those are probably dark clouds. As I told you, his wife just walked out on him. But he’s not your responsibility. If he’s being a bore, why don’t you get up and mingle?

I will
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