











In this way the priest will make atonement for her, and
she will be clean.
-Leviticus 12:8

Metamorphasis




“he Voyeur (Violence 2)




Costumes 1 (Violence)

Womanhood 1 (Ecstasy)



Costumes 2 (Violence) Womanhood 2 (Ecstasy)



This Sense

For my professor, who asked us,
What are eyes for?

From the beginning,

when our ample bodies rose from dust,
we must have seen, selection only one
answer to light, its own question,

and flourished.

And is this not survival: tonight, standing where
she would have been, watching the sky

rise and fall into a cabaret of colors,

plastic flowers that bloom in an instant

and welt as soon into the river below?

I watch the reflections in your eyes

like flickering scenes from an old film and
realize this is how it must have been

for Eve, fixed on all the visible fruits

of the world and only one forbidden—or Adam,
the way Michaelangelo saw him, outstretched
toward God—all the beauty of the universe,
right at his fingertip, just beyond his

reach.

Pangea

Some believe there was a time when the hard world knew
itself as one body, one name. One indiscriminate flat of life,
before the rumbiling layers of an ocean floor erupted

and split it wide. Sent the pieces far enough to grow

their separate persons, separate selves. I think of this

asyou sit in the back, writing fervently and determined to go
undisturbed, tearing up unfit pages piece by piece. For me,
the driver, only the name of a city changes; stretches of yellow

grass tumed gray by night and movement, the flickering
of a broken street light every mile, stay the same.

We've fought over the same things again: Whereare we

going? and How lorg wil it take to get there? though we

know there have been different times, like eartier, when

we stopped at alonely stand to feast on fruits of the Indian River,
our hands eagerly ripping skins of grapefruits and oranges, sweet

rivers of juice escaping the slits of our mouths.

I'wonder how long it will be before you climb up front again,
the silence soon continuing exoept for the slide of your lips

on my forehead, the sound of our moving back together, to
something unsettled, wanting to remain unbroker.



Death, and Where It Ends

To philosophize is to learn to die. Montaigne
Fruit must fall from the tree. Jerry Hunter

If we'd grown up in the same household, my therapist says, than
it might have been easier. We might all handle it the same. Handle,
we say, as if we had something to hold, when really it's what we can’t
control that’s directing us. Coping, I guess, is a better word, but it
doesn’t really feel like coping, either.

If we’'d grown up in my house, then, this is what we’d be doing:
lying beneath a down-comforter, staring at the ceiling, watching a
spider as it moves from one end to the other. My roommate, Annie,
whose family is used to scurrying, moving, providing as much sup-
port as two arms and two legs can, comes in my room every hour to
disturb my gaze. She has errands for me—first it’s wine, then dinner,
then more personal deliveries of the bad news we're all handling.

And I'm the candidate, since Annie doesn’t have a license and Ali, our
other roommate, came from a family of hysterical criers.

All of this we're trying to handle for Sarah, the fourth roommate,
who got the call about Eljjah at four-thirty this morning. At the time,
I was dreaming I was swimming in Barbados, where I'm hoping to go
after graduation, and I'm touching a piece of brain coral when the
high-pitched screams start from outside my door. I had to blink for a
second to determine if I had waked. I finally jumped up, opened the
door, and there was Sarah, curled beneath the floodlights on the
flowered carpet, screaming. I moved to the ground with her, wanting
to know what was happening but not knowing if I should push her to
say. And then she stopped, still not looking at me, and what she
said next I sort of expected but can’t forget: Not Elijjah. I won’t be
able to make it without him.

Once, a few years back, after a month long bout of depression, I
took an entire bottle of Tylenol. Afterwards, after two frustrated
nurses worked the pills up through a tube, the doctor had asked me
why I had done it.

“Boy trouble?” he said. I told him I was too tough for that sort of
bullshit. I knew I didn’t want to die, but I thought I could scare
myself out of what I considered to be endless monotony, where

everyday was a struggle against sameness. If life was so much
fighting, I just wanted to be motivated, to be committed to some
sort of win. My therapist, whom I expected to give me the typical
call-for-attention analysis, simply said I probably needed some
time to rest, a vacation, maybe.

When I came home from the hospital three days later, my
roommates moved quietly around me, as if one of us might break.

I enjoyed the silence, because I knew if people were watching, it
meant I wasn’t alone. This same kind of quiet is outside, sur-
rounding us. We're not talking about how he just bought the
motorcycle, that he and Sarah had been broken up only a week,
that another girl had been with him, managed to go free with only a
broken leg. I sit on the porch among our friends, trying to piece
everything together, but all I have are moments: holding Sarah, my
trying unsuccessfully and in a hurry to maneuver my SUV by our
neighbor’s car, which had, as usual, blocked me in. The hospital,
the large female cop who came and sat beside us on the curb,
telling us it was a head injury, he should have been wearing a
helmet, he was already gone when they got there, and Sarah
needed to pull herself together. Sarah telling her to fuck off. Me
trying to remember how to get home. Stopping on the side of the
rode, leaning out the door and throwing up.

Thanatolgists, philosophers of dying, repeatedly state that death
is not something we ever experience, because it is the cessation of
experience itself. They admit that watching another die is the
closest we'll get. All day I've been watching Sarah, searching for
clues, or answers, or maybe just making sure she hasn’t meant
what she said.

She’s sitting in a lawn chair on the porch, Annie holding one
hand and the other around a closed water bottle. She has stopped
crying, but still keeps staring.

We had never agreed on the quality of Sarah’s relationship to
Elijah, but some of us were more vocal about it. Annie just wanted
Sarah to be happy, or so she said, but Ali took their



problems personally. A week ago, in a local bar, I had dragged Ali
outside because she was screaming an inch from his face how
much she hated him. They hadn’t made up. Later that night,
after she stopped crying, I had suggested to Ali her dislike of
Elijah might be derived from some of her own issues, maybe that
her dad had left her mother, but immediately, she resorted to
hysterics.

I always thought of the Elijah I knew as separate from the
Elijah that may or may not have treated Sarah the way we
wanted. In class, in “Modern Protestantism,” he always sat to my
right. Sometimes I would sneak a look at him, able to catch the
muscles tense on the back of his neck when he leaned forward a
bit. He was very attractive, there was no doubt, but what I liked
best is how he smiled unexpectedly, like when he’d turn around
and catch me gawking.

Because we had a class together, his parents call to ask if I'll
get his paper from another. It is a spiritual autobiography, and
only a rough draft, but he’d worked hard on it, they knew. And
he must have worked on it, because I don’t think they knew
much about his life at all.

When I show up on campus after a shower, the professor tells
me to come in, and I do. I take a seat, though I feel like I've been
sitting all day. On the wall is a picture of Jesus, an African-
American. I think of how historically accurate it is, that Jesus
was blacker than white, despite the pale face in the images that
dominate our churches in the South.

I look at Dr. Hodges and he is looking beyond me to the
window. It is silent for a good two minutes, when he says, “I'm
only staling. The truth is . .. the truth . ..” He stops and swings
his chair around to the adjacent window, so that I'm watching his
profile.

“It’s a very personal document,” he says.

“I completely understand.”

“No, I'm not sure you do. This particularmanuscript is very

revealing.” He looks back at me. “Were you close with Elijah?” he
asks.He and my roommate have known each other since they were
kids. She’s never loved anyone else.”

“And he?”

“I believed he loved her just as much.”

“Well. You see, I want to do what’s best for the family, of course,
and still protect Elijah’s confidentiality. And so, I'm just not sure
what to do.”

“I hadn’t really thought of it that way,” I say, “but now that you
say it—*

“Elijah admits to many things about his lifestyle in this autobiog-
raphy, and I'm just not sure it would be appropriate for the funeral.”
The phone rings abruptly, and I jump a little in my seat. Dr. Hodges
nods at me and reaches for it, mutters a few yeses and then hangs
up.
“Well, that’s settled. The department will not let me give it to
you, anyway.” I wait for him to apologize or dismiss me, but he
simply faces the window again.

“T'll tell you what,” he says, rubbing his smooth black head after
another pause. “Let me see if I can’t get you some passages, you
know, for someone to read at the service.” I tell him that’s fine, that
I'll just tell the family we're waiting to get it approved.

“Let’s not tell them anything, yet,” he says, and he swings his
chair away from me.

Later, I tell my therapist I'm in an uncomfortable position, that if
I died unexpectedly, I'm not sure I'd want any of my friends or
family to see a personal essay I'd written. But of course, I acknowl-
edge, if they knew, they’d be offended.

I tell her I'm growing resentful of my roommates, but how could
I be?—we weren’t supposed to be angry, for God’s sake. She asks
me how I'm dealing with losing a friend, but I don’t tell her about
the lying around or the spiders. Instead, I say I'm doing okay, just
thinking a bunch. She assures me that death isn’t something we
can ever wrap our heads around.



The funeral is exactly like all the ones I've been to. Everyone is
silent, or crying, stiff in their seats as they listen to the preacher.
Except for at Elijjah’s funeral, there is no preacher, because his
mother is going to read part of his essay. Early this morning, Dr.
Hodges decided he would let it go, after all.

I am surprised to see her so composed, her hair cropped and
parted to the side. She is not crying, and she speaks slowly when
she says, “I thought there was no way better than to let Elijah speak
for himself.” She clears her throat.

“He wrote "’A man who hasn’t lived long can reflect only on what
he’s been given in a short amount of time. I've been given a lot. My
knowledge of God began with my mother, who did not demand that
we believe what she prescribed, but encouraged us to see what we
may find. Parks and beaches were our churches and conversation
our gospel, and we spent hours observing nature and what a higher
power had given the world. I grew up believing that I was made with
beauty in mind, that only earthly possessions would make me
impure.

“It didn’t take me long to forget what I knew as a kid, and
through the terrible choices I've made, I've lost sight of who I really
am. I've always known that my strength came from somewhere
outside myself, but without knowing who I was, or creating myself
the way I wanted to be, I didn’t have what it took to use it.

“The older I get the more I know about life, but what I know best
is how much I don’t know. But isn’t that what it's about, really, the
ultimate search for answers? For the truth? If I die tomorrow, I'll
know not that I found it, but at least, in the very least, I was look-
ing.”

I look around the auditorium to see how people are responding.
No one meets my eyes—everyone is looking forward, still silent,
except for the rhythmic suction of sniffling. Are we to take what he
wrote as gospel? As inspiration? I doubt he knew it would be read
within this context. Or if he did, would it matter? Can we ever write
anything meaningful about death? I think it’s too large, that any
essay is just a stake in it.

Regarding his writing, Ray Bradbury used to consider his it a
victory against death, what he called darkness. Supposedly, when
he put The Halloween Tree in the mail, he said: “There you are,
Death, one up on you again!” I think that's the way it was for me
in the hospital, that I just wanted to give death the bird, and keep
living.

At the gravesite, Ali is on my one side and Annie the other, as
Elijah is lowered into the ground. We're carefully evaluating
Sarah, who is standing beside Elijjah’s mother. I wonder if he was
conscious during the few seconds after he fell from the bike, and if
he was, what he thought about. Scientists continually debate
over what actually constitutes death, whether it’s the loss of pulse
or brainwaves or the brain’s ceasing to consume oxygen. If
Elijah’s body had ceased to function, was he still in it? I question
if he thought about Sarah, or religion, or of significant moments in
his brief life, or if all the moments did what we call flash before
him. I wonder if he thought of his paper and believed what he
wrote, or if he knew he was dying.

Some Greek philosophers believed that the soul is only truly
free when a person dies. I think of Sarah, the way the way she’s
coping, the way she moves with ease now and puts her hand on
the backs of our friends, promising it will be okay. Tonight, as I'm
writing this, Annie and Ali have already gone to bed, and when
Sarah comes in from outside she moves to put her hand on my
head, leans down and kisses my hair.

“I couldn’t do this without you,” she says, and I know these are
just words, the kind of rhetoric to which tragedy makes us accus-
tomed. When she walks away I watch her ponytail sway a bit and
wonder if she will make it, if she’s committed to getting through. I
guess she doesn’t have a choice, really, that either you move on or
you don't. Or, maybe it's that dying isn’t really that different from
life—whether we reach out for each other or in toward ourselves
or away from everything—in the end, what we don’t know just

might keep us going. +



IV.

Reconnectedness



Listen, listen,
this wonderful sound
brings me back
to my true self.
—Present Moment, Wonderfu!
Moment: Mindfulness
Verses for Daily Living

Paths to Reconnectedness

I ask my therapist if she thinks I have a purpose in life,
if I'm fated to save the world. Instead of answering, she
suggests maybe I'm having a spiritual crisis. She says
maybe I need a return to myself.

Self-realization seems impossible, if not extremely
difficult, sometimes. One of my English professors once
wrote a poem called “Bliss,” and in it he admits to having
asked all of life’s questions in order to come up with one
answer: bliss lies in simplicity.

If purpose and ecstasy are in the simple things, this is
where mine is: among friends, within intimate relation-
ships, in the universality of specific people, no matter
what the country, in the expression of bliss no matter
what the surface of the face.

I have loved and loathed my body and my experiences.
I cannot attempt reconnection without realizing their
importance, their connection, their imperfection. When
my therapist asks if I believe in God, I say maybe, wanting
to believe that somewhere our lives are all drawn as
purposefully as an architectural plan, that some brilliantly
constructed, heavenly body exists infinitely, outside my
own.



Reconnectedness 1 (Chicago) Reconnectedness 2 (South Africa)



Crossing Home (Reconnectedness 3)

Rest Stop, Near Natural Bridge

First in fifty miles,

and the children moving in and out

of vans like products on a line,

the dogs squatting on patches of grass,
students retying area rugs

to their roofs like dead trees.

Me in the last slot, seat reclined,
attempting to forget family under

the pretense of sleep. The rain

has calmed to mist, before the fog,

and it seems separation

isn’'t possible, moving only the best
illusion of distance, this between
something like destination. When

I open my eyes I'm startled by a young child
pressing on the glass, leaving a hand
of a window through which she stares,
searching for the sign of someone
inside. Just as she sees me, her mother
lets go a high-pitched cry, calling

her in and what can I do

but the same—gather

up my precious belongings,

start the engine,

and continue on?



Reconnectedness 4 (Vietnam) Reconnectedness 5 (Vietnam)



Reconnectedness 6 (Knoxville)

The Roommate

It's a small house, with enough rooms for silence,
but she breaks it to show me the sphere,

an art project, thin wire and pipe-cleaners, turning it
so the small ball inside, the nucleus, turns

with it. It is a wire heart within a wire body,

a small globe she has made with small hands.
Upstairs, I sculpt with words—

politics on body violence, masses of theory,

the dangers of severance of the body.

She keeps moving wire over wire, tightening the knots,
making each rotation tighter,

but I am unbound here, books

scattered on the floor like construction debris

from this place I'm building, my own cage

through which to view the world

inside a home.



If anything is sacred, the human body is sacred.
—Walt Witman, Leaves of Grass

Reconnectedness7 (Knoxville)



Body 2 (Self-portrait)



