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1

FORGIVE ME MY denomination and my town; I am a Christian minister, and an American. I write these pages at some point in the time of Richard Nixon’s unravelling. Though the yielding is mine, the temptation belongs to others: my keepers have set before me a sheaf of blank sheets—a month’s worth, in their estimation. Sullying them is to be my sole therapy.

My bishop, bless his miter, has ordered (or, rather, offered as the alternative to the frolicsome rite of defrocking) me brought here to the desert, far from the green and crowded land where my parish, as the French so nicely put it, finds itself. The month is to be one of recuperation—as I think of it, “retraction,” my condition being officially diagnosed as one of “distraction.” Perhaps the opposite of “dis” is not “re” but the absence of any prefix, by which construal I am spiritual brother to those broken-boned athletes who must spend a blank month, amid white dunes and midnight dosages, in “traction.” I doubt (verily, my name is Thomas) it will work. In my diagnosis I suffer from nothing less virulent than the human condition, and so would preach it. Though the malady is magnificent, I should in honest modesty add that my own case is scarcely feverish, and pustular only if we cross-examine the bed linen. Masturbation! Thou saving grace-note upon the baffled chord of self! Paeans to St. Onan, later.

I feel myself warming to this, which is not my intent. Let my distraction remain intractable. No old prestidigitator amid the tilted mirrors of sympathetic counselling will let himself be pulled squeaking from this glossy, last-resort, false-bottomed topper.

Particulars!* The motel—I resist calling it a sanatorium, or halfway house, or detention center—has the shape of an O, or, more exactly, an omega. The ring of rooms encircling the pool is fronted by two straight corridors, containing to the left the reception desk, offices, rest rooms sexually distinguished by bovine silhouettes, and a tiny commissary heavy on plastic beadwork and postcards of dinosaur bones but devoid of any magazines or journals that might overexcite the patients—oops, the guests—with topical realities. The other way, along the other foot of the [image: ], lie the restaurant and bar. The glass wall of the bar is tinted a chemical purple through which filters a desert vista of diminishing sagebrush and distant, pale, fossiliferous mountains. The restaurant wall, at least at breakfast, wears heavy vanilla curtains out of whose gaps knives of light fall upon the grapefruit and glass of the set tables with an almost audible splintering of brightness. The place seems, if not deserted, less than half full. All middle-aged men, we sit each at our table clearing dry throughts* and suppressing nervous gossip among the silverware. I feel we are a “batch,” more or less recently arrived. We are pale. We are stolid. We are dazed. The staff, who peek and move about as if preparatory to an ambush, appear part twanging, leathery Caucasians, their blue eyes bleached to match the alkaline sky and the seat of their jeans, and the rest nubile aborigines whose silent tread and stiff black hair uneasily consort with the frilled pistachio uniforms the waitresses perforce wear. I felt, being served this morning, dealt with reverentially, or dreadfully, as if in avoidance of contamination. A potential topic: touch and the sacred. God as Supreme Disease. Noli me tangere. Germs and the altar. The shared chalice versus the disposable paper cuplet: how many hours of my professional life have been chewed to bitter shreds (the apocalyptic antisepticist among the deacons versus the holisticer-than-thou holdouts for the big Grail) by this liturgical debate. Never mind. I am free of that, for a month or forever. Good criddence.†

What can I tell you? I arrived at midnight, disoriented. The airport hellishly clean, a fine dry wind blowing. Little green bus manned by pseudo-cowpoke took us into an enormous hour of swallowing desert dark. Met at the glass doors by a large lady, undeformed but unattractive, no doubt chosen for that very quality in this sensitive post. Seemed to be manageress. Named, if my ears, still plugged with jet-hum, deceived me not, Ms. Prynne. Face of a large, white, inexplicably self-congratulating turtle. White neck extended as if to preen or ease a chafing. Snapped rules at us. Us: beefy Irish priest and a third initiate, a slurring shy Tennessean, little hunched man with the hopeful quick smile of a backslider, probably some derelict revivalist who doubled as a duping insurance agent. Rules (as passed on to our hostess by the sponsoring bishoprics and conference boards): meals at eight, twelve-thirty, and seven. Bar open from noon. Commissary closed between two and five. Mornings: write, ad libitum. Afternoons: physical exercise, preferably golf, though riding, swimming, tennis facilities do exist. Evenings: board or card games, preferably poker. Many no-nos. No serious discussions, doctrinal or intrapersonal. No reading except escapist: a stock of English detective and humorous fiction from between the two world wars available in the commissary lending library. The Bible above all is banned. No religion, no visitors, no letters in or out. No trips to town (nearest town 40 m. off, named Sandstone) though some field trips would be bussed later in the month.

But you know all this. Who are you, gentle reader?

Who am I?

I go to the mirror. The room still nudges me with its many corners of strangeness, though one night’s sleep here has ironed a few rumples smooth. I know where the bathroom is. O, that immaculate, invisibly renewed sanitas of rented bathrooms, inviting us to strip off not merely our clothes and excrement and the particles of overspiced flank steak between our teeth but our skin with the dirt and our circumstances with the skin and then to flush every bit down the toilet the loud voracity of whose flushing action so rebukingly contrasts with the clogged languor of the toilets we have left behind at home, already so full of us they can scarcely ebb! The mirror holds a face. I do not recognize it as mine. It no more fits my inner light than the shade of a bridge lamp fits its bulb.

This lampshade. This lopsided lampshade. This lampshade knocked askew. This sallow sack that time has laundered to the tint of recycled paper, inexpungibly speckled and discolored, paper with nevertheless the droop of melting rubber and the erosion of an aerial view, each of its myriad wrinkles a canyon deep enough to hold all the corpses of the last four decades. Not mine. But it winks when I will, wink; it occupies, I see by the mirror, the same volume of space wherein the perspectives at which I perceive various projecting edges of the room would intersect, given an ethereal draughtsman. These teeth are mine. Every filling and inlay is a mournful story I could sing. These eyes—holes of a mask. Through which the blue of the sky shows as in one of Magritte’s eerily outdoor paintings. God’s eyes, my lids.

The Reverend Mr. Thomas Marshfield, 41 this April last, 5′ 10″, 158 pounds, pale and neural, yet with unexpected whirlpools of muscularity here and there—the knees, the padding of the palms, a hard collar of something bullish and taut about the base of the neck and the flaring out of the shoulders. Once a shortstop, once a prancing pony of a halfback. Balding now. Pink on top if I tilt for the light, otherwise a gibbonesque halo of bronze fuzz. Mouse tufts above dead white ears. Something ruddy about the tufts; field mice? Little in the way of eyebrows. Little in the way of lips: my mouth, its two wiggles fitted with a wary set as if ready to dart into an ambiguous flurry of expressions, has never pleased me, though it has allegedly pleased others. Chin a touch too long. Nose also, yet thin enough and sufficiently unsteady in its line of descent to avoid any forceful Hebraism of character. A face still uneasily inhabited, by a tenant waiting for his credit ratings to be checked. In this interregnum neither handsome nor commanding, yet at least with nothing plump about it and, lamplike, a latently incandescent willingness to resist what is current. I have never knowingly failed to honor the supreme, the hidden commandment, which is, Take the Natural World, O Creature Fashioned in Parody of My Own, and Reconvert its Stuff to Spirit; Take Pleasure and Make of it Pain; Chastise Innocence though it Reside within the Gaps of the Atom; Suspect Each Moment, for it is a Thief, Tiptoeing Away with More than it Brings; Question all Questions; Doubt all Doubts; Despise all Precepts which Take their Measure from Man; Remember Me.

I am a conservative dresser. Black, gray, brown let the wearer shine. Though I take care with the knot of my tie, I neglect to polish my shoes.

I believe my penis to be of average size. This belief has not been won through to effortlessly.

My digestion is perversely good, and my other internal units function with the smoothness of subversive cell meetings in a country without a government. A translucent wart on my right buttock should some day be removed, and some nights sleep is forestalled by a neuralgic pain in my left arm, just below the shoulder, that I blame upon a bone bruise suffered in a high-school scrimmage. My appendix is unexcised. I feel it, and my heart, as time bombs.

I love myself and loathe myself more than other men. One of these excesses attracts women, but which?

My voice is really a half-octave too high for the ministry, though in praying aloud I have developed a way of murmuring to the lectern mike that answers to my amplified sense of the soliloquizing ego. My slight stammer keeps, they tell me, the pews from nodding.

What else? My wrists ache.

The state I am in is large and square and holds one refugee asthmatic and three drunken Indians in a Ford pickup per square mile. The state I late inhabited, and where I committed my distracted derelictions and underwent my stubborn pangs, has been nibbled by the windings of rivers and deformed by the pull of conflicting territorial claims into an un-specifiable shape, rendered further amorphous by lakes and islands and shelves of urban renewal landfill. A key, Chesterton somewhere says, has no logic to its shape: its only logic is, it turns the lock.

My Lord, this depletes the inner man! Thank Heaven for noon.


* As Allen Ginsberg intones in one of the cantos of the new Bible waiting for the winds to unscatter it.

* Meant to type “throats,” was thinking “thoughts,” a happy Freudian, let it stand. The typewriter, which they have provided me after I assured them I was a man of my time, no penman, is new, and races ahead of my fingertips ofttimes. The air is quick.

† Intentional this time: riddance applied to credence.
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MS. PRYNNE TELLS me to write (I asked, daring halt her headlong progress down a maroon-muffled and slowly curving hall) about what interests me most.

What interests me most, this morning—the image that hangs most luminous and blue amid the speckled leaves of that far-off, shapeless state where I had a profession, a parish, a marriage, and a parsonage, is of a man with chalk-white legs (myself), clad in naught but the top half of pajamas striped like an untwisted candy cane, treading across a frosty post-Hallowe’en lawn. He climbs a waist-high picket fence, and, gingerly as a kudu dipping his muzzle at the edge of a lion-haunted waterhole, edges his profile, amid bushes, against the glow of the window of a little one-story house, once a parsonage garage. Tom peeps.

A man and a woman are in this house. The outside man, also aware of the flirtatious brushing of Japanese yew needles on his exposed buttocks (he goes to bed without the pajama bottoms for at least a trinity of reasons: to facilitate masturbatory self-access, to avoid belly-bind due to drawstrings or buttons, to send an encouraging signal to the mini-skirted female who, having bitten a poisoned apple at the moment of my father’s progenitive orgasm, lies suspended within me), knew this. He knew her car, a rotund black coupe of American vintage. He saw her car, gazing from the window of his bedroom, parked an alley away, visible through the naked branches of trees that (deciduousness! already I mourn for thee) in summer would have concealed its painful placement. The hooked gleam from its scarab back, purple beneath the sulphurous streetlight that brooded above the alley, went straight as steel to his heart. For an hour or more he writhed, this fabulous far-off man (whom I vow will not be forgotten, though all the forces of institutional therapeutics be brought to bear upon me in this diabolical air-conditioned sandbox) trying to worm the harpoon from its lodging in his silvery, idden [sic] underside. He masturbated again, imagining for spite some woman remote, a redhead from the attic of his youth, her pubic hair as nicely packed around its treasure as excelsior around an ancestral locket. For a moment, after his poor throttled accomplice had yielded again its potent loot, the bed under him sagged into grateful nonsense and he thought he might slip through the jostle of jealousy into sleep. Then the image of her car under its streetlight returned, and the thought of her cries under caresses, and of her skin under clothes, and of her voice under silence—for there was no doubting, this act of hers addressed itself to him. For she was his mistress and that same week had lain with him.

He arose from the bed. His wife adjusted her position within the great gray egg of her unconsciousness. He did not dare test the creak-prone closet door; clad as partially as when he arose he made his way down oaken staircases flayed with moonbeams to a front door whose fanlight held in Byzantine rigidity the ghosts of its Tiffany colors. A-tremble—his whole body one large tremble, only solid seemingly, like solid matter—he pressed his thumb upon the concussive latch, eased the towering giant of a parsonage portal toward his twittering chest, stepped outside, onto granite, and bathed his legs in wintry air.

This is fun! First you whittle the puppets, then you move them around.

The lawn was frosty. The neighborhood was dark. The moon peered crookedly over his shoulder, curious enough to tilt its head. The Reverend Mr. Marshfield avoided stepping on the fragments of a Wiffle Ball his sons had ragefully fragmented, on a can his dog had chewed and savored like a bone, on the glinting pieplate of clothespins his wife, dear sainted sloven, had neglected to bring in from some autumnal drying—the white sheets whipping, the last swirled exodus of starlings peppering the flavorless sky. That was ago. This was now. Once upon a time the secret stars of frost winked out beneath his soles. He foresaw the fence, even remembered the bill (typed with a brown ribbon) from the contractor (a lugubrious cheat, long since bankrupted) who planted it there by vote of the board of deacons (Gerald Harlow, chairman), picked for his tread a spot in the frozen flower border where no old rose clippings might have speared him (“With the help of the thorn in my foot,” Kierkegaard wrote, “I spring higher than anyone with sound feet.”), and in one smooth parabolic step our ex-athletic cleric and voyeur swung his ungirded loins an airy inch or so above the pointed painted pickets and with cold toes trespassed upon the ill-tended turf of his assistant minister, effeminate, bearded Ned (for Thaddeus, somehow) Bork.

Perfidy, thy name might as well be Bork. The present writer, his nose and eyeballs still stinging from his first afternoon of desert brightness, can scarcely locate what is most signally odious about this far-away young man. His unctuous, melodious, prep-school drawl? His rosy cheeks? His hint of acne? The chestnut curls of his preening beard? His frog-colored eyes? Or was it his limp-wristed theology, a perfectly custardly confection of Jungian-Reichian soma-mysticism swimming in a soupy caramel of Tillichic, Jasperian, Bultmannish blather, all served up in a dime-store dish of his gutless generation’s give-away Gemütlichkeit? His infectious giggle? Or the fact that everybody in the parish, from the puling baptizee to the terminal crone hissing in the oxygen tent, loved him?

Actually, I liked him too.

And wanted him to like me.

He was in there with my carnal love. I crept from window to window, meeting tactile differentiations among the variety of shrubs the local nursery (which piously kept its Puerto Rican peony-pluckers in a state of purposeful peonage) had donated to our holy cause of parsonage improvement. They were in this garage renovated to bachelor’s quarters, my organist and my curate, one of each sex, like interlocked earrings in a box too large for such storage. But one dim light shone within Bork’s quarters. His rooms, though not many and all on one floor, were arranged with a maddening cleverness; from whatever window I, my nakedness clawed, stealthily scrambled to, the shuffle of partitions eclipsed what I needed to see. The paper cutouts in my hollow Easter egg had fallen all to one side and presented only blurry one-dimensional edges. Yet I could hear, in the gaps between the crackling thunder of my feet and the ponderous surf of my breathing, voices—or, if not quite voices, then the faint rubbed spot on the surface of silence that indicates where voices have been erased.

Fearful lest the hypothetical passing patrol car spot me, the ideal bare-bummed burglar, I eased to the alley and peered in the window to the left of the front door; at the other extreme of the tiny house’s immense space, by the light of a lamp that seemed to be muffled beneath rose-colored blankets, I beheld a white triangle, quick as a Nikon’s shutter, flesh* above the edge of a sofa, and vanish as quickly from view. Too sharp to be a knee, it must have been an elbow. Too fair to be his, it must have been hers. She was above him, in the position of Hera and Zeus, of Shakti and Shiva. More power to the peephole!

The glimpse burned in me like a drop of brandy in the belly of an ostensibly reformed alcoholic. I crept, literally (“upon thy belly shalt thou go”), through the icy grass beneath the sills of the side windows to the window nearest the sofa. With a wariness that made my joints petition against gradualism I straightened enough to peek in a lower pane. Though dwelling in outer darkness, I might be caught by the flare of a match or by a shouting† star, and anyway felt my face to be burning like a banshee’s. I let one bulged eye look on behalf of both.

There, not a man’s length away, basking in pinkish glow, lay a bare foot. Hers. Alicia had homely feet, veinous and glazed on the knuckles of some toes as if primed for an appliqué of corns. This was a foot of hers. Irrefutably. And irrefutably naked. I was stunned. I listened for the cries it was her wont wantonly to emit in coitus. But Bork, like so many of his carefree-seeming generation, had a sharp lookout on his own comfort, and had put up his storm windows. Then, before my face, at just the other side of the double installment of glass, there was a commotion of hair, his or hers I couldn’t tell, so instantaneous was my flinching, and my subsequent rolling downwards and sideways into the lee of a comradely bush that from the well-oiled prickle of its leaves must have been a holly. Cretinous and cunning as an armadillo, I lay there bathed in mulch chips until I deemed the stillness safe for a dancing retreat—my legs scribbling like chalk on a blackboard—across Bork’s moon-hard lawn into the creaky, fusty forgiveness of my fanlighted foyer.

No sirens had arisen in the night to pursue me.

No angels materialized on the staircase.

Moonbeams still lay across it like stripes on the bent brown back of a suppliant slave.

Within myself, under the caked hot crusty sensation that arises to shield us from athletic defeat and direct insult, I felt horror at my visual confirmation of the already evidentially (given the parked car, the house, the hour, the ubiquity of sex, and the infallible Providence that arranges for my discomfort) certain. But, twinned with horror and bedded snugly beside it, a warm body of satisfaction lay detectable within myself. This pleasure, though alloyed, was deep, deeper than the half-believer’s masochism, deeper than my truffler’s hunger for secrets, of which the bare foot was now one. So deep, indeed, that, gazing down, from within the warm stairwell alive with the ticking of my rent-free radiators, I saw the comfortable carpets and shadow-striped floor of my father’s house, also not his own.

But the hands of the motel clock have already moved past the crowing erectitude of noon. Today, I think, a Daiquiri, with an icing of suds atop the soothing rum, and then another.

And first we must move our bare-legged puppet up the stairs and put him to bed. He presses open the bedroom door with a barely perceptible snap that nevertheless, he knows, snaps his wife’s eyes open.

“My God. Tom. Where have you been?”

“Checking on the children. Putting out the cat.”

He slithers into his vacated place, shoving to one side the warm fragments of herself that she allowed to spill there. She asks, “Why are your feet so cold? And your bottom? You’re freezing.”

“I was out on the lawn.”

“With no pants on?”

“I was looking for UFOs.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“Also the paper said there was going to be a comet. Or some such heavenly portent.”

“I don’t believe it. You were spying on Ned. That’s sick.”

“He’s in my cure of souls. Curo, curate, curare.”

“Tom, that is sick. What are we going to do with you?”

And I thought for an abysmal second she, her hand surveying my coldness, was going to fumble for my penis. But the danger, as do so many, passed.


* I of course meant to type “flash.”

† O.K. Cf. Wm. Blake.
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