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Landfall

I awoke to a deep sense of peace.  My lower back, which always aches in the mornings, was sensuously at ease, and the silence around me was thick and comfortable.  I didn’t open my eyes, but remained lying on my back savoring the waves of pleasure and contentment that washed over me.

The pillow at my head had an uncustomary fluffiness to it, but it supported my neck perfectly.  I reached up to feel it and was mildly surprised by the texture of the pillowcase.  It was of a stiff, fresh cotton rather than the satin that was always on the bed.  I squeezed the pillow.  The down was plump and did not match the flat limpness of my pillow.  Hmm.  I didn’t open my eyes, but returned my hand to its place at my side.  Apparently Anna had been to a white sale.  I didn’t recall her mentioning it.  How pleasant, to have fresh linen. 

The silence had a velvet depth I’d never noticed before.  I listened to it, waiting patiently for a sound, but none came.  I surmised it was not yet morning or I’d be able to hear the birds in the apple trees outside the window.  The sleep I’d just surfaced from was a well of serenity, the spell not yet broken.  The breath flowing through my nostrils was a metronome to the night’s passage.  I felt my lungs expand and contract with a vast ease that filled me with joy, the simple pleasure of living.

My arms lay at my sides outside the bedding, and I moved my left hand up onto my thigh.  I don’t know what prompted me to do this, but it brought me out of my reverie.  I noticed two things at once: instead of the usual satin-covered eiderdown I was covered with a rather hard wool blanket, and secondly, I was naked.  I crossed my arms to verify their nakedness, then slipped my arms under the covers, down my chest to my hips.  Naked.  I hadn’t slept in the nude for god knows how long.  Since…  I lay completely still, struggling with the memory, more a physical thing than mental, as every pore in my skin shimmered with the sensation of flesh against warm, crisp linen.  Since…  Since my delicious escapade those eons ago, the forbidden fruit.  Her name brushed my consciousness and I was bathed in her glow, wrapped in her arms again.

I ran my hands up over my body, then gingerly extended my left hand across the bed, suddenly needing to assure myself of Anna’s presence.  At four inches, perhaps six, the bed ended.  My fingers curled around the edge of the mattress.  My right hand had the same experience.

I lay calmly registering the fact.  I’d often, in the past, awoken in hotel rooms and not known immediately where I was.  It was an odd sensation, but delicious in its way.  It explained the unfamiliar linen and blanket.  Where was I?  I couldn’t imagine.

Still I didn’t open my eyes.  I felt safe.  I was comfortable and rested.  I was happy.  Here was a puzzle to resolve.  But no hurry.  Why rush out of this pleasant mystery, this comfortable, peaceful cocoon?

Had I gone on a trip?  I was sure I hadn’t.  I hadn’t traveled on my own since I’d retired in ’92.  Then I supposed I’d gotten drunk and just ended up somewhere.  Someone had put me up.  Maybe this was the drunk tank.  But I didn’t feel drunk.  I hadn’t drunk in years.  Not since…  I couldn’t remember when I’d stopped drinking.  Must have fallen off the wagon.  

I folded my hands upon my chest.  I just couldn’t remember.  I really couldn’t remember much of anything.  What had I done yesterday?  There was nothing there.  The past week, the past month?  Nothing.  I guess I have amnesia, I thought.  Hmm.  Somehow it struck me as rather pleasant.  Like starting over, naked in the world.

Maybe I’d been in a coma: that deep, dark sleep I’d just woken from.  Seemed likely.  Surfacing from a coma seemed a happy thing.  Back from the dead, I thought.  I’d rather be naked in bed with some strange woman, but back from the dead is good, too.  Hello world.  I opened my left eye a crack.

Darkness.  I opened it wider, then the other.  Pitch black.  I felt my eyes with my hand to make sure they were open.  They were.  I felt my hand on my nose but couldn’t see it.  I wiggled my fingers right before my eyes, brushing my eyebrows.  Nothing.  Either it was very dark or I was blind.

I didn’t feel blind; that is, my eyes felt fine.  I lay there waiting for my eyes to become accustomed to the dark.  This didn’t really make sense, as it seemed to me that when one awoke in the dark, one’s eyes were already adjusted to it.  But I waited with my eyes open, counting my breath, which suddenly seemed sharp and shallow, and not nearly the peaceful life force I’d recently been savoring.

Perhaps I was in a sensory deprivation chamber.  The silence was profound, the darkness complete.  My skin felt neither warm nor cold whether it was under the bedcovers or not.  I pushed both my hands out sideways.  The right struck a wall.  I ran my fingers over its smooth surface.  Nothing.  Neither warm nor cold, nor dirty, nor pitted.  A clean, smooth wall.

I sat up and swung my legs over the side of the bed.  They dangled there.  Sliding further over the edge I extended my toes until they brushed the floor.  A high bed.  I wondered if I should call out, but it seemed like the wrong thing to do.  I would treat this like a game.  It was too early to cry Uncle.  

I slid from my perch and stood with ease, then moved around to the head of the bed and found the wall with my left hand.  Sliding one foot slowly before the other I made my way, gingerly, along the wall, counting each small step.  One, two…  

Funny, that memory of Missy coming back so strong, from so long ago, prompted by the sensation of my bare skin moving against the sheet.  My Madeleine cake.  I cringed at Anna’s rebuke that didn’t come.  She was always reprimanding me for my arcane literary references.  How conditioned I was, to even censor my own thoughts!  I remember Missy standing there in the doorway as I lay on the bed.  She was clothed in a single undergarment that immodestly covered her torso, one arm above her head.  A coquette.  And I said so, saying it was how I’d always remember her.  And I guess it was so, for so I remembered her, but it had been years since the image had crossed my consciousness, years since the dark flush of her memory had graced my sober mind.  My distracted mind.  Maybe I should say addled, to have put her so far behind me.

Fifty, fifty-one, fifty-two...  Creeping in the dark, fumbling for what?  Anything.  At sixty I turned and made my way back to the bed.  A big room.  I leaned against the bed for a few minutes then fumbled past it, found the wall with my right hand and took up my slow, sliding steps again.  One, two…

I remembered a picnic on her bed.  Both of us naked, eating smoked oysters and artichoke hearts and Camembert cheese and chocolate covered strawberries all washed down with a cheap Chardonnay.  And me, spilling the jar of olive oil into the bedding, and how we laughed about it, and rolled in the slimy mess, upsetting the tray of food onto the floor.  I wondered where she was now, Missy, whom I have missed, but not enough, I suppose.  Not enough to do anything about it.  Gone now.  Grown old, like me.

Sixty, sixty-one, sixty-two.  Stupid endless hallway.  I gave up and blundered back to the bed.  If I was suddenly remembering long ago loves, I clearly wasn’t completely amnesiac.  This was probably just a bad dream.  I reached down and grabbed my penis and gave it a yank.  Ouch.  I pinched the foreskin.  Ouch again.  Not that that really proved anything.  Can’t one experience pain in a dream?  

I got down on my hands and knees and crawled tentatively out into the room.  After several minutes of finding nothing I turned ninety degrees to my left and crawled that way for a while.  Nothing.  This was like no place on Earth.  I decided to just get back into bed and sleep it off.  What else could it be?

Of course, I couldn’t sleep.  I decided to exercise my memory.  What was the most recent thing I could remember?  Well, there was my retirement party.  I was sixty-two.  That was in ’92.  Retired from?  I’d been somehow attached to a university; I remembered brick buildings and green lawns.  Teaching perhaps, books, maybe literature.  Some such thing – didn’t seem important now.  I gave it a mental shrug.  And since then?  Since then?  Did I take up golf?  Anna golfed.  Something told me I did too.  Tramping, tramping through the weeds, swinging a five-iron looking for a small white ball.  Not unlike academia, some might say.  And maybe I’d quit smoking.  I couldn’t remember, but I realized I wasn’t longing for one.

Why did I remember my retirement party?  I had no idea.  And before that, prior to my retirement?  A wasteland.  There was a beach, an island, possibly Greek.  Children running in the surf.  But there was Anthony Quinn, a wind-blown, rumpled god, so it was probably just a movie.  Had I children?  I vaguely recalled a couple.  A dentist perhaps, and a librarian?  Strange I should remember the feel of my pillow but not thirty or forty years of parenthood.

But there was Molly.  I remembered her.  Molly, my overblown Bloom.  Oh, sticky, liquid love of days long past.  Molly, Molly, you plump, foul-mouthed, menstruating, would-be Bohemian heroine, stuck forever in your bed with me curled at your feet, longing, dreaming in my pathetic way, of your woman’s flesh, your roving, desirous, desirable, desiring white flesh, so close to me, those luminescent orbs, yet so untouchable until the final word was uttered, and you caved in, your needs finally sinking to meet mine just above the gutter, in our sagging matrimonial bed, with the stunning, cumulative Yes.  Molly, vaguely static but very real.

Anna was eighteen, as was I.  We were in a speedboat, I driving, she beside me.  It was high summer.  She was wearing a tiny white bikini, and shouting to me above the noise of the engine.  As she leaned forward her bikini top gaped and I could see her nipple, so pink against the white.  She was laughing and I was staring, and I knew I was in love.  And in a great green field, another summer, the same, I couldn’t say, we rolled in the grass and experienced physical love for the first time.  The first time for both of us.  Then when we sat up, dazed with pleasure, we saw a fisherman by the river turn back to his line as if he’d not been watching us, but we didn’t care.

I remembered being five years old and escaping from Kindergarten on the very first day and somehow finding my way home, blubbering all the way.  And being two, and careening down the sidewalk to the front gate, my diaper drooping, to bring in the bottles of milk that had just been delivered, and dropping them, and one breaking, and my mother in a tizzy of consternation and self-recrimination. 

I remembered lying at my mother’s breast, beating her with my tiny red fists.  A gruff voice saying, “How did it feel?”  “Great.”  “Did it hurt?”  “Of course it hurt.”  “Well, what did it feel like?” he was insisting.  “Like passing a melon,” she said.  Funny I remembered that, my mother’s crude joke.  And beyond that I was warm and safe, shut up in the dark.  Floating, nourished, expectant, with a steady beating to keep me company.

I put my hand on my chest and felt the same force that sustained me then pumping in unison with my memory.  Thump, thump, thump.  It occurred to me that, in spite of the evidence, I was dead.  This was Purgatory, the way station, comfortable but incomplete.  A shame, I thought, if it were so, but it didn’t seem to matter.  I realized that I didn’t believe in Purgatory, but also that my disbelief didn’t make it less likely that I was there.  

Anna’s face came to me.  Old now, but still beautiful in a way, that eighteen-year-old, sunburned nymph hidden behind the wrinkles and gray.  Maybe.  Maybe not.  More likely she is lost, only a ghost in my faltering memory.  The features are there, and the temper, but not the vivacity, the spontaneity, the hunger.  Well, what do you expect?  Still, it’s a comfortable face.  Gray eyes peering at me with concern.

And there had been tears.  I remembered them suddenly.  Tears that I’d somehow caused.

I remembered Hardy’s moral woman, Tess draped over the granite at Stonehenge, and Odysseus’s song as he paddled to Antarctica in Kanzantzakis’ sequel, and the necessity of Iago’s evil, and the nobility of Marlow’s Arthur, his vigor and manhood doomed to myth.  I began reciting Shakespeare’s sonnets until I grew bored.  Funny what sticks.

I realized I was growing nauseous, and a dull ache in my chest grew quickly to sharp pain.  I tried to sit up, but found myself restrained, my wrists strapped to the side of the bed.  My eyes were wide open in alarm and I shouted something.  Suddenly there was a flash of light so brilliant that I screamed, clenched my eyes, and jerked my head to one side.  For a couple of seconds I cringed, bracing against the shock, then somehow I knew it was over.  I raised my hands to my chest and scratched the grizzled mat of white hair.  I felt fine.  I opened my eyes to the velvety darkness.  Sitting up, I rubbed the back of my neck in perplexity.

What was that all about?  There was a schism in the universe and I’d just crossed some line.  Someplace else there was something going on with me.  I was being tortured.  I sat still for a long time, rubbing my wrists that still felt the bruise of their restraints.  Whatever it was, it was weirder than this.

I slipped off the bed and ran my hands around it.  It was an odd bed, more like a table in height, constructed completely of metal.  Its head and foot were identical: round horizontal tubing that bent smoothly at ninety degrees to form the legs.  At the bottom of the legs were castors.  I pushed against the bed but it didn’t roll.  On my hands and knees I felt each castor for a brake, and found it at the foot of the bed.  I released it and nudged the bed with my shoulder.  It rolled smoothly away from me.

With a moveable bed I realized that I could explore my environment more easily.  I stood at its foot and began to push it along the wall.  After a minute or two of uninterrupted progress, I steered out into the room and for several minutes, perhaps five, maybe ten, I roamed at random, turning first to the left and then to the right, pushing the bed, now with nonchalance, now with bravado.  Eventually it got boring.  The room was apparently infinite.  My sense of direction told me where I’d find the wall, and I finally bumped into it, set the bed back in it’s original orientation and climbed into it, a bit winded.

I felt a growing fondness for the darkness.  I was somehow at home.  My fruitless explorations bore a message: Let it go.  Why was that appealing to me?  Why should it give me solace?  I was alone, but I was comfortable, feeling healthy, almost at ease.  I realized that I felt I’d escaped something; that this was better than I’d come from, better than I’d hoped for, whatever that was.  I didn’t know how long it would last, but I decided to enjoy it.

With my hand I felt the textureless wall.  A wall, a floor, a bed: the whole universe.  It occurred to me to pound on the wall, that maybe life was on the other side, but I dismissed the idea.  Let it find me.  A wall, a floor, a bed; but also a thick darkness and absolute silence.  Peace.  And warmth, of a sort.  At least not cold.  Cold would have changed the whole picture.  

Funny, that memory of my mother’s womb.  I didn’t know one could remember that.  Dark, warm; maybe I was back there again.  Metaphorically, at least.  Tabla rasa: ready to start again.  But the slate wasn’t empty.  There was Anna, clear as a bell, that wrinkled look of concern in her gray eyes, looking down on me.  God knows why.  And there were other things.

Freckled summer skin; a trout tugging on a line, hanging, shimmering, above the white froth of the creek; the scent of pine sap on sticky fingers; the distant dissonance of alpine church bells; chickadees hanging upside-down from snowy branches.  A childhood, mine or someone else’s.  I remembered hiking with my father, a large bobbing packsack forever in the lead, almost out of sight, over roots and rocks and rotting logs: an endless trail that lead only to exhaustion.  

I ran my hand over the wall again.  Funny room: half infinite, ending abruptly just here.  Nothing is half infinite, I thought.  The concept makes no sense.  I pushed against the wall, expecting it to give, but it stood firm.  I sat up and pushed harder, and was pleased with its placid resistance.  In this apparently infinite place the wall was a comforting point of reference, the only point of reference.  A wall defines a space, marks the extent of something, its end; but also its beginning.  It is a matter of point of view.  What was through the wall?  What lay on the other side?  The end of one room is the beginning of the next.  The end of one sojourn begins the rest of one’s experience.  What is through that wall?  Death, perhaps?  My curiosity flagged.

I’d once watched a coyote cross a frozen lake.  Along the shoreline tufts of yellow grass poked through the snow, their color exactly matched that of the coyote.  He glanced at me with disdain as he trotted by.  I was of no interest.  That image, the coyote in his field of white and yellow moving unhurriedly about his animal business, the business of survival, has been a mantra for me all my life.  Secretly, I am that coyote: careful, cunning, and free.  Anna, you always took me for a domesticated animal, you thought me tame – but I was wild, in the heart of me.  In the heart of me: I guess I never let you know.  My fault, but it was for my protection.  Protection from intrusion, which is nothing to close a heart over; as if the effort to bring you up to speed exceeded the possible rewards.  Pure laziness, I see now.  No wonder your remoteness, your precise concern.  

How can I bemoan now that you never understood me, when you understood every aspect of my mask and performance, and undoubtedly even that they were that?  I excluded you from my fantasies rather than allowing you to help me make them fact.  Our partnership was a tether that bound us at the dinner table rather than at the heart, and I was complicit, if not responsible, for that sham.  That shame.

Ah, my sweet P.  Some floodgate of memory opened and suddenly I was awash.  Penelope was all I called you back then.  Never Darling or Dearest or Crumpled Duck.  My sweet P, how patient you were with this errant fool.  Thirty-five hundred days, seven thousand days, how long did I keep you waiting?  And waiting for what?  Your conniving trickster to return?  Ha!  The face that launched a thousand egos.  More like ten thousand, and fools every one.  The face that launched ten thousand murders: a royal slut, really, and off we all hustled.  One debacle after another, and in the end the only hero was Clytemnestra.  What bloody brutes we were.  And you waited for me in your regal way, trying to ignore the hounds at your heels, while I dallied a year, or two, or seven with bronze Calypso.  I wish I could remember more details from that sojourn, but they’ve slipped my mind.  But you waited and I lay stranded on that island longing, not for you, but for my castle, my island, my cattle, my lands.  And who knew me when I finally made landfall?  None save my mutt, by my smell.  But, those were the days!  When you could slaughter twenty men because they offended your sense of propriety.  Ah, the glory of the gore and blood and sweat, the stench of fear and death.  How was I then, your returned husband?  Had it been worth the wait?  Your well-bred heart kept us all in the dark, and so your name signifies patience, forbearance, fidelity: all straight-laced virtues I’ve never felt.  Longing, longing: that’s what it was all about, then as now.

Suddenly I opened my eyes.  You’re raving, lad, I said aloud, and my voice startled me.  Penelope, where did she come from?  The wife every man wants: patient with his folly, steadfast at home and hearth, a maypole about which to dance.  From my memory, I answered myself.  Remembered experience or remembered stories?  The distinction was blurry, had always been blurry.  Penelope had not been my wife, but I had a wife and perhaps I had cast her in that mold.  Odysseus was what every man wanted to be, so I, in some sense, was he.  If wishes were fishes, and fiction were fact.

Perhaps I slept.  My mind was a blank when I felt a hand in mine.  Out, out, I snapped as I shook it off, and held my hand, tense and splayed, before my eyes looking for blood.  One couldn’t be too careful in these dark places.  I saw no bloody spots.  My hand was its usual limp gray.  I jerked my right hand out towards the wall, but it found a curtain and air.  

A soft gray light had replaced the darkness.  Gray curtains hemmed me in and defined my shrunken universe.  A familiar frizzy mop of gray hair and a pair of alarming red-rimmed spectacles found themselves in my field of vision.  Eyes brimming with Hallmark concern.

“P,” I said, and she turned from me and spoke to some entity off-stage.  “He needs to use the lavatory.”  I closed my eyes and longed for the silence, for the wine-dark sea.
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