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1 The Dinner Party

It was eight o’clock and everyone at the party wanted to know

where she was. “She’s running,” Jen said when one person
and then another came into the kitchen to ask for Chris, who was,
I quickly gathered, the guest of honor. Chris was always running
in those days, although I didn’t know that then; I didn’t yet know
anything about her. Later I would learn she often ran for two or
three hours, and on hot nights like the one of the party she set out
in the cooling dusk and ran until long after dark.

She finally arrived just before nine, wearing cutoff jeans and a
white T-shirt, her short blonde hair still wet from the shower. From
the kitchen I heard a loud welcome and then a chorus of teasing
for her lateness, and even from where I stood at the counter, slicing
baguettes and trying to appear as though I belonged, I could see the
teasing was a beloved ritual; they had been waiting on her for years
and—running or no running— they would wait again.

“She’s been in New York,” Jen said, motioning to the porch
with her paring knife, “but she joined a Philly firm last month,
and she’s back in the neighborhood.” She reached for a beer bottle
and took off the cap. “Let’s bring her a beer,” she said, “and I'll
introduce you.” I followed Jen out to the porch. She held open
her arms, then stepped back. “Is that shower or sweat?” Jen asked.
Chris didn’t answer, only took the beer bottle and walked into the
embrace.
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“I'm Chris,” she said as she pulled away from Jen and turned
toward me. She put out her hand and smiled at me in a way that
seemed to turn her eyes into small suns, the skin around them
folding into thin rays. She was taller than me and her hand was
strong; I could see the muscles in her tan arms, in her shoulders.
She wore a red string around her wrist, and when I looked down I
saw that she wasn’t wearing any shoes. I didn’t understand how it
was possible for someone who looked like her to be a lawyer.

I had been invited to the party to meet a man. The man was a
poet, and he was quick-witted and wiry in the way of many poets
I would later meet. The introduction was a kind gesture on Jen’s
part, the sort of thing a married woman did for a friend who had,
at the tender age of twenty-three, broken up with her live-in boy-
friend and moved to a downtown studio apartment. I was lonely
in those days, although I didn’t recognize what I felt as loneliness.
I thought I was just becoming an adult.

Eventually we all made our way to the table. I sat next to the
poet and across from Chris. There was a toast to her return and she
inadvertently drank from my wineglass. I toasted her with water,
and when she turned away I took back my wineglass and emptied
it in one long swallow.

Later Jen would tell me if she had known about me she wouldn’t
have bothered with the poet. I told her not to worry. What I didn’t
say was how could you have known when I barely knew myself?
I only dated men, only sought men. But I noticed women. Occa-
sionally I would meet a woman and her hand would linger against
my palm when we were introduced, her gaze would seek mine at
the table. I came to understand the wordless, daring question she
was asking me: Am I right? 1 learned to answer with my own linger-
ing hand, my own glance away and back again: Yes, yes, you are.
And although I learned to not be afraid of my wanting, I also did

4 The Dinner Party
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not act on it. I turned away, I took back my hand; I waved my
good-byes from the door. I wasn’t interested in what came next.
My desire was simply too quick to cool. It was moody and adoles-
cent, but because I was not an adolescent I didn’t let myself begin
something I couldn’t keep aloft.

Which is why I did not expect what happened at the dinner
party. I did not expect that the flicker of wanting I felt at the sight
of Chris on the porch would not fade, and that I would, again and
again over the hours of the party, meet her gaze and seek her atten-
tion, pass her bowls of food and keep my hand on them too long,
waiting for her hand to press against mine. That night I felt my
desire bloom heavier than it ever had before, which had the myste-
rious and miraculous effect of allowing me to see her desire, to see
her watch me and speak to me in a way she was not watching or
speaking to anyone else.

When it was late and I had clearly missed the last train back to
the city, someone at the table said something to Chris about a girl
and Chris smiled and took a long drink from her beer bottle. And
I knew then what I could do—what I could make happen—and I
knew it with a novel and heady certainty.

I stood from the table and went upstairs to the bathroom,
went upstairs to look at myself in the mirror. I wanted to see my
face; I wanted for a moment to be alone with the truth of what I
knew was coming. And when I came down the stairs again and
stopped on the landing to see Chris’s laughing face, to see the
light around the table in a house that was otherwise entirely dark,
I couldn’t catch my breath. Not because I was afraid, but because
I was—finally, fully, hopelessly—lit.

This was what I forgot that night, that warm night in late August
when I began to fall in love with Chris: I was already in love. I had
begun, in the months before the dinner party, to slip into the
basement chapel of the Catholic Church down the street from my
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apartment, to kneel and stand and kneel again, to make the sign
of the cross against what I had always thought to be a secular
heart. I had fallen into belief, and into the consuming magic of
the Catholic Church. I read the books of Thomas Merton on the
subway; I worried a strand of rosary beads each morning before I
left for work, reciting the prayers from an index card until I com-
mitted them to memory. I was both a stranger and my truest self
in those days: I didn’t fully understand how my life had taken this
unexpected turn, and I also didn’t know how I had not taken it
sooner. I thought about God nearly all the time, although I did
not speak about my belief to any of my friends. My silence—my
absences, my lies of omission—separated me in a way that only I
could see, and while at times I regretted the distance, I did not
seek to close it.

Until that night. I lingered at the table; I let the last Rs train to
Center City leave without me, knowing perfectly well that all the
bedrooms in Jen’s Main Line house were filled with sleeping chil-
dren and out-of-town guests. And when Chris said—to Jen, not
to me— “She can sleep at my apartment, if she wants to,” I did
not want anything but her.

L'¢ was nearly 2:00 a.m. when Chris and I left Jen’s house and
walked the three dark blocks to her apartment. She told me it was
a relief to be back in Philly, that Jen was like a sister to her, and
she had moved to the Main Line because she needed trees and
quiet after her years in Manhattan. I didn’t tell her I had moved
downtown to escape the trees and the quiet. Instead I told her I
knew her law firm, that it was a few blocks from my apartment.
“You’ll have to excuse the mess,” she said as I followed her up
the stairs of her building, a stairway far brighter and grander than
mine. “I was in Boston last weekend, my cousin’s wedding. I was
the maid of honor,” she said, “if you can believe it.” She spoke
with an intoxicating mix of arrogance and intimacy, as though I
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knew her far better than I did. “I embarrassed my mother,” she
continued, “because the dress didn’t cover my tattoo.” We were
in the hallway then, walking toward her door, and she stopped
walking and turned toward me. “The straps went like this,” she
said as she leaned in to trace a long, slow line down my back with
her finger.
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Basement Chapels 2

I saw Chris again the next weekend, when she took me to dinner

at the White Dog Café in West Philly, a restaurant I had
only ever been to with parents—mine and my ex-boyfriend’s—
because no one I knew could pay the bill in a restaurant like that.
Chris and I sat at a corner table lit only by a small lamp with a
velvet-tasseled shade. All the food in the restaurant came from the
farms around Philadelphia, which was a novel concept in 1997. We
ate urban-garden lettuce topped with bright-yolked eggs and Lan-
caster County lamb chops. And we drank wine. I was twenty-three
years old and I could not remember being happier. After dinner
we went home together, and I stayed with her until late Sunday
evening when I rode the train back to my apartment, and on Mon-
day morning I didn’t take a shower because I did not want to wash
the smell of her from my body.

I didn’t tell any of my friends about Chris. She was still too
private, too unexpected. They wouldn’t disapprove, I was certain
of that, but still I didn’t want to hear questions I had no answers
for. There was only one person I knew I would tell, despite the
fact that he was the one person who I knew would disapprove. It
was my therapist, and in those days I told him everything.

But not right away. I gave myself a week, and then two, and
then one more. Three weeks after that dinner at the White Dog
Café, and a month after I had first gone home with Chris, I finally
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told him. “I met someone,” I said. “A woman, actually.” I tried to
seem nonchalant on this point, although I failed. “I went home
with her.”

He looked at me for a moment. His face was expressionless.
“You're not ready for a relationship,” he said. “She’s a distraction,
and it won’t last. But you know that already, don’t you?”

My therapist’s name was Hector, and he was nothing if not pre-
dictable. I had been seeing him for nearly a year by the time I met
Chris, a year of Tuesday afternoons when I would knock on his
door and a few seconds later he would open it, always dressed in a
dark shirt and black pants. He had gray, curly hair and a shorrt,
gray beard, and he was not much taller than me. With a cool hello
he stood back for me to enter, to walk past him and into his office,
which was actually a small apartment. In the beginning I would
steal glances of the spartan kitchen and the formal living room,
but I quickly lost interest in both. Clearly Hector did not live in
this apartment; there were no clues about him to uncover in those
rooms. After a few weeks I just went straight into his office. The
room was big enough for a red leather couch and two red leather
chairs, an oriental rug, and a small polished mahogany desk, where
he stood to answer phone calls during my sessions, something he
did—always to my surprise—a handful of times during the years
knew him.

Hector would then sit down across from me, put his feet up
on an ottoman, take a sip from his glass teacup, and wait for me to
speak. At our first session I filled the air with backstory and anec-
dotes, all of which I believed to be highly insightful and revelatory.
I paused near the end of the session, having run out of things to
say. Hector put down his teacup, leaned back slightly in his chair,
and said, “I don’t have any idea who you are.” He looked right at
me and I looked back. I wanted to be insulted, but I could only be
astounded that I had found my way to this person, this one person
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in all the world who could see me. To everyone else I was the con-
fident young woman with the job she had been told she was too
young for, the woman who got a phone call from the saleswoman
at Saks when the dress she wanted went on sale, the woman who
swam a fast mile every night after work. But in Hector’s office
those details did not a person make. According to Hector, my
center—if | even had one—did not hold. I wasn’t certain how he
knew this, and that he did gave me a sense of anxious exhilaration.

I was steeped in unhappiness when I first came to Hector. I
was in a failing relationship and didn’t know how to end it. I had
become a person so unrecognizable to myself that I avoided my
eyes in the mirror; I cringed at the sound of my falsely cheerful
voice on the outgoing message of the answering machine I shared
with the boyfriend I was afraid to leave.

But after my first few sessions, Hector and I didn’t talk about
my boyfriend much. We talked about God. In the nearly twenty
years since I met Hector I have tried to remember how our first
theological discussion began, but I simply can’t remember which
one of us first mentioned God. I suppose I did; Hector didn’t ini-
tiate conversation. What I do remember was how fragile I felt in
his office after that first visit, how quickly it became clear that if I
wanted to keep Hector’s attention, if I wanted to please him, then
I would have to dive deep and unearth some nugget of truth about
myself that had nothing to do with my boyfriend, or my job. One
thing I had begun to suspect about myself was that I was a believer,
although I didn’t know in what. But I did know that faith might
be one true thing about me, and if that was what Hector was after,
we could start there.

At one session, early in the time I knew him, I talked for a few
minutes about work, about my friends, until—for the first time—
Hector interrupted me. “Do you know the story of the virgins
and their lamps?” he asked.

I was startled by his interruption. “No,” I said.
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“I don’t remember it well, but it’s something about ten women
waiting for the midnight arrival of a man, and the man is really
God. The women all have lamps, but only some of the women
were wise enough to take oil for their lamps so when the man, the
bridegroom I think he’s called, arrives, the women with the oil
can go in to him, but the others can’t.”

Hector paused and looked at me. I didn’t say anything.

He continued. “The story is about doing the work. It’s about
being prepared, knowing what you’ll need to get what you want. I
think you want to know yourself, and I #5ink,” he said with em-
phasis, “that you want to know God.” He reached over for his
teacup. “You can’t waste any more time with someone else’s God,
someone else’s idea of a good life. You have got to stop looking for
the shortcut.”

Later, when I was no longer seeing Hector, I would wonder
why it hadn’t seemed strange for him to use a Bible story to eluci-
date his point. He was not, after all, a priest or a spiritual advisor.
Hector was a therapist, and I knew almost nothing about him or
what he believed. But that imbalance didn’t concern me then. I
had come to depend on his astute comprehension of me, and on
his reliably undivided attention. And he was right: I did want to
know God.

When young women like me were curious about God there
were a few things we were expected to do: trek through India and
Nepal; spend the winter washing dishes in a Benedictine monas-
tery in Minnesota; volunteer at Mother Theresa’s hospital in Nai-
robi; or, if we were really serious, enroll for a nondenominational
Master’s of Divinity at Harvard. But I wasn’t doing any of these
things. I was going to therapy on the eleventh floor of an upscale
apartment building in downtown Philadelphia with a man whose
own beliefs were a total mystery to me.

I have often wondered if Hector bellowed the fire of belief in
all his young and drifting patients, if an entire cast of us came into
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his office so he could nudge us toward something larger than our-
selves because our selves were too nascent, too nebulous to plumb
with any success. But at the time this did not occur to me. At the
time what Hector and I said to each other in that office had surely
never been said before.

Is time to move out,” Hector said on a February afternoon, six
months after I had started seeing him. I had told him, yet again,
that I wanted to leave my boyfriend. “Clearly you’re not com-
mitted, and it’s time to move out. Forget about the lease and the
rent, forget about the inconvenience. He’ll manage. You're not a
piece of furniture.”

Hector’s occasional but emphatic directives no longer startled
me. In fact I had come to crave them. I wanted nothing more than
for him to tell me what to do. That night I told my boyfriend I
was moving out as soon as I could find an apartment, and the next
morning I began my search.

By March I was living in a new apartment, far from the leafy resi-
dential neighborhood where I had lived with my boyfriend, and a
few blocks from Hector’s office. “I'm so happy,” I told Hector.
“And there are so many things I want to do, you know? Things I
didn’t expect to want. I feel like going dancing. And last night I
bought cigarettes and smoked in the bathtub.”

Hector laughed. “Those sound like the things a child would
do with this new freedom. But you aren’t a child. And you didn’t
leave because you wanted a chance to do those things, did you?”

I looked away. “No,” I said. “Of course not.” This is what I
didn’t say: I'm twenty-three years old, Hector. That is exactly why
[ left.

Hector was impatient. I might have been young, but he wanted
me to get moving. He suggested that I read Thomas Merton’s
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spiritual autobiography, The Seven Storey Mountain. 1 bought the
book and read it on the subway, on a stone bench in Rittenhouse
Square, at my small kitchen table with a bowl of cereal holding
the pages open. I finished the book on a warm Saturday afternoon
and did not know what to do with the rest of the day or what to
do at all, ever again. It was one thing to read about Merton’s love
for poetry and jazz and drinking, about his early and earnest
search for God in basement chapels. His wit, his impulsivity, his
narcissism — they were all enchanting and familiar. But the book’s
later chapters, which chronicled Merton’s conversion, hurt my
eyes with their brightness, their ardent cataloging of one renuncia-
tion after another, each one required—insisted upon—by God. On
that Saturday afternoon in my Philadelphia apartment, I finished
The Seven Storey Mountain, closed the book, and wedged it be-
tween two others on the shelf. I went to my dresser and picked up a
few dangly earrings and a tube of lipstick. I opened my closet and
flipped through the hanging dresses. You want all this, I told my-
self. I didn’t mean the actual things, the clothes and the jewelry,
the material possessions. I meant this world, this life. I was trying
to remind myself, in the only way I could in that moment, that I
was in the world and of it, which was exactly where I wanted to
be.

“Why do you think you did that?” Hector asked me when I
told him what I had done when I finished the book.

“Because I was afraid,” I said.

“Of what?”

“Of what I wanted when I finished the book.”

“Which was?”

“God,” I said, surprised at how easy it was to say, and how
there, in Hector’s office, I was not frightened of anything at all.

At the end of the session I asked Hector what he thought I
should read next. “How about the Bible?” he said. “You could
start with the Gospels.”
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It seemed like a strange suggestion. Did people like me read
the Bible? Couldn’t I just read something abouz the Bible? I knew
some standard verses from a few years of Sunday school at the
Methodist church my parents joined when I was eight and they—
two lapsed Catholics—decided it was time to get their children
some religious education. But I couldn’t recall a single story about
Jesus—the very idea of him seemed rather embarrassing. It was
the physicality of him, how ubiquitously and oddly he was depicted
in American culture. The long hair, the flowing robes, the sandals.
Jesus sandals. All over Philadelphia I saw images of him on bill-
boards and buses, demanding repentance, loyalty, and the end of
all abortions. He was human but strange. He was a caricature.

But despite all that, I read the Gospels, and they stunned me.
They were nothing like I had imagined. The language had a hard
and declarative edge that was as poetic as it was spare. Not a wasted
word. After a few nights of reading I could hear Jesus’s voice when
he spoke. I liked his obtuse metaphors and his starkly beautiful lan-
guage, something that I had assumed belonged only to the Psalms
or the prophets. I loved the healing stories, especially the story in
Mark about the blind man who, when asked by Jesus if he can now
see, says, “I see men, but they look like trees, walking.” Jesus touches
the blind man’s eyes again, and he is fully healed. Later, much later,
I would think of that story. I would think that in those early days
of faith I was like the blind man, only I had been touched just once
and what I saw of God, what I knew of him, was a shadow, a trick
of my eyes. Like trees, walking.

When I was too tired to read, I would lie in the darkness and
think of Jesus. I was both excited and overwhelmed by the idea
of him. How had I, in these few short months, moved from a
general interest in spiritual matters to the uncool and oft-ridiculed
world of Jesus lovers? Suddenly I didn’t care how. I was there, and
I was besotted. I began to read the great Catholic thinkers, the
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philosophers and poets and mystics, and in everything I read,
Jesus seemed to fly off the page—he was a feeling, he was a voice,
he was sweet relief from the loud world and my new loneliness in
it. And then one spring night he was in my apartment.

I was sitting alone on the edge of my futon and suddenly Jesus
was next to me, right there on the edge of my futon, and he was
wearing the softest flannel shirt in the world. His hands were
rough and his voice was warm and low, and for the moment he
spent with me, he was extraordinarily good company. And in the
moments that followed, when he had vanished and left me to
wonder if he had been there at all, I looked at my hands, at the
worn edges of my sheets, the stack of books on my bookshelf, and
I wondered if being alone would always feel the way it did right
now, if solitude would always feel this warm, this brimming.

The morning after Jesus came to me, I woke and went to work,
as I did every weekday morning. I was working for an early educa-
tion project in the Kensington neighborhood, which was poor and
dense with the detritus of poverty—broken strollers and burned
out cars by the curb, electric lines strung with sneakers. It had taken
me a long time to get used to the sharpness of the place, the absence
of shelter and shade. But I did, and I loved my job and the people I
worked with, although I didn’t live in their world. So I did my job
that day. I cataloged Spanish children’s books and helped a woman
fill out her childcare license application, and then took the subway
back to Penn Station and walked the six blocks to my apartment.
All day I wondered if Jesus would come to me again. He didn’t
come that night, or the next, or ever again, at least not in the same
way. But I continued to feel him near me, and I came to know him
in a way that I knew nothing and no one else. What I believed he
knew about me, and what I knew about him, had little to do with
time or circumstance or language. Moments when I felt him with
me were bent in time, so that even an instant contained my every
embarrassment, my every mistake and excess of pride, and I sensed
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that I was entirely visible, and treasured. Being with him was like
being in a room filled with mirrors, only without the impulse to
look down or away. Let’s just look, I could hear him say. Let’s look
and not be afraid.

In late spring, a few weeks after my visitation from Jesus of the
Futon, and a few months before I would meet Chris and fall in
love with a woman for the first time in my life, I walked past a
Catholic church and decided to go in. Not into the church itself,
but rather into its basement, where doors were propped open to
a small and dark chapel, so dark that its stained glass windows
remained black where they were meant to be sky blue, reddish
yellow where they were meant to shine golden on the face of Christ.
The walls were lined with chipped and fading statues, each one
edged by several rows of candles in metal holders. People knelt in
front of the statues and lit the candles with thin wooden sticks,
then extinguished the sticks in a shallow tray of sand.

I knelt in front of a statue of Mary, her blue robe swirling at her
feet, and I lit a wooden stick, and then a candle. A small woman
with a scarf tied around her head knelt down next to me and ges-
tured for my still-lit stick. I carefully handed it to her and as I did, as
I knelt there in front of the statue, beneath the stained glass win-
dows, surrounded by the smell of incense and the coolness of the
stone floor and darkness of the pews, I was certain—absolutely
certain—that I had found what I was looking for.

I returned to the basement chapel the next day, which was
Saturday, for five o’clock Mass. The service was odd and campy
and tinged with magic. Sit, kneel, stand, cross your forehead, cross
your lips, cross your heart. Pass the peace. Call out to God, to the
priest at the altar, to whoever was listening. I could barely follow.
I loved it.

The next Tuesday I told Hector that I had gone to Mass. “I
wanted to take communion so badly,” I said. “I know there are
rules, I know I wasn’t supposed to, but I did. I couldn’t help it.”
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Hector laughed. “I love your spirit,” he said.

I was stunned. Was he supposed to say something like that?
Was he supposed to love anything about me? But if I was stunned,
I was also thrilled. Thrilled that I could be out on this unexpected
and unexplainable edge of myself and be loved.

And now it was September, and I had been seeing Hector for a
year; I had been attending Saturday afternoon Mass at the Catholic
church—which I now knew as St. Patrick’s—for several months.
I was enamored with St. Patrick’s by then, though I still didn’t
quite understand how, or even why, an uncertainty that had made
me only more dependent on Hector—on our time together—to
animate my new ideas, to explain my unexpected desires. My life
didn’t make sense without him. But now he was telling me I
couldn’t see Chris.

“Why don’t you talk to the priest at St. Patrick’s about it,”
Hector suggested. “Ask him if he thinks it’s a good idea right
now.”

Even then I knew this was a manipulative suggestion. It wasn’t
a Unitarian church I had wandered into that Friday afternoon in
spring. I was caught up in Catholicism, one of the most harshly
and unapologetically homophobic denominations in the world.
And while I was certain that Father Dowling would have no
qualms about me being in a romantic relationship (he saw me as
just another curious young woman, not the fledgling mystic Hec-
tor fancied me to be), both Hector and I knew he would disap-
prove of Chris simply because she was a woman. How much of
Hector’s enthusiasm for my Catholicism was now tangled up with
his censure of my lesbian love affair? I was too afraid to ask. All I
knew was that I didn’t want to lose Catholicism or Chris, and I
most certainly didn’t want to lose Hector’s approval.

“I’'ll talk to Father Dowling,” I said, even though I had no
intention of talking to Father Dowling.

I had waited until the end of our session to tell Hector about
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Chris and now we were out of time, and so I gathered my things
and said good-bye and told him I would see him again next week.

A few hours later Chris came to my apartment and I didn’t
mention anything about Hector, but in the morning I woke and
immediately thought of him. I heard his voice in my head: she’s a
distraction. I got out of bed, took a shower, and when Chris and I
were in the kitchen half-dressed for work and drinking coffee, I
told her that this was happening much too fast, that my life was
much too complicated for this to work, although I never actually
said what “this” was, never actually explained why my life was too
complicated for it.

“I like you so much,” I said. “And I can’t be with anyone, not
now, so I think we should stop before . . .” I paused, not knowing
what to say. “You know, before.” I didn’t finish the sentence.

“I understand,” Chris said. She told me that a relationship
wasn’t what she wanted, either. [ smiled, and nodded, and tried to
appear confidently and maturely resigned, as though I slept with
people and then stopped sleeping with people all the time.

We left the apartment together, went downstairs to the street
to say good-bye. A few seconds later she turned and called back to
me, “You know, I think it might already be too late.” Then she
waved to me with a swing of her briefcase and turned around
again. For a moment I didn’t know what she was talking about,
and by the time I did she was gone.
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3 The Long Loneliness

In early October, a week after I broke up with Chris, I joined a

class at St. Patrick’s for people who wanted to be confirmed
in the Catholic Church. I didn’t know that I wanted to be con-
firmed, but I did want to be more than a visitor at Mass. I told
Hector I was thinking of joining the class even though I wasn’t
really sure it was the right thing to do.

“Join,” he said. “Keep moving and see what happens. You
know,” he continued, “eventually you won’t need the Church. If
you continue on this path, you will move beyond it. But for now,
the Church is a good place to be.”

I was intrigued by this idea of becoming some sort of post-
Church visionary, but like so much of what Hector said I might
someday be or have, the possibility belonged to an excruciatingly
distant future. Still, I joined the class. It met at the rectory on
Monday nights and was mostly composed of women who were
engaged to devout Catholics. There was one young man in the
class, a doctoral student in religion at Penn. He had taken the
class twice already.

We met in the rectory’s dining room around a gleaming wood
table; the priest sat at the head. The class was intended to be an
introduction to Church doctrine, which I suppose it was, albeit a
unique one. Father Dowling was a deep thinker. He spoke in what
sounded liked an epic religious poem, a rhythmic and repeating
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stream of words that he sustained for nearly the entire hour. By
the time the class was over, his cheeks were flushed with exertion
and my head hurt. Later I would look over my notes and see that
they were nothing more than a list of words: the distance of sin,
broken world, seeking union. Clearly I had missed something.
Perhaps that is always the case when someone speaks to you in
poems.

In reality I think I was only tuned to certain things Father
Dowling had to say. In those days I wanted the fire; I was all
about the rigor. When someone asked me if I had found comfort
in the Church, I was taken aback. I wasn’t looking for comfort. I
wanted transcendence. I wanted Thomas Merton’s astonishment.
Later when I had moved away from Philadelphia I wrote to Father
Dowling at Christmas and he wrote back, his tiny print covering
one side of a St. Patrick’s correspondence card. How glad he was
to hear from me, he wrote, and he truly hoped that I was well and
happy and loved. The card thrummed with affection and cheer.
Had I received such a thing from him in those days in Philadelphia
I would have been disappointed.

In the days when I knew Father Dowling I was seeking two
different—and equally unobtainable—faiths. I wanted an ecstatic
and consuming one, but I also wanted a softer one I could wear
like an old coat. One that I had steeped in since birth, so that it
was as inalienable as my own hands and inoculated against the
prejudices and constraints of organized religion. The trouble with
the first faith was that it was both too rigid and too vague; the
trouble with the second was that it would have required a retroac-
tive conversion, a divine grandfathering in. But I couldn’t discern
how untenable my desires were. So to serve the first possibility I
read the Desert Fathers and 7he Cloud of Unknowing and taped
lines from Hildegard of Bingen poems on my bathroom mirror.
To serve the second I kept rosary beads on my nightstand and
knotted palm fronds on my bookshelf. I never missed Mass, and
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when I was there I began to receive communion, despite the church
law forbidding non-Catholics from receiving. But I didn’t care. I
wanted it. So I took my place in line, held out my hand for that
tiny slip of wheat, and let it dissolve in my mouth. “The body of
Christ,” the priest would say to me before handing me the wafer.
And even though I was certain about little in those days, I knew
exactly what he was talking about.

I can see now that communion was why I decided to be con-
firmed with the rest of the class. I could have continued to receive
without confirmation, but I wanted the Eucharist to be mine in
all the ways it possibly could. And I wanted to keep meeting Jesus
there in front of the altar. [ hoped that soon the Jesus I was certain
of and the God I was not would become—as I had been promised
they were—one.

On a good day I was hopeful that such a time would come.
But as fall ended and winter began, there were fewer and fewer
good days. I couldn’t stop thinking of the verse in Matthew that
tells us not to store up treasures for ourselves on the earth: “For
wherever your treasure is, there will be your heart t0o.” This
frightened me. My treasure was not my wardrobe or my filled
bookshelves or my sixty-dollar haircuts. I loved those things, but
they were not my treasure. My treasure was Chris. And it was be-
coming increasingly clear that breaking up with her hadn’t made
me love or want her any less, and it wasn’t likely it ever would.

In mid-December I was, once again, in Jen’s kitchen. I was ner-
vous; I knew that Chris had also been invited to dinner and seeing
her didn’t seem like the best idea. Of course if I had been serious
about keeping my distance I could have declined Jen’s invitation.
But I wanted nothing more than to see Chris. I thought of her
every day.

At dinner Chris and I sat across the table, careful to avoid each
other’s gaze. Jen asked for news, and I announced my newly
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hatched plan to leave Philadelphia, at least for a little while. “I'm
going to Colorado,” I said. “Next fall. I'm planning to take a
three-month sabbatical from work, although I might not come
back.” I looked at Chris, who was looking down at her plate.

When we had all finished eating, Jen and her husband stood
to clear the dishes and the other guests went to the porch for a
smoke. Suddenly Chris and I were alone. She looked directly at
me for the first time all evening. “Come home with me,” she said.
And I did.

The next month was scattered with nights we spent together,
awake until three, four, five in the morning. The clock had never
spun so quickly in my life. In the morning one of us would leave
and I would say, I can’t do this, and Chris would say fine, but
please don’t call me, and I would say I wouldn’t call. But then I
would, and after a few cool minutes she would ask me where I
wanted to meet.

I couldn’t give her up. Before Chris my attraction to women
had been ephemeral—a woman might thrill me just with the
sound of her voice, or the way she rolled the sleeves of her shirt,
but the way that I wanted her would have nothing to do with
the ideas I held about the trajectory of my life, my future. Chris
changed all that. One night soon after that December dinner
party, I pressed myself against her in the hallway of her apartment
and was startled by the solidity of her body, solid and smooth as
planed wood. And the next morning when I sat with her on the
train and watched as she scribbled notes on a legal pad, watched
how every few minutes she would pull a torn-edged New York
Times crossword out from behind the pad to fill in a few clues then
slide it back again behind her work, I knew that there was nothing
ephemeral about my desire for her. I knew that if I did not make
the future I wanted happen—somehow—with her that I would
never know such perfect solidness again, and I would wish for it
always.
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But the timing, the timing was terrible. This is what I told
myself. Once or twice I brought up Chris in my therapy sessions—
never actually telling Hector that I was still seeing her, that I was,
in fact, still sleeping with her—and I would try to convince him
that everything could be mine, that I could have Chris and still
keep my tiny faith burning. That I could still be a Catholic. But
the Church didn’t believe that was possible, and neither did
Hector. He didn’t condemn my desires on religious grounds; he
only claimed (at least overtly) that she was causing me to commit
the sin of distraction. And it was true; Chris was a distraction.
The most beautiful, exciting distraction that had ever crossed my
line of vision. And try as I might, I could not turn away.

Now, all these years later, it occurs to me that I was conflating
Hector and God, or that at the least I was taking Hector’s word
as definitive when really his word was just his own, when really
he was only one man who pushed me too hard, the way a father
might, the way my own father did not. It also occurs to me that
I was an ideal therapeutic patient. I was diligent, engaged, and
twenty-four years old. Who among us can resist the urge to tell a
twenty-four-year-old what to do? Hector found in me a person
who would, for a little while, do what he said. And I found in
him a person who made the complexities of my psyche seem sin-
gular and intriguing, and, in many ways, beautiful. He must have
known what he gave me, and he must have found it gratifying to
offer. I can see that now. And I can see that he should have known
better.

By February I was seeing Chris nearly every day. And I was still
seeing Hector every Tuesday, but I no longer mentioned Chris at
all. We talked only about God. Hector suggested I read 7he Long
Loneliness, Dorothy Day’s autobiography. I read it, jumping at
the chance to do something to please him, to lessen my feelings of
betrayal. The book terrified me. Day writes of her love affair with
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Forster Batterham, who was, like Day before her conversion, a
communist and an atheist. He would not marry Day on philo-
sophical grounds. And so she separated from him, despite the fact
that he was the father of her child, despite the grief it caused her.
“Becoming Catholic would mean facing life alone,” Day wrote,
“and I clung to family life.” But she released the domestic future
of her dreams. And