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From Particles and Disputations: 

Writings for Jeff, A Book of Hours

by Philip D. Luing
III.  Prime – Holding In, Holding Out
7-9-94

30th Birthday

I am writing this while sitting alone in a hotel room on the evening of my first acquaintance with this place so special to him, this Appleton, Wisconsin, this small, green, clean city where he was born and raised.  It’s fitting he should be here for this thirtieth birthday, I tell myself.  It’s fitting he should be with his family, his parents, sisters, and nieces.  I, however, am not fitting here, am not at home in this situation.  Circumstances, i.e. the discomfiture of those related by blood, dictate that I not join him at the family get-together he’s attending.  I can be visited, but am not welcome to visit in return, because then I’d have to be explained.  To his credit, he accommodates such circumstances well, whereas I tend to pout.

These words, these self-pitying words are not what I had intended to write as his birthday message.  His birthday message, do you hear?  Why am I talking about you instead of to you?  Here in this place there is so much of you, and I am an outsider, an onlooker, an observer.  I am reminded that you have known me for only one fifteenth of your life, and I feel inadequate to the occasion of your thirtieth birthday.  This place asks me what I know of you, and it claims to know more.

Ah, but it’s the arrival here that I share with you, for which I am proud of you, for which I love you – the arrival at thirty years as a man of compassion, persuasion, intelligence, sensitivity, motivation, memory and promise; a man to whom I commit my love and future wholly and our history together irrevocably.  That is what I know of you, where I am secure with you, why I have mated with you, why I wish you a happy thirtieth birthday, and why I look forward to being alone with you and your reminiscence tomorrow here in this place, your hometown, this Appleton, Wisconsin, with all my love.

Clarity

There are moments of intense, gentle clarity when everything is as it should be, when this life is the one I’d choose, have chosen.  We make sense in such illumined times as all the chatter calms into a soothing hum.  When I think of you, these are the moments I grasp and hold close, hoping to believe that they are not all that extraordinary, only special, knowing the steps I take into them must be unstudied, unlearned, unknown, done, the necessary next of all that you and I and we are and want to be.

Dark Threads

Too here is a dark, swirling space between us – many black threads entwined but as yet unknotted.  And there is silence in the spaces between us, sometimes calm, sometimes turbulent.  The crashing of ocean waves, always the crashing of ocean waves, that is the image that comes.

Knots

Knots tied in time do not easily unravel, my love, and we have tied into each other more than once.  Fate has plucked from her mass of yarns the two we are to weave of them this cloth we call our story, and Fate’s loom weaves many textures.  This day’s completion again promises tomorrow; I love when we wake in each other’s arms, you know?

Context

If we yes us then you are I am our context unfolds.  Done doesn’t reverse; any way we choose adds on.

Current tense

No honest word is complete.  How, then, can I tell you midstream how it is as the waters tug and pull?

Pricks

Does he excite me?  It’s an outrageous question:  “Of course!” I scream.  No, I don’t scream; my mind screams.  I sit passively contemplating the syllables and the stained glass shade overhanging the table.  Something’s breaking, inside me.  Were I to allow myself to get excited, I might be noticed.  I might be disliked.  Do I dislike excited people?  Some – it depends on how they handle it, how seriously they take their excitement.  I don’t trust myself to handle excitement well because I’ve embarrassed myself so often by taking it so seriously.

Creak, creak, ping – I am afraid of the flood, the gush, the explosion that’s coming.  Will it hurt?  There’s too much blood in my vessels and shit in my bowels; pricks are dangerous.

12-25-84

DecemberSun #3 – In Truth Not Fragile

Home here, our place secure, settled and known.  For that (as we again entertain these champagne memories) I love you, of course you know.  Merry our third DecemberSun, my love, merry our third merry thee me.  In truth intricate, precious, not fragile, it being a gutsy, robust, headstrong, diehard creature, this love, with a will to breathe, open in the sense that it wills itself on beyond whenever and whatever we wish we knew beyond but don’t, can’t, must Plan A and Plan B to see what happens, wait, ready, open to possibility, chance, the readying ourselves for our time to come.

Home here, our place secure, settled and waiting for us to come home together to reassure, recuperate, rest in one another to hold, to hold together; we have our place here, must care for each other here, must continue as we have already done.  Merry this our third DecemberSun, my love, what comes we are ready for, you know?

In truth not fragile, it being thick the weave of daily, ordinary caretaking we give of ourselves to the home building on our loom, a gift every day in the giving, the getting, the breathing.  There is something here, a calm knowing for which I have no words to name, a sense not of beginning but of being in the midst of now, a continuity to which I am a most happy party.  Merry this our third DecemberSun, my love, I merry me with thee, with all my love.

2-14-85

Our Custom Becomes Us

Working its way from the inside out,

that baffling sense of us

to which we endeavor

in good faith, with sturdy will

to which on celebratory occasions

we attempt to put words, mere

flat lines drawn on frail paper

(and this, they say, is

how history endures?)

mere flat lines drawn

from depths unfathomable

with facets innumerable

this churning emotive, unworded story

of desire to mate, of passionate instinct

erupting, even now spewing forth

as silly scribbled hearts and flowers

on homemade valentines.

Melodrama

So, to what am I to attribute this abuse?  Annoying little people crawling all over us as soon as we sit down anywhere.  Bits of free-floating anxiety that one could swear look just like people we know.  We speak in bitter isolation and wonder what he meant.  Now he tells me I hurt him, some time ago, now, when it’s safely beyond the examining touch.  I am so insensitive I did not know.  Does he really believe his little melodramas?  I half do, so I suppose he’s the same.  “Are you using me,” he asks.  “Come here, get in bed, and keep me warm,” I reply.  Ha.  Ha.  I’ve had a beer and feel a little bold, plus we’re both edgy after our first full day without cigarettes.  The words we’d inhaled we now begin to speak, timidly but with vicious intent.  Our words are wicked, as are our silences.  There are still so many things to be worked out, and neither of us knows how to begin.  What is it he expects of me, anyway, and why do I feel I must fulfill that expectation?  Perhaps he wants to pretend that I’m not really crazy, or that I’m not a mistake and the cause of his sorrow.

Tangle

Events tangle; we two are thick as brambles.  You’ve been around me so many times I feel an easy naked in your presence.  Time’s subtle tease is how the years possess us without notice.

*

VII.  Vespers – Love’s Culmination

7-8-92

Thirty-eighth Birthday – Recognition

Your features are changed this year, your thirty-eighth, so that now when I look at you I am surprised, yet find I am better able to recognize you – your moods, struggles, successes, ambitions, confusions, needs, sufficiencies, fears, our interdependencies.  In isolation, drawn apart from familiar context, you become more real to me, and I feel more urgently the necessity of us.  My impulse is to reach for you; I want the familiarity, the reassurance of touch.

When I see you ill, as has happened often this year, what I feel is not pity mistaken for love; it’s the recognition of a more serious love between us than I had imagined in my poetry, a love whose proportions are not those of mythic quest or romantic ideal, whose impetus is not its public or private celebration, nor even the banking away of its comfort for future recollection.  Instead it is a quiet, practical matter, like looking around a room to see what needs to be done.

I like how this more intimate separateness necessitates questions, makes me pause to consider what I don’t know about you, informs how I am aware of you.  My hope for this year is that we will share many a slow, comfortable, surprising embrace.  Happy thirty-eighth birthday, my love, may we celebrate many another together.

*

12-25-92

DecemberSun #11 – by our labors by day and by night, my love

On this holiday of lights in the too early dark season, against winter’s stern dictates we again brave cheer, make delights of our labors to bring to each other to please, and ourselves not least of all, then cozy, satisfied, we rest quiet, warm, stilled from exertion, wondering.

These are not words I give you again but my labors by which I have written a complex story for you to read.  My love, I wish I could make your labors less, the reading easier, but I cannot with worked over words delineate our ambiguous reality, but remains this hoping, you?  And you.

Here’s wishing you the best of this holiday, my love, with all my love.

*

2-14-93

Beautiful Moment

With fingers flat palms open erect

I touch your buttocks, smooth to press

around my fingers toward me I pull

from your heat on my skin I still melt,

inhale, wrap/grasp/hold my want of you

again in this beautiful moment, my love,

my sweet valentine, and again,

my love.

*

4-15-93

Anniversary #11 – Knowing

What settles me into us

is how the knowing we have earned of each other

encompasses our unknowns, enabling us

to release ourselves into each other’s custody

without hesitation, almost without remark, knowing

as we do what the will of the other holds,

how our holding is accomplished, adapts.

With each next intimacy, my love, may we add

new needs to our knowing, layers

to our comfort in knowing, brave openings

to lifelong conversations.

Happy eleventh anniversary, my love,

may we celebrate many another together,

I with you, and you with all my love.

*

7-8-93

Thirty-ninth Birthday – In Appleton, Again

May you awaken for your birthday amused,

vital, pleased to live your life each day

in the place it is.  Would my hand

put gently to your face

were awakening you here in our home,

alongside the length of me

pressed many years close.  Instead

with you away visiting your hometown

we maintain the snugness of our fit

by encompassing the space between us,

reaching with purpose across this distance

to touch that which in each other

creates the first circle of our joy.

Happy thirty-ninth birthday, my love,

may you find your next year full

of opportunities for joy,

and may be both realize them,

I with you, and you with all my love.

*

11-2-93

How we made love in Paris

You may not know how we made love last night, the first of our return to Paris, but if you recall, I rubbed your shoulders, the back of your neck, your arms, back, buttocks, thighs, claves, especially the knotted calves, your ankles, feet and toes, each individually, repeatedly, with strokes from firm to gentle to whispering, seeking to dislodge the jolts set in by your wheelchair hauled over cobblestones and up stairs, wishing I could likewise work loose the encephalopathy from the cells of your brain.  Then, with you asleep, I excused myself to stand over the bathroom sink, leaving the door slightly open so as to hear should you call.  With my hand, slowly at first, in detail, then rushing in a whirling collage, I remembered other nights in Paris, encounters every bit as intimate as that just passed.

*

12-25-93

DecemberSun #12 – Gifts Given

My love, on this holiday this year, from pieces laid out over eleven holidays past, we assemble this present celebration.  We join days with years with care to make an intimate embrace that carries us through lonely, bewildering moments when we know of no other protection.  We spin together our experiences with each other’s faults, mistakes, and embarrassments, then weave of those strands a safety net of humor with which we are able to catch one another’s falling moods.  From shared needs we construct commitments with depth always in excess of the breadth of our shifting circumstances.  From our many memories of physical familiarity we now pull a voice with which one speaks for the other when necessary; from the comforts of touch we produce hope; and, by pulling together all that we know or suspect of each other, we assemble the essential mystery of our love, an intimate and comfortable unknown on which we base our complete trust in each other, that most valuable of all the gifts we exchange.

*

2-14-94

Lost Valentine

Sometimes my love wanders in his dreams

so as I sit by his side, I repeat

“My name is Philip,

I love you,

I’ll take care of you.”

And when he opens his eyes and snorts

I’m pleased because he’s understood.

Jeffrey never did have a taste for sweets

so I’m the one left to eat the chocolates

which this year I bought bittersweet.

*

