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Again and Again
In his long productive life, the artist Edward Hopper   may have known a light and cheerful mood. But if he did, I have never seen it in his work. The one I have, however, is so pervasive there that it doesn't matter whether the scene depicted is an interior or an exterior; is in the city or at the seashore; shows us early morning, midday, afternoon, dusk or night; has a human figure in it or none at all. The feeling is one of a loneliness so deep that I have often wondered how he could have willingly returned to it again and again. Despite my great admiration for his art, and even my gratitude for its having made visible a mood of my own that I could not  express nearly so well, I would never want to live with one of his paintings. 

I've always been extremely sensitive to moods, and, to be reminded of one, I haven't needed a great artist to paint a picture for me. Just a few words can do it. When a college classmate told me why he wouldn't return to the campus for our fortieth reunion, I could empathize with him immediately, even though all he said was, "It's just too poignant that you're not nineteen any more." In considering whether to attend, I had hesitated for the same reason.

I don't mean to imply that the only powerful moods I have are those I want to avoid. I can still feel this one:

It is in the Spring that the ache for the larger life comes on us, and this was a particularly mellow Spring morning. It was the sort of morning when the air gives us a feeling of anticipation——a feeling that, on a day like this, things surely cannot go jogging along in the same dull old groove; a premonition that something romantic and exciting is about to happen to us. (P.G. Wodehouse. Something New)


For a very few——great yogis, for example——moods are of  minor importance. But theirs is a special case. To most of us they give life its flavor. Moreover, we rely on them for indications of meaning, and we can be right to feel that where their variety is either unknown or not allowed, something vital is lacking. This is what Norman Mailer was getting at when describing a class of academics he despised for being too cautious. In their homes, he wrote, he was always depressed by their "hint of oversecurity," which he likened to "the scent of the void which comes off the pages of a Xerox copy." (The Armies of the Night)


But, as a guide to meaning, the mood I've feared more often than any, the one I associate with the work of Edward Hopper, had for many years ceased to serve me, for it was no longer related to my life's actual conditions. Nevertheless, because it had persisted for so long, I had accepted its recurrence as inevitable. Recently, however, I realized that,  if indeed it was, it was more than dreary. It was dangerous.  

About a year ago, on a Sunday afternoon in my living room, I was doing wuji gong, a Chinese practice somewhat similar to tai chi, and I was in the middle of the part in which the mind, being detached and without thoughts, allows the body to be moved by only its own subtle inclinations. Into this peaceful state, as my torso swayed gently and my arms made curving movements in the air, intruded vague memories of other Sunday afternoons, and then a definite thought, which completed the displacement of a pleasant present by an unwelcome mood from the past. "Here I am again," I said to myself glumly, "alone on a Sunday afternoon."

I have always been more apt to feel melancholy in the afternoon, but especially on Sundays, when I could feel that way all day long. As far back as when I could first identify the days of the week, I had always been sadly aware of when it was Sunday, even later on, when some of the more potent reminders were absent——the family dinner, the Sunday paper, and homework for school. I remember a Sunday in New York when my girlfriend and I were riding on a bus. The day was sunny and mild. We were in our early twenties and in the glad early days of our romance. I knew I ought to be happy. Referring to a popular song of the time, I said hopefully to my beautiful companion, "We're grooving on a Sunday afternoon." But it was like whistling in the dark. I felt sad and very lonely.

Being especially vulnerable on that day of the week is hardly peculiar to me, I know. What is it about Sundays? Not without cause is the inherent sadness of Piaf's voice so right for singing, "Je hais les dimanches." Not without deep reason do two of Hopper's paintings have Sunday in their titles——the only ones, to my knowledge, that specify any day at all. Not arbitrarily does Sheila Ballantyne make this severe generalization: 



Sundays are terrible because it is clear that

there is no one in charge of the world.

And this knowledge leaves you drifting around,

grappling with unfulfilled expectations and

vague yearnings. (Quoted in the Sun, January

1994)

And when E.B. White writes to a friend as follows, we understand him very well.

Sunday afternoons are about the same as when you left, people walking their dog out, and the dog not doing anything, the sky grey and terrible, and the L making the noise that you hear when you are under the ether. The middle of the afternoon is the saddest time, because it is neither right after lunch nor right after supper, it is not time to have a drink yet, and if you call someone on the phone, the phone just rings. It is the time little boys come in from the garden and say that there is nothing doing out there. (Letters of E.B. White)


My memories of sad Sunday afternoons go back to early childhood, but the ones that came to me during my wuji gong were of Manhattan during the first twenty-five years of my adulthood, when I would flee my small apartment and go for a long walk just to be out in the world and moving around. Once out there, I would feel less confined, but even when the weather was lovely the empty streets felt almost as lonely as my walk-up on the sixth floor, and my desperate attempt at escape consumed most of a day that should have been spent at my desk, writing. 

Now in San Francisco, in a less anxious time in my life, in a far more spacious apartment, I sensed I might leave it within the hour, and do no work that day. Beginning in early childhood, I had suffered from chronic loneliness, and I knew that on such occasions as the present one it was not only that I wanted to distract myself from that old feeling, but also to suppress the fear that I could never be rid of it. I knew also that it could prevent me from engaging in solitary work on any day, and that it was only more consistently, even predictably, present and intense on Sundays. On this particular one, however, it occurred to me that I was running out of time; that, if I didn't somehow change the feeling now, in my sixties, I might never in my life get much done.

Struck by this thought, I stopped moving, and gazed at the past and that possible future. Because the latter was so grave, it is surprising to me in retrospect that no more than a minute went by before I felt safe enough to calmly resume my wuji gong. I must have known in the back of my mind that I had the means to disable my old enemy. It was as though I remembered that I had a seemingly small but actually powerful weapon in a drawer somewhere that I could take out later and consider how best to employ.    

During the next few hours and intermittently in the days that followed, as I assessed my relation to what I had come to think of as my Sunday mood, I noted that, because I had less energy than when I was younger, I had less of it for 

avoidance. I wasn't as restless as before, and the impulse to flee was weaker. I could therefore find it easier to stay and face my fears. But this unexpected benefit of physical decline was neutralized by another characteristic of ageing: an increase in the clarity of old memories. I might not remember what it was that a minute earlier had prompted me to open the refrigerator, but if the quality of the light on the staircase reminded me of something that happened when I was five, the scene looked closer in my mind's eye than it had when I was fifty; and most of the old scenes were melancholy. There weren't enough happy ones to make a difference.

I had two promising perceptions, however, which I had had for some time, but not yet skillfully applied. The first, I'm pretty sure, was what had enabled me so quickly to resume my wuji gong. For my having it at all, I know for sure, I am indebted to the poet Robert Bly. I heard him once in an interview, while talking about shame, mention specifically the feeling of being ashamed of one's father, to which he added, "One can become addicted to that shame, I think." He said it  without much emphasis, almost as a parenthesis, but I knew immediately that it could be especially useful to me, and not just because I, too, had had a father I had been ashamed of.

The larger context of his remark was a distinction of his that made excellent sense to me. Guilt, in his view, was what you felt because of a particular wrong you had committed, but one you could free yourself from by atonement; whereas shame was the chronic feeling of being fundamentally unworthy, of being wrong not because you were guilty of having committed certain wrongs, but, rather, just because you were you. And about that, it had usually seemed to me as one quite familiar with the feeling, probably nothing could be done.

As soon as I heard Bly's remark, it occurred to me that, if you could be addicted to feeling ashamed of your father, you could be addicted to feeling ashamed of yourself. Although I knew this was important, and had kept it alive somehow in my psyche, I hadn't done much with it. Now it came back to me when I saw the peril of running from my Sunday mood. What was more, it filled me with hope. I knew how I could apply it here, because I had known for some time that my loneliness was inseparable from my feeling unworthy. 

One might well ask why seeing myself as an addict should have given me hope. After all, addictions are powerfully coercive——by definition they are——and the shame had been with me for almost all of my life. I probably had it as a toddler, I certainly had it at the age of ten, when a pleasant,  intelligent, soft-spoken girl, a classmate of mine, came up to me after school one day. Without any ulterior motive——this was not a girl who had a crush on me——and without preliminary,   she told me she thought I was a very good person. I wasn't used to hearing this sort of thing. There weren't any love-ins in upstate New York in the fifties. I was shocked. But what was far worse, I was downright offended. I don't remember the words I used, but I know they were dismissive, and that I couldn't wait to part from this lovely person so that I could continue to disapprove of myself without interference. At the time, I understood neither why I had treated her so badly, nor even, perhaps, that that was what I had done. But some wiser part of me kept the memory alive to refer to when I was ready to free myself from the need to insist on being unworthy.

Perhaps for the same reason, I have remembered a certain conversation at dinner with two friends when we were in our forties. In this case, perhaps because I wasn't the one who was supporting his self-defeating habit, I could see what was being done and why. Bob, older by only two or three years than his brother, Jay, was being sternly and obviously unfairly censorious of him. I had heard Bob do this before, often, as they were this evening, when they were working on their second martinis. Although I had always sympathized with Jay, especially because I had been treated unfairly in my own family, I had never said anything. This time, I spoke up and defended him. But not only could he not accept the help I offered him, he couldn't even see that he deserved it. He didn't object that the matter was none of my business——we were all old friends——but he defended, even indignantly, his brother's mistreatment of him.

Oh, yes, I knew that addictions were powerful. But fortunately I had already begun, through my on-going introspection, to apprehend that my shame was not legitimate, that it did not belong to my essence. I certainly still felt that it did. But I could see that my feeling I was wrong did not mean that I actually was. In the light of this, I knew why Bly had spoken of one's becoming addicted; I knew that my addiction had been acquired, no matter how early on, and therefore that its persistence depended upon its being maintained. Not for nothing are addictions called habits. Since I could see now that I was the only one doing the maintenance——the influence of my family was no longer direct——it seemed possible that I could end it. It no longer seemed true that nothing could be done.

I continued the maintenance for quite a while, though. There are spiritually advanced persons who claim——and I believe them——that pure consciousness, a clear awareness without judgment or analysis, if regularly applied to a bad habit, is sufficient to dispel it. But I wasn't that disciplined. Later, meditating would help. First I had to understand it by thinking, not much of which was needed to see  that the core was fear of the unknown. Who would I be, and what would ensue if I were to act like a man who had a right to be joyful in just being himself, and to be admired for what he produced? 

Would I be the sort of arrogant selfish striver I despised? Or, just as undesirably, would I be paralyzed by new doubts even sharper than my habitual ones? Would I feel naked in the world, shivering in the cool gaze of the skeptical? How could I validate a claim to respect and admiration when I had done so little to arouse them? And wouldn't I fear that my former belief in my unworthiness would return as confirmed truth? The old habit not only alleviated fear of what was not known. It also mitigated what was known quite well: painful disappointment, whether in romance, artistic aspiration, or    worldly success.

Once I could see all that, I was ready for a real change.  But of course I could not just will it to happen. Analytical thinking can take you only so far. Such transformation occurs in its own time, and, like some other kinds, quite mysteriously. You can perceive the result, but not the transition itself. I remember visiting friends who had a daughter of about seven whom I knew quite well. At the end of the evening, as the girl went up bed, she paused on the stairs, looked back at her parents, and said something. I don't recall what it was. The words themselves were not remarkable. But as she said them I saw that she was no longer an adorably dependent young child, but someone who had become her own person. The father saw it, too, and, though he had been with her that very day, was surprised. The moment his daughter was out of sight, he turned to his wife and asked in genuine wonder, "Where has my little girl gone?" The mother, with a sympathetic frown and a wistful smile, nodded in  confirmation. I find it extremely interesting that according to quantum mechanics an electron can disappear from one orbit and reappear in another without traversing the space between them.  

In my own case, at least there were some perceptible intermediate developments. Although I still felt unworthy, and could still have been tempted to take a bet that I was fated to remain so, my doubt of this was increasing because the old fatalism had became less interesting than the inchoate invitation, however faint, to act as if I really could succeed. This was especially encouraging. When a habit starts to bore you, you know it's losing strength. At about the same time, I found I could successfully apply a meditative attention. When I sensed the onset of the old debilitating feelings, I could resist the impulse to run from them, and also refrain from feeding them with longings and regrets. I could view them with some detachment, even sense them to be extrinsic accretions, not elements that had to belong to me. This of course made me less afraid of them. Weakened by a loss of fear, and distracted by the lure of possibility, my Sunday mood began to give way to an interest in doing something——anything——creative, and then to a feeling that I could really, as an African American preacher once put it, "step out on the promise."  

In the course of the next few months, I felt safer and could do more writing. At the present time, about two years after that moment when my wuji gong was interrupted, the threat seems to be almost inert. Sometimes several days go by without my being aware of it, and, when I am, it isn't for long. Sometimes, even, I'm well into a day before I realize that it's Sunday.  
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