
MY VOLUPTUOUS
I met Y. in Amsterdam during the final week of tulip 

season.  I had just spent four months studying abroad in 
Granada and was traveling for a week before returning 
to Chicago.  Y. was a landscape architect and had flown 
from Tel Aviv to see the flowers at Keukenhof.

My time in Spain had been satisfying, if rather 
solitary and ascetic.  I had told myself before leaving the 
U.S. that I was going there to study Spanish, not to tour 
Europe, not to party, but to learn a language.  And I did, 
I practiced and drilled and by the end of the four months, 
I was very fluent.  

I became friends with a couple of my classmates at 
the language school, but I also annoyed the majority of 
the other students by being so serious and smug and so 
unwilling to just lighten up and speak English and to just 
go out for drinks and have fun.

As I was staying in so often, I met few girls, and 
while I was not desperate for a relationship or for sex, I 
did wonder what my studiousness was good for, as it 
seemed to be enclosing me in an ever more imposing 
fortress into which fewer and fewer people would 
probably ever be inclined to try and enter. 

Wasnʼt learning a language meant to be a way to 
communicate and make contact with other human beings?  
Whatʼs the point of being such a solemn scholar of the 
humanities if it makes you so socially inept and so 
intellectually righteous that you canʼt carry on friendly 
relations with the greater portion of that same humanity 
youʼre supposedly trying to understand?

Several months prior, just before leaving for Spain, 
a buddy of mine said casually and encouragingly as I 
was walking out the door, “Fuck some bitches!”

At the time he said this, I was 20 years old and had 
never had sex, and had not had a relationship that lasted 
more than a few weeks or that involved anything 
emotion-wise like revelation or trust or compassion.

And yet, here I was in Spain, ever more 
knowledgable, proud and alone.

So, we took the final exams, the semester ended, 
and I no longer had an excuse to grimly retreat to my 
bedroom and study like a penitent.

Another student and I decided to travel together, 
first to Barcelona, and then to Amsterdam.  

In Barcelona, while it was nice seeing all the Gaudí 
architecture, I was in a crabby mood, fastidiously 
checking the map, worrying about where we were going 
and not enjoying wherever we happened to be. 

During our flight to the Netherlands, I got a 
dreadful a feeling, a feeling like, if this plane were to 
crash, my life would have been little more than a stressful 
and joyless waste.

In Amsterdam, my friend and I were smoking a lot 
of pot, which put me into a happier if somewhat paranoid 
state of mind.  We went to the Van Gogh museum and a 
photo exhibit.  It was exciting to be in an overcast, 
Protestant, northern European city, after so much time in 
the sunny, Catholic South.  

Our second night there - and with two nights to go 
on our trip - my friend and I and another guy from our 
hostel went to a coffee shop.  

As soon as we entered, I noticed a slim, dark-haired 
woman sitting alone, on a sofa by the entrance.  She was 
smoking and looking at me.

After we placed our order, I steered our group to 
where she was seated.  I sat closest to her.  After a few 
minutes and a few more glances, she spoke to me.  

Her name was Y. and she was from Israel.  She had 
studied English in college, worked as a translator for 
several years and hated it, and then went back to school 
to study agronomy.  She said she was much happier now 
designing gardens and that her business was becoming 
successful.

Y. said it was her first time traveling alone.  She had 
gone to Keukenhof that morning to see the tulips, but 
when she arrived it was grey and raining and all the 
flowers were dead.  There had been a heat wave the 
week before, apparently.  Some of the people there 
looked devastated, like it was a funeral.

Y. said she doesnʼt smoke marijuana often, but felt 
like it after what had happened.

I told Y. about who I was.  She interrupted to tell me 
that I was using the word “like” too often.  This happens 
when I get nervous.  As she told me that, I had a memory 
from fifth grade, when I was presenting a science project 
on electrical conductivity involving a battery and a 
lightbulb and copper wires, and how I was interrupted by 
both my teacher and my classmates who told me I was 
saying “like” too often.

Y. and I were getting along very well and the time 
was passing quickly.  We all left the coffee shop and went 
to a bar near our hostel.  The other guy from the hostel 
who had come with us had to wake up early for a flight, 
so he left.  Then my friend said he too was ready for bed, 
so he vanished into the night.  It was all of a sudden just 
Y. and me alone.  

She was talking about the abstract paintings she 
makes, how they often end up looking like microscopic 
images of sperm and eggs, which she said reflect her 
anxiety about wanting a baby and feeling old.  She told 
an extensive anecdote about a friend of hers who had 
come to Amsterdam several years before and how this 
friend was certain she was a reincarnation of Spinoza, 
who did spend time in Amsterdam, which this friend only 
learned upon returning to Israel.

I was very taken with all of this and with Y. and was 
happily and unhurredly and un-self-consciously paddling 
along to the rhythm of our conversation.

The bar closed, we went for a walk through the red 
light district, and then continued talking in the common 
room of my hostel, “The Vortex” as we called it, where 
many a stressed young traveler has spent his or her entire 
time in Amsterdam, seated on the couch, floating on the 
soporific clouds of legalized marijuana.

Y. said she had to return to her hotel.  It was 2:30 in 
the morning.  She was going to be in Amsterdam for a 
couple of more days.  About half-a-day longer than I was.  

I walked her to her tram stop.  She stopped me as 
we passed through an alley and we kissed.

At the stop, I asked her if she knew how old I was.  
She guessed correctly.  I asked her how old she was.  She 
said 37.  She gave me her business card, which was in 
Hebrew, and did not have an email address.  We said 
goodbye, and I returned to the hostel and went to bed.

The next day was my last in Amsterdam.  My friend 
and I had a flight the following morning at 7:00AM, and 
would have to leave our hostel at 4:00AM for the airport.  
From there, we would return to Spain, and I would spend 
one night in Granada, one night in Madrid, and then fly 
home to the States.

My friend and I walked through the city with no 
particular plans and little ambition to do anything.  It was 
cloudy and cool and we were content to sit in the park 
and smoke and relax.  I was thinking about Y. and 
thought what a wonderful story it was, that my Jewish 
friend back home would be proud.  However, I felt 
melancholy and was not speaking much, and then began 
listening to forlorn rock music on my MP3 player.  

My friend and I got dinner and then packed our 
bags.  I told him I was going to spend some time in The 
Vortex, and that I would turn in our key to the front desk 
and retrieve our deposit before going to bed.

I sat in the common room, but then felt like going for 
a walk.  I passed the bar where Y. and I had talked.  I 
took a photo of the alley where we kissed.  I then went to 
the coffee shop where we met and sat down in the same 
seat as before.  It was late, but without thinking I ordered 
a latte.  I was writing in my journal about what had 
happened with Y.  

I finished a couple of pages, took a sip of coffee, 
looked up, and saw Y. walk into the coffee shop.

We talked and kissed until the shop closed at 
11:00PM.  She then asked if I wanted go to her hotel 
room.  I said, “OK,” but that first I had to return the key 
to my hostel and check out, and that she should wait for 
me at the entrance of the coffee shop.  

I hurried to the hostel, looked with a touch of pity at 
my fellow young travelers, then hurried back to the coffee 
shop.

Y. was there, waiting.  
We walked over the canals and to her hotel.  When 

we got there, the front entrance was locked, with a sign 
saying, “Back in 10 minutes.”  We sat and waited, and 
waited.  After half-an-hour, the proprietor returned and 
opened the front door.

We went up to her room.  She took a shower and 
told me to sit on the bed and wait.  

Just as we were about to begin, Y. asked if I had a 
condom, which I didnʼt, and neither did she.  She said, 
for where she was in her cycle, she probably wouldnʼt get 
pregnant, which I readily agreed with.  Y. then tried to 
tactfully asked if there was anything...venereal...she 
should be concerned with about me.  I told her probably 
not, seeing as it was my first time.  

When she heard that she grimaced, but also seemed 
somewhat pleased.  

Y. was very passionate, and also patient with me 
when I was being hesitant or awkward.

An hour or so later, it was 3:45AM, and my friend 
would be waking up at 4:00AM for our flight.  I no 
longer had a key to our hostel room, so I figured I could 
just try to get to the door and knock exactly when he was 
waking up, and he would let me in and not know the 
difference.

Y. and I said goodbye, again, and exchanged email 
addresses.  I hurried back across the canals and to the 
hostel and arrived exactly as my friendʼs alarm was 
ringing.  He let me in, I changed my clothes, readied my 
bags, and we left.

We hustled to the train station - my despotic tour 
guide mode returned at once - and we arrived at the 
airport with some time to spare.

I was being curt towards my friend and didnʼt tell 
him what happened.  I think I was in shock.  I looked out 
to the tarmac as the sun was rising and replayed my 
moments with Y.  On the flight, I felt relieved and grateful 
and like if the plane were to crash, at least my life had 
known some spontaneity and some passion and some joy.

Within a few days, I was back in the suburbs of 
Chicago and Y. was in the suburbs of Tel Aviv.  I mailed 
her a very dear letter and a mix of music on a CD.

Weʼve kept in touch since then, and fondly, but less 
and less frequently.  My idle plans to return to Europe or 
anywhere near Israel have never come to be, and Y. has 
never come anywhere near America.

She is still single, her business is still doing well, and 
she still wants a baby.  Iʼm sure we will see each other 
again, but I do not know where, or when, or what it will 
feel like.

  

Y.

Tim
Peters

I met S. during a philosophy lecture I was giving at 
a university in Argentina, in the tiny city of Paraná.

I had a grant to work at the school, which was in 
Entre Ríos province and near Uruguay, as an assistant to 
the English Department for eight months.  I had given two 
previous public lectures but both had been in English, and  
before leaving I wanted to try and give one in Spanish as 
well.

The lecture was about this sub-genre of science 
fiction literature, the stories of which are about male 
protagonists trapped in elaborate prisons - entirely 
artificial worlds - by space aliens or the government or a 
corporation or robots, and how the liberation of these 
protagonists always involves the promise of romance and 
love out on the other side, out in the metaphysically-solid 
real world.

Before the lecture began, I was speaking with one 
of my English students who was in the audience.  I noticed 
another one of my students enter, along with a very 
attractive, slim, and dark-haired girl.  

I had been in Argentina for six months at that 
point and my attempts at romance had not gone well, 
often ending in frustration and in once case in Buenos 
Aires, very deep and disturbing humiliation.  

I was 23 years old and had still never had 
anything like a real relationship or felt anything more 
long-lasting romance-wise than lust.  It was worrying me 
to think that I could no longer write off my sentimental 
detachments as just a phase of being a kid.

Moreover, it felt like I was in a vicious cycle, in 
that the longer I went without experiencing whatʼs 
involved in a serious relationship - of what happens once 
the passion cools but you become more secure and 
intimate with each other - the more intimidating it would 
be for me to start such a relationship with someone who 
had and expected that maturity.

Regardless, I was having a really wonderful time 
during this grant.  I was learning more Spanish and 
exploring a new part of the world.  The city I was living 
in, while boring at times, was peaceful and quiet and so 
overlooked by tourists and travelers that it felt like I was 
getting to see life as Argentines lived it for themselves, 
and not as a self-conscious and glamorized presentation 
for visitors. 

My teaching duties were light, it was sunny almost 
every day, and it only took me a few minutes to walk 
from my apartment to the downtown.  I was reading 
several books at once and filling up notebooks and 
writing long letters by hand to friends back home in 
America or off in Europe or Asia or other parts of South 
America.

I was happy with my solitude, but I could hear 
some notes of dread underneath the daily brio.  The 
dread was that the logical conclusion of this lifestyle was 
to someday become terminally lonely and aggrieved.  

There was a line in “The Snows of Kilimanjaro” 
that really got to me, when Harry is dying in the savanna 
during his safari but yet can “feel the return of 
acquiescence in this life of pleasant surrender.”

What was my form of pleasant surrender?  The 
routines of doing work and reading books and watching 
movies, of losing myself in infinitely interlaced and 
endlessly indulgent spirals of speculation, of staying in 
and avoiding others and keeping myself to myself.

So, I was about to begin this lecture when I first 
saw S. and felt very attracted to her and very flattered 
and intrigued that she had come to listen to me speak.  

I finished the lecture and noticed S. walking 
towards me.   Without saying anything, she handed me a 
little scrap of paper, then left with my student.  On the 
piece of paper were two book suggestions: “The Trial” by 
Kafka and “Birth of the Prison” by Foucault.  

I learned later on that at that time S. had just 
broken up with a long-term boyfriend and dropped out of 
the University of Cordoba, which is in the second-largest 
city in Argentina and is a prestigious public school thatʼs 
older than Harvard. 

S. was from a farmtown in the center of Entre Ríos 
province and reurned to Paraná to be close to her family 
and to try and find a job and figure things out.  

A few days after the lecture, I received a text 
message for an unknown number saying that the talk I 
gave was nice and asking if there were going to be any 
others, and that her name was S.  Her name translated to 
English means, “solitude,” “loneliness,” or “desolation.”

 I wondered, incredulously, if this could have been 
the same beautiful and mysterious girl who had handed 
me the scrap of paper.

I wrote back saying I wasnʼt planning on giving 
any more lectures, but that perhaps we could meet up 
sometime to talk, but that first I had to leave for a week 
because my family was visiting.  I asked that student of 
mine what the name was of the girl he had come with to 
the lecture.  He said her name was S.

The night came when we planned to meet.  I had 
exactly eight weeks left before my flight home to 
Chicago.  Romantically, I was in no mood to take things 
slowly or to be patient.

I met S., then invited her to my apartment to have 
a drink and listen to music.

When she came into my room she dashed to my 
bookshelf like a beggar to a buffet.  She removed from 
her purse a Spanish translation of Raymond Carver 
stories called, “Si me necesistas, llámame.”  I opened the 
book and it smelled like bubble gum.  S. said she sprayed 
perfume on the pages of her books.

We drank; we talked.  S. didnʻt speak English and 
said she had no desire to learn.  She was living in a girlsʼ 
pension only two blocks from my apartment.  She said 
that she was no longer interested in studying law, which 
she had been doing in Cordoba, but now wanted to study 
Hispanic literature in Paraná.  

She said her dream was to move to Paris.  When 
she said that I felt like I was looking at a girl who had the 
potential to become a terrifically domineering and 
artistically prolific and epically seductive woman.  I was 
turned on and intimidated and felt with hope that she 
wasnʻt in Paris yet and that I still had a chance.

It was getting late and S. was resisting my 
advances.  If I scooted closer, she scooted away.  I 
glumly wondered if perhaps we were not going to click.  I 
finally just asked if I could kiss her.  She looked at me, 
repeated the question back, and then we spent the night 
together.

The next day there was a violent thunderstorm - it 
was late spring - and the power went out for several 
hours.  S. was at a birthday party of a cousin and I 
invited her to come by when it was over.  At midnight, 
while the rain had temporarily stopped, she came over 
and we spent another night together, engulfed with 
thunder and lightning and the fresh winds of a storm.

S. knew how little time I had remaining in 
Argentina.  I asked her if she wanted to travel with me 
south to Patagonia, that I would pay for everything.  She 
said she couldnʼt, that her older brother was too 
protective and wouldnʼt want her taking a break from her 
job search.  

S. was receiving some money from this brother 
and from her father, but she was struggling, living off of 
about $150 U.S. dollars a month.  She had had a decent 
job as a paralegal, but was fired after getting into a fight 
with her roommate who was having an affair with the 
lawyer of the firm and who then demanded he fire S. out 
of revenge.

I have never met anyone as obstinate and 
dignified and viciously assertive as S.  As poor as she 
was, as precarious as her existence was, she was 
beholden to absolutely no one as far I could tell except 
Charles Bukowksi, John Cheever, and Raymond Carver.

I never once felt for S. the aversion I would feel in 
other relationships when I sensed a girl becoming clingy 
or uncomfortably more dependent on me than I was on 
her.  With S., I felt like I had met my match, and I never 
felt so attracted to anyone as to her.

As we began dating, she had nothing but free 
time, I had nothing but free time, it was the beginning of 
the summer, and we lived two blocks from one another.

The substance of our days and nights was pizza 
and ice cream, books and movies, and fighting and sex.

One weekend, S. brought me to her tiny hometown 
of Maciá, where we met her mother, who seems to be the 
archenemy of her life, and where we visited a farm that 
her uncle tends.  

While we were there, S. and I had a big lunch 
with her aunt and uncle, went for a walk and made love 
in a forest, then returned and watched her uncle 
slaughter a sheep and feed its innards to a pack of dogs 
and a cat.

S. came with me to Buenos Aires the weekend 
before my flight home.  She had never ridden a subway, 
never watched a plane take off from an airport, and 
never seen the ocean.  The only previous time she had 
been to the city was for a brief visit in elementary school.

We had many fights and she threatened to return 
home early several times that weekend, but by Saturday 
night, with less than a day to go for me, she relaxed and 
we enjoyed ourselves.  

We went to a screening of “Network” at the 
Museo MALBA.  We went to the zoo.  We ate choripan 
and ice cream.  We made love one last time.

We got in a taxi for me to go to the shuttle bus 
depot, and for her to go to the bus station.  I saw one 
tear drip down S.ʼs cheek from behind her sunglasses as 
we sat in the taxi.  It was the only time I saw her cry.

I wept as I was boarding my shuttle and saying 
goodbye to S.  She was stoic and composed as I got on 
and as she walked around the corner and left.

Earlier that afternoon, without telling her, I had 
put my cell phone into her purse, hoping she could sell it 
for money but thinking she would refuse it if I had openly 
given it to her.

After my flight to the States, I was waiting in 
Houston to connect to Chicago.  I checked me email and 
saw S. had written.  She said when she got to bus station, 
she sat down and ordered a drink and began to cry.  
When she tried to call me to say goodbye one more time, 
her purse started to ring.

For as much as I was beginning to feel deeply for 
S., I also felt the time wasnʼt right for us to be together 
indefinitely, that she had to get her degree and that I had 
to start something like a career for myself, which I could 
only really do in the U.S.

Weʼve kept in touch, but inconsistently.  I think of 
her very dearly, and can only hope that she will be able 
to graduate - which is difficult to do at a Latin American 
public university - and get out of Paraná, and that by the 
time she does I will have a career going and will be 
ready to leave the U.S. again and that we could be ready 
to love each other, as something like adults. 

S.

Schopenhauer is willing to admit that love is 
important and worth thinking about (which most 
philosophers refuse to do), but yet his view on love is 
nasty, disenchanted, and bleakly deterministic.  For him, 
weʼre slaves to a species instinct that has nothing to do 
with humanity or civilization or culture, but instead just 
turning the crank and producing generation upon 
generation of fresh babies.

Whether or not Schopenhauerʼs thoughts on love 
are totally accurate - though they do agree in many ways 
with a scientific, evolutionary explanation - he does seem 
right in pointing out how love and sex and desire can be 
disastrous and make us behave like maniacs.

He wrote: “It has an unfavorable influence on the 
most important affairs, interrupts every hour the most 
serious occupations, and sometimes perplexes for a while 
even the greatest minds.  It does not hesitate to intrude 
with its trash, and to interfere with the negotiations of 
statesmen and the investigations of the learned.  It knows 
how to slip its love-notes and its locks of hair even into 
ministerial portfolios and philosophical manuscripts.  
Every day it brews and hatches the worst and most 
perplexing quarrels and disputes, destroys the most 
valuable relationships, and breaks the strongest bonds...it 
robs of all conscience those who were previously 
honorable and upright, and makes traitors of those who 
have hitherto been loyal and faithful.  Accordingly, it 
appears on the whole as a malevolent demon, striving to 
pervert, to confuse, and to overthrow everything.”

Schopenhauer, however, was hardly the only 
philosopher who sneered at romance and thought of it 
pessimistically, as irrational and debasing and ultimately 
harmful.

Ortega y Gassett wrote, “The soul of a man in love 
smells of the closed-up room of a sick man - its confined 
atmosphere is filled with stale breath.”

Stendhal compared love to tossing a twig down 
into a salt mine, where it would become coated with 
crystals, “with a galaxy of scintillating diamonds,” such 
that we donʼt see the actual person we desire, but just a 
cheaply and deceptively embellished version of him or 
her.

Simone de Beauvoir found the gender roles of 
typical relationships to be viciously biased against women.  
She wrote, “Man has no need of the unconditional desire 
he claims...He preaches to woman that she should give - 
and her gifts bore him to distraction.”

While Emma Goldman called marriage, “that poor 
little Church-and-State-begotten weed” and felt that if love 
existed, it was in spite of, not thanks to, being married.

Thereʼs also just as many examples in literature of 
how romantic love brings out the worst in us.

Nietzsche wrote, “Every great love brings with it 
the cruel idea of killing the object of that love, so that it 
may be removed once and for all from the wicked game 
of change: for love dreads change more than it does 
destruction.” 

How many famous stories are just variations on this 
twisted theme?  There are the undone young lovers of 
“Romeo and Juliet” or “Bonnie and Clyde,” or thereʼs the 
psychotic painter from Poeʼs “The Oval Portrait” or 
Humbert Humbert from “Lolita” or Scottie from “Vertigo.”    

Rilke probably best described the spiritual trap of 
young lovers when he wrote: “But this is what young 
people are so often and so disastrously wrong in doing: 
they (who by their very nature are impatient) fling 
themselves at each other when love takes hold of them, 
they scatter themselves, just as they are, in all their 
messiness, disorder, bewilderment. And what can happen 
then? What can life do with this heap of half-broken things 
that they call their communion and that they would like to 
call their happiness, if that were possible, and their 
future?...nothing but a bit of disgust, disappointment, and 
poverty, and the escape into one of the many conventions 
that have been put up in great numbers like public shelters 
on this most dangerous road.”

One of those conventions-to-escape-into for the 
spiritually confused is extreme sexuality, like the hedonism 
of “Story of the Eye” or “Eyes Wide Shut,” or the S&M of 
“Venus in Furs” or “In the Realm of the Senses,” or any of 
the many, many perversions from the films of Pedro 
Almodóvar and Luis Buñuel.  

And for the lovers who try to endure change and 
time, thereʼs always the possibility of domestic hell, like in 
“Long Dayʼs Journey into Night” or “American Beauty” or 
“Husbands and Wives.”

But, but...isnʼt it just as possible to look at love and 
romance as our highest calling, as the perfect synthesis of 
animal appetite and human desire and as a means to 
freedom and fulfillment?

The same two feminists from above did also think 
highly of love, or at least a certain ideal and uncommon 
form of it.

Goldman wrote, “Some day, some day men and 
women will rise, they will reach the mountain peak, they 
will meet big and strong and free, ready to receive, to 
partake, and to bask in the golden rays of love...If the 
world is ever to give birth to true companionship and 
oneness, not marriage, but love will be the parent.”

While de Beauvoir wrote, “For the one and the 
other, love would be revelation of self by the gift of self 
and enrichment of the world...neither would give up 
transcendence, neither would be mutilated; together they 
would manifest values and aims in the world.”

This is a heroic view of how love could transform 
and embolden us.  Itʼs similar to what Rilke was aiming at 
when he wrote: “For one human being to love another 
human being: that is perhaps the most difficult task that 
has been entrusted to us, the ultimate task, the final test 
and proof, the work for which all other work is merely 
preparation...it is a high inducement for the individual to 
ripen, to become something in himself, to become world, 
to become world in himself for the sake of another person; 
it is a great, demanding claim on him, something that 
chooses him and calls him to vast distances. Only in this 
sense, as the task of working on themselves (ʼto hearken 
and to hammer day and nightʼ), may young people use 
the love that is given to them.”

This mighty view of love is probably not too 
intellctually distant from what Socrates says in Platoʼs 
“Symposium,” in which love is a process through which we 
can reach perfection and true Beauty and true Virtue.  

There may be a few problems, however, with 
making love such a route-to-transformation.  One, the love 
itself - the feelings, the sensations, the emotions - can get 
discarded as just means-to-an-end; two, the lover can get 
discarded if he or she is not tough enough, not world 
enough, and not inspiring enough for you; and, three, 
many people do want a life of love, but do not want a life 
of rugged individuality, of having to hammer at oneʼs 
existence “day and night.”

Thereʼs surely a bias in literature against steady 
domestic love, as the essence of that kind of love is to 
resist drama and to stifle conflict, and as such is poor 
material for theater or novels or cinema.  Also, such 
domesticated love is repetitious, it occurs not over a few 
scalding weeks or months, but over years and decades, 
within a fairly quiet home.  Most literature deals with 
unique events, not with a series of repetitions.  

Serialized television shows are unusual in that they 
can show the reiterations of domestic, enduring, steady 
love.  Just look at the many moments of beautiful, 
day-to-day heroism within Marge and Homerʼs 
relationship in “The Simpsons.”

Like when Homer rejects the temptations of Mindy 
Simmons or Lurlene Lumpkin, or when Marge rejects 
Jacques the bowling instructor.  Or when Homer returns to 
his job at the power plant in order to make ends meet 
after Maggie is born.  Or when Marge forgives Homer 
after he revealed the secrets of their love life to the pupils 
of his adult education class.  Or when Homer walks out of 
Moeʼs bar to spend the evening with Marge after his 
month of abstinence.

The love between Marge and Homer seems like a 
very real example of what David Foster Wallace 
described as “being able truly to care about other people 
and to sacrifice for them over and over in myriad petty, 
unsexy ways every day.”

If making sacrifices is essential to being in love and 
caring about others, how great must the sacrifices be? 

In the final scene of the screwball comedy 
“Bringing Up Baby,” Susan, played by Katharine 
Hepburn, climbs up scaffolding - over an almost-complete 
brontosaurus fossil (missing only the intercostal clavicle) - 
to reach Dr. Huxley, played by Cary Grant, the 
paleontologist sheʼs crazy for.  

Susan wants Dr. Huxley to admit his love for her, 
but as theyʼre talking thereʼs a slip and mayhem and...the 
skeleton collapses.  Dr. Huxleyʼs life work as a scientist 
crumbles to dust...but he doesnʼt seem to care, because he 
loves Susan and embraces her.

Is love worth all this?  For oneʼs careful, long-term, 
professional devotion to be shattered?  But theyʼre just old 
bones!  How could science and history and fossils 
compare to...having Katharine Hepburn or Cary Grant in 
your arms?  Itʼs like Dr. Huxley is forced into the career v. 
family dilemma, and lets his career be ruined for the sake 
of love and family.  Though the cynic would say that 
Huxleyʼs career was destroyed by a woman who, however 
gorgeous, was shrill and delirious and that once the 
passion cools heʼll regret it and flee back to the 
laboratory.

So, what is the value of love?  What is it good for?  
And will asking these questions be able to in any way 
guide our feelings or help us with our desires? 

Love brings us knowledge of our self and others, 
but often that knowledge is traumatizing and hideous, 
though sometimes itʼs enlightening and beautiful.

It makes us want, desire, and crave in a way that 
only the appetites for food or water can compare.

It makes us noble and sympathetic and giving.  It 
makes us work hard and push ourselves to be our best, to 
say glorious things, to have sacred visions, to be god-like.

It makes us base and selfish and greedy.  It makes 
us do whatʼs deliberately cruel and to harm others in 
ways we know we shouldnʼt, to say horrible things, to 
have grotesque thoughts, to be predators and parasites.

It requires us to confront ourselves as smelly, 
squishy, malfunction-prone meat machines, and 
simultaneously as fragrant, muscular, pleasure-producing 
works of art.

I donʼt know.  Iʼve been exapserated and 
humiliated by love, but itʼs also blessed and nourished me 
at other times.  Iʼm certainly not giving up on it anytime 
soon.  But weʼll see. 

Schopenhauer was a poetically eloquent writer 
and a viciously insightful thinker.  He published the first 
volume of his tome “The World as Will and 
Representation” when he was only in his late 20ʼs.    

And yet, is it worth it to spend so much energy 
finely interpreting the phenomena of our world and our 
lives if that interpretation is going to conclude that we are 
deluded and that everything is more or less meaningless?  
And is it worth it if the means of developing that 
interpretation - i.e. academic scholarship, scientific 
research, philosophical contemplation - are often tedious 
and boring and dehumanizing?

Thereʼs a Walt Whitman poem called “When I 
Heard the Learnʼd Astronomer” that seems to deal with 
this question.  It goes:

When I heard the learnʼd astronomer,

When the proofs, the figures, were ranged in columns before me,

When I was shown the charts and the diagrams, to add, divide, 

       and measure them,

When I sitting heard the astronomer where he lectured with

       much applause in the lecture-room,

How soon unaccountable I became tired and sick,

Till rising and gliding out I wanderʼd off by myself,

In the mystical moist night-air, and from time to time,

Lookʼd up in perfect silence at the stars.

The endless analysis and calculations of the 
astronomer seem to have nothing to do with the sublime 
way that humans experience the stars at nighttime.  The 
interpretation of the astronomer may be mathematically 
exact and logically rigorous, but developing and 
explaining it just seem to take us far, far away from the 
original stuff the interpretation was inspired by and meant 
for.  

Over-thinking, over-analyzing, over-interpreting.  
The consequences of all this cogitation, when applied 
particularly to desire and love, can be disastrous and 
paralyzing in the most fundamental way.

Thereʼs a scene that shows this in the Philip K. Dick 
novel, “Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?”

The human detective Deckard is about to have sex 
with a female android named Rachael.  She says to him:

Youʼre not going to bed with a woman.  Donʼt be disappointed; 

okay?  Have you ever made love to an android before?

…I understand – they tell me – itʼs convincing if you donʼt think 

too much about it.  But if you think too much, if you reflect on what youʼre 

doing – then you canʼt go on.  For ahem physiological reasons.

Remember, though: donʼt think about it, just do it.  Donʼt pause 

and be philosophical, because from a philosophical standpoint itʼs dreary.  

For us both.

Rachael is worried that the desire between an 
android and a human is philosophically “dreary,” but 
perhaps for a miser like Schopenhauer, all human 
existence is philosophically dreary, and the dreary 
intepretation, if you let it get to you, can cripple your 
capacity to care and can make you impotent in any and 
every sense.

So should we not ask too many questions and not 
interpret things, particularly if those interpretations are 
going to disenchant our sense of the world?  Should we 
just be silent if we donʼt have anything nice to say?  Just 
be quiet and grateful and go with the flow?

But, but...for one, asking questions, learning what 
there is to learn of the world, can be emancipating.

Frederick Douglass, while a young slave, was 
being taught how to read by his masterʼs wife.  The 
master discovered this and was outraged and yelled at his 
wife to stop.  

Douglass wrote that his master said: “Learning 
would spoil the best nigger in the world...if you teach that 
nigger (speaking of myself) how to read, there would be 
no keeping him. It would forever unfit him to be a 
slave...As to himself, it could do him no good, but a great 
deal of harm. It would make him discontented and 
unhappy.” 

Thereʼs a sense that, even if our investigations 
make us “discontented and unhappy,” itʼs worth it, 
because in analyzing and thinking about how things are, 
we can discover new possibilites of being, new ways to 
live, new (and hopefully meaningful) things to desire.

Moreover, feeling wonder, feeling strong curiosity 
and awe before life and the world is what impels us to 
intellectually dig in the first place.  Plato wrote in the 
“Theaetetus” that wonder is the beginning of philosophy 
and that itʼs a feeling that belongs to the philosopher.

The nursery rhyme “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star” 
shows how one goes from feeling enchantment to asking 
questions and wanting to investigate:

Twinkle, twinkle, little star

How I wonder what you are

Up above the world so high,

Like a diamond in the sky

Will this child grow up to become a dull, learnʼd 
astronomer in the lecture-room, or a wandering mystic 
looking up in perfect silence at the stars?  

What is the difference between an elegant poem 
in tribute to looking at the stars, and a long-winded 
analysis on the physical constitution of those same stars?

The naturalist John Muir was delighted by plants 
and animals when he was a boy, then became 
scientifically-minded as an adult, but did not lose his 
feelings of holiness for the natural world.  

He wrote, “Like everybody else I was always fond 
of flowers, attracted by their external beauty and purity.  
Now my eyes were opened to their inner beauty, all alike 
revealing glorious traces of the thoughts of God, and 
leading on and on into the infinite cosmos.”

Why does Schopenhauer have such a gloomy 
interpretation of things while Muir has such an ecstatic 
one? 

Is it a dreadful revelation that the universe is cold 
and lifeless and constantly expanding (see: “Annie 
Hall”)?  Or are telescopic images of distant galaxies and 
far-off nebulae so beautiful as to deserve the most sacred 
and serious gratitude (see: “The Tree of Life”)?

Itʼs easy to pity oneself for being too smart and 
too insightful and too educated.  Byron wrote

Sorrow is knowledge: they who know the most

Must mourn the deepest oʼer the fatal truth:

The tree of knowledge is not that of life.

The protagonist in “Good Old Neon” by David 
Foster Wallace feels this way and he ends up killing 
himself.  But often, as in Frederick Douglassʼ case, being 
dumb and uneducated means being a slave.

Wallace said on the topic of interpretation: “But if 
you really learn how to pay attention, then you will know 
there are other options. It will actually be within your 
power to experience a crowded, hot, slow, consumer-hell 
type situation as not only meaningful, but sacred, on fire 
with the same force that made the stars: love, fellowship, 
the mystical oneness of all things deep down.”

Wallace says this as if, what makes one an adult is 
to choose how things mean for you, to choose whether 
your fundamental view of the world is optimistic and 
generous or pessimistic and resentful.  And yet he, 
seemingly, was not able to follow his own advice.

Can we be both sterile, steady, lab-dwelling 
scientists, and also passionate, unpredictable, 
nature-loving mystics?  Can we free ourselves from dogma 
and ignorance and yet not slip into a pit of skepticism and 
nihilism?  Can we be led by desires and emotions and just 
let ourselves be, but yet also think things through, be 
logical, and make good, honest decisions?

I donʼt know.  I at times get very tired of all the 
reading and thinking and incessant note-taking, and often 
wish for a lifestyle that would involve something like more 
direct, intuitive contact with other people and the world.  
I think I have tried to find that contact with sexual 
relationships, with friendship, with various jobs, but things 
often eventually turned deadening and monotonous and 
came to feel false.

However, to quote Wallace again, I do not know if 
it was “Them or Just Me,” if it was my own expectations 
and analyses and frequent indispositions towards just 
letting things be that made the sex, the conversations, the 
work, become disappointing and dull.

I have felt very envigorated and moved and alive 
while reading “A Room of Oneʼs Own,” or “Narcissus 
and Goldmund,” or “Infinite Jest,” or “Life on the 
Mississippi,” or “Franny and Zooey,” or “Letters to a 
Young Poet,” or “Moby-Dick,” or, coincidentally enough, 
“Schopenhauer as Educator.”

Or while watching “Husbands and Wives,” or 
“Trainspotting,” or “Hoop Dreams,” or “Sherlock, Jr.,” or 
“Slacker,” or “Double Indemnity,” or “Goodfellas,” or 
“Crumb.”   

Or while listening to “A Ghost Is Born,” or 
“Funeral,” or “OK Computer,” or a Vivaldi violin 
concerto or a Bach fugue or a Beethoven symphony.

Or while playing catch with a Frisbee in a grassy 
field on a warm, sunny day.  Or while riding my bike, or 
hiking through a forest, or sitting on the shores of a pond.  

In those moments, I often feel like Iʼm being swept 
up, like a fish thatʼs momentarily leaped from the water, 
and those waters for me are the ordinary ocean of 
day-to-day desires and worries and regrets.  And I have 
had this same feeling while doing things with other 
people - like in really great conversations or during really 
great sex - where you and this other person are in 
harmony and both of you want nothing else but to be 
right there with one another, and you both briefly hover 
up out of space and time and everyday concerns.  

But, eventually, you reach a climax and you run 
out of breath and splash back into the stream of things.  

I find it frightening to think that regular adult life 
seems to consist of very few of the above sort of ecstatic 
reprieves from desiring.  And that most adult jobs leave 
one just too tired and too frustrated to do anything else 
after work but relax and take it easy.  Though I suppose 
the grey, everyday tedium defines by contrast the intense, 
colorful exceptions.

If you look at Thomas Coleʼs paintings “The 
Voyage of Life,” the “Childhood” and “Youth” ones are 
very bright and lush, but “Manhood” and “Old Age” are 
very dark and desolate.  In my life, Iʼve had some low 
moments, some high moments, and a great majority of 
days that were just OK, and I wonder what that ratio of 
the quality of my experiences will be as I get older.

Iʼm not going to give up on life yet, and nor am I 
going to put away my books yet, either.  But weʼll see.

  

D E L U S I O N S

T H I N K I N G  
AND LIVING

T H E  W O R L D  A S  

W I L L  A N D

WITH VERY  WEARY  REGARD FOR,

A N D  I N  S I N C E R E  R E P L Y  T O ,

H I S  U N R E L E N T I N G  P E S S I M I S M ,  S
C
H
O
P
E
N
H
A
U
E
R

A

R

T

H

U

R

AND INSISTENT DISGUST WITH LIFE 

“IT IS A VOLUPTUOUS DELU-
SION WHICH LEADS A MAN 
TO BELIEVE THAT HE WILL FIND 
A GREATER PLEASURE IN THE 
ARMS OF A WOMAN WHOSE 
BEAUTY APPEALS TO HIM 
THAN IN THOSE OF ANY 
OTHER, OR WHICH . . . FIRMLY 
CONVINCES HIM THAT HER 
POSSESSION WILL AFFORD 
HIM BOUNDLESS HAPPINESS.  
ACCORDINGLY, HE IMAGINES 
HE IS MAKING EFFORTS AND 
SACRIFICES FOR HIS OWN 
ENJOYMENT, WHEREAS HE IS 
DOING SO MERELY FOR THE 
MAINTENANCE OF THE REGU-
LAR AND CORRECT TYPE OF 

THE SPECIES.”

R E P R E S E N T A T I O N

“FOR OBVIOUSLY THE CARE WITH 
WHICH AN INSECT HUNTS FOR A 
PARTICULAR FLOWER, OR FRUIT, OR 
DUNG, OR MEAT...AND TO ATTAIN 
THIS DOES NOT SHIRNK FROM 
TROUBLE OR DANGER, IS VERY 
ANALOGOUS TO THE CARE WITH 
WHICH A MAN SPECIALLY SELECTS 
FOR SEXUAL SATISFACTION A 
WOMAN WITH QUALITIES THAT 
APPEAL TO HIM INDIVIDUALLY.  HE 
STRIVES AFTER HER SO EAGERLY THAT, 
TO ATTAIN THIS END, HE OFTEN, IN 
DEFIANCE OF ALL REASON, SACRI-
FICES HIS OWN HAPPINESS IN LIFE BY 
A FOOLISH MARRIAGE, BY LOVE-
AFFAIRS THAT COST HIM HIS 
FORTUNE, HIS HONOR, AND HIS LIFE, 
EVEN BY CRIMES, SUCH AS ADULTERY 
OR RAPE; ALL MERELY IN ORDER TO 
SERVE THE SPECIES IN THE MOST 
APPROPRIATE WAY, IN ACCORDANCE 
WITH THE WILL OF NATURE THAT IS 
EVERYWHERE SUPREME, ALTHOUGH 
AT THE EXPENSE OF THE INDIVIDUAL.”

“OPTIMISM IS NOT ONLY A 
FALSE BUT ALSO A PERNICIOUS 
DOCTRINE, FOR IT PRESENTS 
LIFE AS A DESIRABLE STATE AND 
MANʼS HAPPINESS AS ITS AIM 
AND OBJECT.  STARTING FROM 
THIS, EVERYONE THEN BELIEVES 
HE HAS THE MOST LEGITIMATE 
CLAIM TO HAPPINESS AND 
ENJOYMENT.  IF, AS USUALLY 
HAPPENS, THESE DO NOT FALL 
TO HIS LOT, HE BELIEVES THAT 
HE SUFFERS AN INJUSTICE, IN 
FACT THAT HE MISSES THE 
WHOLE POINT OF HIS EXIS-
TENCE; WHEREAS IT IS FAR 
MORE CORRECT TO REGARD 
WORK, PRIVATION, MISERY, 
AND SUFFERING, CROWNED BY 
DEATH, AS THE AIM AND 
OBJECT OF OUR LIFE (AS IS 
DONE BY BRAHMANISM AND 
BUDDHISM, AND ALSO BY 
GENUINE CHRISTIANITY), SINCE 
IT IS THESE THAT LEAD TO THE 
DENIAL OF THE WILL-TO-LIVE.”

“AWAKENED TO LIFE OUT OF THE 
NIGHT OF UNCONSCIOUSNESS, 
THE WILL FINDS ITSELF AS AN 
INDIVIDUAL IN AN ENDLESS AND 
BOUNDLESS WORLD, AMONG 
INNUMERABLE INDIVIDUALS, ALL 
STRIVING, SUFFERING, AND 
ERRING; AND, AS IF THROUGH A 
TROUBLED DREAM, IT HURRIES 
BACK TO THE OLD UNCON-
SCIOUSNESS.  YET TILL THEN ITS 
DESIRES ARE UNLIMITED, ITS 
CLAIMS INEXHAUSTIBLE, AND 
EVERY SATISFIED DESIRE GIVES 
BIRTH TO A NEW ONE.  NO 
POSSIBLE SATISFACTION IN THE 
WORLD COULD SUFFICE TO STILL 
ITS CRAVING, SET A FINAL GOAL 
TO ITS DEMANDS, AND FILL THE 
BOTTOMLESS PIT OF ITS HEART.”

D E S I R I N G
AND LOVING


