
O B S E RVAT I O N S  

O N  T H E  G R O U N D

The planet seen from extremely close up is called the
ground. The ground can be made loose by the human
hand, or by using a small tool held in the human hand,
such as a spade, or an even larger tool, such as a shovel, or
a variety of machines commonly called heavy equipment.
We bury our dead in the ground. Roughly half the dead
are buried in boxes and half the dead are buried without
boxes. A burying box is an emblem of respect for the dead.
We are the only species to so envelop our dead. An earlier,
more minimal, way to envelop the dead was to wrap them
in cloth.

Besides burying the dead in the ground, we bury our gar -
bage, also called trash. Man-made mountains of garbage
are pushed together using heavy equipment and then
pushed down into the ground. The site of this burial is
called a land!ll. The site of the dead buried in boxes is
called a cemetery. In both cases the ground is being !lled.
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A dead body in a box can be lowered into the ground us-
ing heavy equipment, but we do not consider it trash.
When the dead are not in boxes and there is a man-made
mountain of them we use heavy equipment to bury them
together, like trash. It is estimated that everywhere we
walk we are walking on a piece of trash and the hard, in-
soluble remains of the dead. Whatever the case, the dead
and the garbage are together in the ground where we can-
not see them, for we do not relish the sight or smell of
them. If we did not go about our burying, we would be in
danger of being overcome.

Also buried in the ground are seeds, which we want to see
when they emerge from the ground in their later form—
that is, as plants. Plants rising from the ground are essen-
tial to life. To bury a seed is to plant it. When a seed is
planted and not seen again, those who buried it are made
sad. The anticipated plant of the wished-upon seed has
not materialized. It is dead, and remains buried. Heavy
equipment is used to plant large expanses of ground with
seed. When a whole !eld of shivering grain rises from the
earth, there is a growing sense of happiness among those
who buried the seeds. Happiness is also present when a
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tree emerges, or a tree that will bear fruit, or leafy green,
edible plants that were formerly planted. When "owers

arise from the ground, colorful and shapely in an aston-
ishing variety of ways, the living are made especially

happy. Not only are "owers admired for their outward
beauty of form, their scents are capable of overcoming us
and therefore prized. Nothing, it seems, makes the living
as happy as a "ower. Flowers are among the most antici-
pated things on earth. For this reason, we separate the
"ower from the ground and present it to another to hold
or to look at. After a while, the "ower that has been sepa-
rated from the ground dies, and we throw it in the trash.
Flowers are often planted where the dead are buried in
boxes, but these "owers are never cut. That would be hor-

rible. Whoever did such a thing would be considered a
thief. Those "owers belong to the dead.
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Blue sadness is sweetness cut into strips with scissors and
then into little pieces by a knife, it is the sadness of reverie
and nostalgia: it may be, for example, the memory of a
happiness that is now only a memory, it has receded into
a niche that cannot be dusted for it is beyond your reach;
distinct and dusty, blue sadness lies in your inability to
dust it, it is as unreachable as the sky, it is a fact re"ecting
the sadness of all facts. Blue sadness is that which you
wish to forget, but cannot, as when on a bus one suddenly
pictures with absolute clarity a ball of dust in a closet,
such an odd, unshareable thought that one blushes, a
deep rose spreading over the blue fact of sadness, creating
a situation that can only be compared to a temple, which
exists, but to visit it one would have to travel two thousand
miles on snowshoes and by dogsled, !ve hundred by
horseback and another !ve hundred by boat, with a thou-
sand by rail.
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M I L K S H A K E

I am never lonely, and never bored. Except when I bore
myself, which is my de!nition of loneliness—to bore one-
self. It makes a body lonesome, that. Today I am very
bored, and very lonely. I can think of nothing better to do
than grind salt and pepper into my milkshake, which I
have been doing since I was thirteen, which was so long
ago the very word thirteen has an old-fashioned ring to it,
one might as well say “Ottoman Empire.” Traditionally,
thirteen is an unlucky number. Little did I know at thir-
teen that I was on the road, by a single action, to loneli-
ness and boredom. My friend Vicki and I were sitting at
the lunch counter in Woolworth’s, waiting for the milk-
shakes we had ordered—hers chocolate, mine vanilla—
when she got up to go to the ladies’ room. The chocolate
shake came while she was gone and as a joke I sprinkled
salt and pepper on it, because I was, though I didn’t know
it, young and callous and cruel. Vicki came back, she took
the paper off her straw, she stuck her straw in her milk-
shake, she sucked through the straw for what seemed an
eternity, and then she swallowed, which seemed like for-
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ever. This is the best milkshake I have ever had. That’s what
she said, though she didn’t say it as much as she sighed it.
The best shake I’ve ever had. In such sudden and unex-
pected ways does boredom begin. I tried her milkshake, I
told her what I had done, the vanilla shake came and we
salt-and-peppered that one, too, and afterwards we were
bored, so we went shopping—we were in Woolworth’s af-
ter all—though by shopping we meant shoplifting, as any
lonely bored thirteen-year-old knows. Vicki stole a little
tub of the latest invention, lip gloss, which was petroleum
jelly dyed pink, and I stole a yellow lace mantilla to wear
to Mass on Easter Sunday, though I never wore it to Mass:
I wore it to confession the Saturday before, confessing to
the priest that I had stolen the very thing I was wear-
ing on my head. Why not? I had nothing else to confess.
Playing a mean trick on my best friend, even one that
turned out all right, didn’t seem worth the bother. What
bothered me was that the priest seemed bored by my con-
fession; I had thought to shock him, but it was he who
shocked me, as I had so little experience of adult bore-
dom. He gave me three Hail Marys and closed the screen.
What was happening? I had shocked myself by stealing
the mantilla and then confessing it, but bored the priest,
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whose boredom now shocked me, though it would bore
me later, years later, when lip gloss was as common as
clover, when the idea of Catholic women covering their
heads was antiquated, when priests were suspected of be-
ing callous and cruel, and the combination of salt and
sugar was a raging trend, served in all the swank joints and
upscale places. But, as I said, I am never lonely and never
bored, and if today is an exception, it is the age-old excep-
tion of every day, for every day turns into tomorrow, and
tomorrow turns into today, and today into yesterday, and
I confess there is very little any of us can do to change it.
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