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There is a melancholy of things complete that arrives unexpectedly. 
Fulfillment does not fulfill, and the end so eagerly anticipated proves dis-
appointingly empty. The deal is closed, the book finished, the class gradu-
ated, the career complete, and it is finally time for celebration. When family 
and friends gather, there is, however, an uninvited guest. Melancholy dis-
rupts the moment—the person in its grip can never be fully present. While 
others are immersed in the moment, the vision of the melancholic is split, 
his consciousness always double. The most profound melancholy is invis-
ible to the eyes of others. The melancholic spirit travels incognito—while 
seeming to be absorbed in the moment, he floats above, watching from 
without, knowing the moment will pass and uncertain it will ever arrive 
again. In melancholy the present is never fully present but always already 
past—even before it arrives. This trace of this impending past is most 
haunting in precisely those moments that are supposed to be complete.

Melancholy is never a matter of will. It settles like a mist that cannot be 
dispersed and, as long as it remains, shades every corner of life. The color 
of melancholy is neither the black of bile nor the gray on gray of a winter 
day; rather, it is the glow of late August light playing on goldenrod. Melan-
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choly reflects the beauty of summer’s last flower, which is almost perfect 
because it is already fading.

For those devoted to living in the moment, there is a sadness about mel-
ancholy that inevitably leads to mourning. And yet . . . and yet, there is also 
something strangely sweet about melancholy. Far from prompting flight, 
melancholy has an allure that coyly attracts even the most resistant. That 
is why Kierkegaard called melancholy “my most faithful mistress.” While 
undeniably disturbing, melancholy does not necessarily agitate; it often 
brings a sense of calm and serenity that allows pensive reflection—per-
haps even contemplation. Though I often curse her for it, melancholy was 
the most precious gift my mother left me.
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When you first receive the diagnosis of cancer, it is difficult not to feel 
singled out. Though I did not for a moment ask “Why me?” I did nonethe-
less feel exceptional in a way I never had before. In the days following that 
dreaded phone call, I watched friends and colleagues go about their busi-
ness as if nothing had changed and realized that now I was set apart—I had 
become not merely different but other.

I had not, however, anticipated how much things would change when 
I crossed the threshold of the cancer ward. Forbidding from the outside, 
the hospital offers unexpected reassurance to those who know there is no 
certain cure. What I found most striking during the first days of this long 
ordeal was the way the brutal honesty of the hospital staff and people suf-
fering transformed the extraordinary into the utterly ordinary. Everybody 
admitted to the cancer ward had received the same traumatic news I had, 
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and we all were engaged in a life-and-death struggle whose outcome was 
far from certain. What was exceptional on the outside became routine on 
the inside. Doctors and nurses approached every crisis in a completely 
matter-of-fact way: “This is the situation. This is what needs to be done, 
and here is how we are going to do it.” Their words were confident without 
being arrogant. Most doctors who treat cancer patients have seen too much 
inexplicable suffering to be certain about anything. Slowly, their honesty 
and calm assurance spreads to patients, and panic turns into pragmatism: 
“OK, what do I have to do to get from here to there? When do we start?”

Something else also begins to happen that is quite extraordinary. As 
patients become as matter-of-fact about their condition as their doctors, 
they begin to talk to each other. Strangers who do not even know each 
other’s names, and who never would exchange a word outside the hos-
pital, talk about intimate things they cannot discuss with their families or 
closest friends. The shared sense of crisis creates a freedom of expression 
unknown in the outside world. In the waiting room, the private becomes 
public without being obscene. When passion gives way to compassion, 
fleeting relationships deepen.

Kierkegaard was wrong—anonymity and community are not oppo-
sites; and Heidegger was wrong—the prospect of death not only drives us 
apart, it also draws us together. Though we rarely talk about it with those 
to whom we are close, disease and death are not really exceptional but 
are what we all finally share. In the hospital a unique community emerges 
among strangers. This community is all the more intense for its brevity—it 
might last no longer than a single conversation in the waiting room, an af-
ternoon in the recovery room, or a few days in a hospital bed. Such rela-
tions end when the stay is over: what goes on in the hospital stays in the 
hospital. And yet these relations run deep and remain more memorable 
than many of the relations with others we think we know well. Anonymity 
and the awareness that relationships will not last allow people to become 
closer to strangers than they are to those they believe closest to them. In 
a world where intimacy is often cheap, the richest community might be 
found in the most unexpected place—the cancer ward.
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An Ordinary Evening in Williamstown

The extraordinary is ordinary,

The ordinary extraordinary.

“The serious reflection is composed

Neither of comic nor tragic but of commonplace.”

Lush, purple Concord grapes ripe on the vine,

Goldenrod glowing in the day’s last light,

A monarch butterfly lighting on the silk of a burst milkweed pod.

“A permanence composed of impermanence.”

Geese honking high above as they gather to leave once more.

High low, low high.

The sweet serendipity of the everyday.

A rabbit nibbling grass at the edge of the field,

The plunk of an apple falling to the ground,

Pears left half eaten by deer and crow.

Mountains whose “lineaments were the earth.”

The glint of a turkey feather lost in the grass.

“Hallucinations in surfaces.”

Shadows visibly growing longer.

Drooping black-eyed Susans dreading first frost.
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“Obscure in colors whether of the sun

Or the mind.”

Weeds—but why weeds?—grown tall waiting to be mowed.

Sun, moving south, slipping below the distant tree line.

“The instinct for earth,” for Williamstown, where, unexpectedly,

“The real and the unreal are two in one.”

The truth of incarnation.

Wisdom asks nothing more

Nothing more.

Copyrighted Material




