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By Cynthia Close 

THE TRAJECTORY OF A RELATIONSHIP  

 We met in 1980 when I was still married, but on my way out. He was never so far 
away in my thoughts as to be inaccessible, for the power of his sexuality lodged 
inextricably in my DNA. It was this experience, the physical experience of him that wove 
its way through my life from the first moment I saw him, till now, over thirty-three years 
later.  

 We never lived together and always had other people, but still we managed to find 
a time and place, making space to be together outside the busy context of our lives. He 
was one of the first people I contacted when I moved back to the USA after living in an 
Austrian commune. He was recovering from a problematic relationship with a woman he 
had been intimately involved with during the years I was gone. She no longer made 
herself available to him but it was clear he was obsessed with her, and he needed to talk 
to someone. I was an eager listener. It was the first time I had seen him so vulnerable, 
other than those moments when he would let his jealousy and self-doubt intrude on our 
time together. Even in those moments I felt confident in the depth of his feeling for me. 
Sometimes he’d be very critical, but that never mattered, because on the deepest 
emotional level, I had the upper hand and I think we both knew it. It had not always been 
this way. 

 Perhaps he smelled that whiff of desperation hovering like an aura around a 
married woman about to leave the nest of domesticity. Taking the advantage, he would 
make inevitable sounding pronouncements, like the time not long after we met, we were 
naked, entangled on the floor of his studio, and he half jokingly said, “You’ve got about 
five more good years left”. I reminded him of that remark when we found ourselves 
similarly engaged ten years later. 

 Long ago he had given up his red Ford pick-up truck and become tied by his feet 
to the city. He still lives in his barebones warehouse studio in a decaying industrial 
building on the Boston waterfront, just down from the “A” Street studio that I had 
escaped to in 1980. Since then I moved eight times. He remained. We were both artists, 
deeply committed to our careers when we met. He still is.  

 It’s been two years since I moved to Vermont and while our contact did not end, it 
has been sporadic and brief, reduced to occasional emails. He has been struggling with 
declining health. He sent me a link to a video interview that was made by the organizers 
of his last exhibition, in which he said that the sight of his own image shocked him, the 
sunken eyes, the ghostly pallor. I shot back “So does this mean one of us may die before 
we ever see each other again?” 

 His work has shifted focus through the years, moving from the eroticized 
classicism that celebrated his fading youthfulness and virility in life-size stone carvings 
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of the female form, to overtly political, room size environments. In recent years his 
painstakingly created objects have become a delicate dance with death that at times seem 
a metaphor for all humanity, the earth itself, and now, more specifically, for his own 
failing physicality. When the strain of carving stone began to take its toll on his body, he 
switched to painting, but he was less motivated and paintings he had begun, languished. 
He has the soul of a sculptor, the hands (I’ve always loved his hands) of a maker of 
things. Now, motivated by the felt pressure of time, acknowledged but unspoken that it is 
no longer limitless, he is doing some of his finest work. He is at his best with three-
dimensional form. The one defining factor in all his work would be refined elegance. The 
biggest problem is his self-destructiveness, his restless critique and inability to find 
ultimate satisfaction in the results of his labor. Little remains to show for the years 
invested; he has destroyed most of it. 

  He surprised me by saying he bought a bus ticket to Vermont. He would stay at 
my house for a few days. I felt a mix of anxiety, anticipation and the ragged remains of 
desire. 

  The Mega Bus from Boston was due to arrive on the campus of the University of 
Vermont at three o’clock on a hot August afternoon. I had checked out the site a few days 
earlier to make sure I knew where I was going, but they switched the drop off point at the 
last minute. I wound up feeling my way along, asking for directions. I started to sweat. I 
wished I’d worn something other than the long sleeved silk blouse and close-fitting jeans 
that I’d carefully picked out the night before. I ensconced myself on a small bench under 
a tree in the only patch of shade within view. I’d brought a book but found myself 
reading the same paragraph three times, so I stared at the spot on the highway where the 
bus would first appear. The bright blue logo was unmistakable. For a moment I hesitated 
and pondered keeping my distance under the tree, to see if I could still recognized him 
from afar. But that would be cruel. I knew he was nervous about making this trip; he had 
called at the last minute before getting on the bus to make sure I still planned to meet 
him. 

 I walked down the hill and we saw each other at the exact same moment. 
Everything began to slow down. Did I giggle? He seemed taller, his loose clothing hung 
from his boney shoulders and until we hugged each other I wasn’t sure there was actually 
a body underneath. His deep-set eyes had always veiled an ever-present anger that he’d 
often directed against himself. Now they appeared like dark holes in his skull, burned 
deep by worry and self-doubt. Was that a grimace or a smile he tossed when I pulled back 
to get a better look? I decided not to remark on his appearance. I was worried, but eager 
to show him my new life, my new dog, and most of all the proud place in my new home 
held by the pieces he had given me through the years. Each one marked a turn in our 
relationship and his own artistic evolution.  
 

 He’d brought a few belongings in a backpack. We headed off to catch the local 
bus back into town. I wanted to lay Vermont at his feet like an offering. I gushed about 
the lake, the views, the ever-present mountains. He fell into a rhythmic stride by my side; 
his voice (always youthful) seemed to absorb my own enthusiasm. He was glad he had 
come; glad I was there to meet him.  
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 When you have worn another person’s skin, explored it, and smelled it and know 
its texture, the terrain, the hills and valleys as intimately as you know your own, that 
embedded knowledge sometimes rises up when you least expect it and washes over you. 
As the bus jogged along North Avenue towards home, our bodies touched and an old, 
comforting, familiarity settled around us. Our conversations were as engaged as our 
sexual encounters. I became so engrossed that although I’ve ridden this bus hundreds of 
times, I nearly missed my stop. We hopped off and in a few minutes we were standing at 
my front door. Before opening it, I reminded him I had a dog, a big dog. I feared she’d 
lunge at him, toppling him in her enthusiasm or in my defense, but she wagged and 
wiggled and rubbed her not insignificant body against him and he welcomed her attention 
in return. 

 He stepped inside the cool, tiled entry. Then, as I stood back and watched, he 
made a slow circuit around my living room, drawn first to the white, plaster cast that 
rested on a shelf near the fireplace. It was a piece from the days when my body was 
young enough and firm enough to inspire him. He would often make life casts of a whole 
torso, or sections of body parts, which he would later use as the model while he carved in 
stone.  

 This piece was a fragment, an upper thigh. I remembered the day he made it. I’d 
had plaster slathered on just about every conceivable part of my body before, so I knew 
the drill. This time he placed his own, large, strong, outstretched hand across the curve of 
my inner thigh. He then took my right hand and directed me to lay it at the base of his, 
near his wrist, as though I was either guiding him or about to pull him away – the gesture 
was unclear. With his free hand, he covered the whole configuration with the plaster he 
had mixed moments before. It is a very delicate process, the mixture has to be just right 
to set-up properly, and the subject being cast must remain stock still while the plaster 
heats up and sets.  

 I had come to love being immobilized, held fast, unable to move for fear of 
cracking the plaster that would become the mold for the positive form that would stand 
alone later. It was one of the few times in my life I learned to be patient. The greatest 
reward was when he said, “it’s time.” And while he focused on gently removing the 
plaster in large sections, he’d glanced up at me and said, “It looks good.” 

 Sometimes these “models” would be transformed into stone. A few were 
purchased and survived the cycle of destruction. When those periods would overtake him 
it was like a death in the family, all those hours of work and joy and love laying in 
shards, strewn across his studio floor. One time, as I stood in the middle of the remains (I 
never actually witnessed the act itself, only its aftermath) I spied this piece of plaster that 
had escaped his wrath. I asked him if I could have it. He was exhausted by what he’d 
done and without a remark, gave it to me. I kept it along with the rest: the ghostlike 
painting of sacred cows he did soon after a Fulbright to India; the stone carving of two 
gourds whose smooth rounded curves were an example of his incredible skill; the small, 
fragile wooden sculptures he called “toys” that were inspired by that stay in India and a 
later sojourn to Egypt.  
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 I never traveled with him to these exotic places, I had exotic travels of my own, 
but we always seemed to know where the other one was. We kept tabs, and we’d 
eventually find a way to take stock of where we had been. This was one of those “taking 
stock” moments. He circled the room, remarking on each piece as though meeting an old 
friend that had nearly been forgotten. I think he was deeply pleased to see these pieces 
that I had held so close. A sort of elation passed between us and carried us up the hill to 
the Pinnacle in Ethan Allen Park which has one of the finest views of Lake Champlain 
and the blue waves of the Adirondacks beyond, and down to the bike path to a nearly 
deserted Leddy Beach, where we watched the fiery orange sun gradually lose itself, 
absorbed by the mountains toward the west. 

 After dinner, in the darkened house, we climbed the stairs to the bedrooms. I have 
two, a large master with adjoining bath where I sleep in a comfortable queen size four-
poster bed; and down the hall a guest bedroom with twin beds and a separate bath. I was 
unsure where he wanted to be. In earlier times, there would have been no doubt, but now, 
given his health I wasn’t sure. Was he embarrassed about needing to get up at night to 
relieve himself, would he think I was too old to care, would he in deference to me, let me 
have my bed to myself? I showed him what was available and assured him he was my 
guest and his comfort was what I wanted. I needed a shower after the heat of the day and 
left him standing in the hall. When I got out of the shower, he was already under the 
sheet, in my bed, his eyes closed, hands crossed over his sunken chest. I slid in naked, 
next to him. We lay there silently, side by side. I felt his hand, still strong and warm, 
gently rest on my thigh. 


