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Vanishing Point

Be still and know that I am God.
Psalm 46:10

Sometimes I take my hands off the wheel when I drive. 
I tell myself that I am just checking the alignment of my car, the inward or outward angle of the tires when viewed from multiple angles—the front of the vehicle or to the side—as well as the angle of the steering axis. If the alignment of both the tires and steering axis is correct, the car will drive straight into the vanishing point of the horizon where the parallel lines of the road appear to converge into a single point. 
This vanishing point—always somewhere elusive in the future, like the perfect house, the perfect career, the perfect lover—is an illusion that, for hundreds of years, has been used by artists to realistically portray both landscapes and architecture. Traditional naturalistic painting—before Modernism and the eventual development of Cubism—employs lines that recede to a point on the horizon, with the artist ultimately controlling the viewer’s perspective. An example of this is Procession in Piazza San Marco, a work by the Renaissance painter Gentile Bellini, where the eye of the viewer is directed to a church at the center of the painting. 
In comparison, the later development of Cubism in the 20th century does not emphasize how the eye sees, but instead depicts multiple points of view that often take place simultaneously in both external landscapes and internal mindscapes. Pablo Picasso created multiple points of view in his masterpiece Guernica, a painting where both humans and animals—all anguished victims of the bombing of Gernika during the Spanish Civil War—simultaneously experience death, destruction, and despair.

The traditional Western convention of one-point perspective must influence or at least parallel my deeply flawed and overly simplified understanding that time and space are nothing more than linear constructs. In contrast, physicists theorize that spacetime is actually curved and some Eastern cultures—focused more on mindfulness than self-improvement—believe that time is circular in nature. From my limited cultural vantage point, however—where time is straight and linear—I must always show some form of progress or movement toward achieving a goal, that my worth as a person is dependent on self-improvement. It is a long and arduous road. If I can just work harder, lose more weight, find a better job or have more friends—if I can just love everyone the way that I am supposed to love them—I will follow those seemingly predictable lines of one-point perspective to blissful perfection on the horizon. For some reason, though, I am never able to reach this point in the future. I am never quite perfect. 
Western civilization’s concept of linear perspective was first conceived in its basic form by the ancient Greeks and Romans. This knowledge, though, was lost through the centuries. It was not until the Renaissance in the early fifteenth century that the concept of linear perspective was later rediscovered by the Italian architect Filippo Brunelleschi. Masaccio was the first painter to incorporate Brunelleschi's understanding of depth by using lines that recede to a vanishing point, such as the interior rendered in Holy Trinity, a fresco in Santa Maria Novella, Florence, Italy. Another early example of one-point perspective can be seen in Leonardo da Vinci’s famous Last Supper where the lines of the room converge to a single point that is at the center of Christ’s glowing face the night before he died. 

I like to drive. 
I like shifting and pushing past speed limits. I like taking curves fast without braking, ultimately testing the limits of my car to effectively corner and stay balanced. I want bursts of turbine power, the forced induction of compressed air into a turbocharged engine until even the trees sway and bend down as I pass them. I like the rhythm of tires turning beneath me. I like ripples of heat radiating from my hood. When I accelerate on rural roads, the vanishing point at the horizon seems within my reach. If I can just move fast enough and work hard enough—if I can just be focused enough—I will follow the curve of the earth into blissful perfection, that ultimate convergence, where—alone and in the open space of my imagination, the deep bass of my music pounding—I will fly straight into oblivion. 
When I continue to push my engine, then, I steadily increase RPMs—how many times the crankshaft makes one full revolution every minute and, along with it, each piston moves up and down in its cylinder—until the needle of my tachometer inches a little closer to that redline, the point at which I have reached maximum RPMs for my spinning engine. Wavering on a dangerous edge and the complete failure of human mechanical systems, I enter a creative state of being. I move with the curve of the earth. 

When I studied one-point perspective in my high school art history class, I searched for a vanishing point in Pablo Picasso’s Guernica, a place in the painting where every receding line would converge to a single place of peace. I wanted my eye—but also my heart—to lead me to a glowing point beyond the desolate field of war in my own home, assured that—somewhere at least—there was light at the horizon. I searched those fractured streets of Gernika—that dream-like city of my childhood—but there was no single point of truth, love, or peace in Pablo Picasso’s masterpiece, only a single white flower and a glowing lamp held in the outstretched hand of a dying woman.
The traditional conventions of naturalistic painting—parallel lines that recede and converge to a vanishing point on the horizon—are either distorted, incomplete or completely abandoned in Guernica. In the top left corner of the painting, an emotionally detached bull—likely the Spanish state—stands over the carnage of both humans and animals. I want the receding line of this dark corner to lead me to the white flower at the bottom of the painting, but—in actuality—when the line continues on indefinitely, it only directs me to the front right foot of the woman fleeing her burning building. On the other side of Guernica, however, directly above the burning building, there is another dark corner of a room that may have once been a bright blue sky before German aircraft began dropping bombs on the small, defenseless city of Gernika. The receding line of this corner does converge on the white flower at the center of the painting—a sign of peace—but because there is no consistency with the other receding lines of the painting, Guernica does not have a natural vanishing point.
There are additional receding lines in the painting that do not conform to the conventions of one-point perspective. In the darkness below the mechanical lightbulb sun, there is a dark table that grows from the body of the angry bull. The lines of the table refuse to converge to the same vanishing points of the dark room. Instead, they lead to the mouth of a screaming horse that is near death in the center of the painting. Then there is the ghostly woman who leans out a window. Her choked neck stretches from the flat plane of a window that hovers in front of a burning building. Precariously constructed with spatial planes that disregard the rules of one-point perspective, the building is a house of cards about to fall, and yet the ghostly woman leaning out the window continues to speed toward a glowing lamp—perhaps the face of God—that she thrusts in front of her at arm’s length. She is suspended in time. Neither dead nor alive, she will continue to strive for what she will never reach.

I need to know where I am in the world. I need to know that the ground is underneath my feet and the sky above my head. I need to understand my past so that I can live in the present. The conventions of Cubism, however—where objects with multiple facets are expressed from several angles—demand that I abandon the limitations of my particular point in time and space. They demand that I question the reliability of my own senses. When Picasso forces me to simultaneously view multiple variations of hell in Guernica, I am not only what one would predictably expect—a helpless bystander witnessing a horrible crime—I also become every single victim of an incomprehensible war that is much larger than any one person can comprehend. I am the woman trapped in a burning building. I am the mother with a dead child in her arms. I am the wounded horse writhing in the dust. 

Sometimes when I am driving on a rural road—when I cannot seem to reach the vanishing point no matter how fast I am driving—a small animal, usually a chipmunk or squirrel, will scurry across the road in front of my car. I am almost always able to slow down in time in order to avoid the sickening thud as my wheels run over the animal. There was one time, though, that a larger animal—a white-tailed deer—appeared out of nowhere and leapt directly in front of my car. I saw a single wild eye and spindly legs at odd angles. I saw a round belly and pieces of tan hide fly across my windshield. I saw a white tail and a hoof. While every child would be able to identify a deer by all these different parts, the fractured pieces that I saw in front of me no longer amounted to a deer. Clumps of fur stuck to the crumpled grill of my car and feces smeared across the hood. Before I could slow down enough to pull over to the side of the road, all the parts of the deer had disappeared, flung haphazardly into the tall grass along the side of the road.
Then there is the deer that—perhaps only once in a lifetime—suddenly leaps into the middle of the road and stands there frozen like a dream so beautiful it cannot possibly come true. The deer knows nothing of my feeble attempts at metaphor or morning prayer. It knows nothing of goals, checklists or personal achievement. Instead it proudly arches its graceful neck and flicks golden flecks of dust in the thick summer air. It is tuned to something that I cannot hear, a swirling magnetic north at dusk, the clear music of heavenly spheres. All it needs to do is wander and roam. It has no need for a poem. 

I have never understood the world beyond my own senses. 
I am always in too much of a hurry to get somewhere with my self-imposed deadlines, early mornings, high expectations, and tired resolutions. It is perhaps no surprise, then, that I am too distracted when I meet eyes with the deer—that beautiful dream—standing before me in the middle of the road. I do not understand that the deer needs nothing more than to just be still. 
Be still.
Instead, when I meet eyes with the deer, I must make a decision. 
If I slam on my brakes at my current rate of speed, I will skid off the road and careen down the embankment. If I attempt to gradually slow down, there is not enough time to avoid an accident. There is not enough road. I will still need to swerve in order to avoid hitting the deer and, as a result, risk losing control of my car. If I decide to do nothing, though, and continue at my current rate of speed, I will—without a doubt—hit the deer. It will most likely survive the initial impact, but suffer a long and agonizing death under a hot midday sun. In a matter of milliseconds, then, after analyzing every possible outcome in my situation, I do the only thing that seems humane. I do the only thing I ever do when I am afraid.
I accelerate. 
Then I pray.  
Get out of my goddamn way.

As a student of art history, the Cubism in Picasso’s Guernica forced me to view—through simultaneous and multiple points of view—the horror of war with all its broken body parts, sharp geometric shapes, distorted bodies, and disconnected spatial planes, even as I experienced my own shattered childhood. We all have some sort of shattered world of preconceived expectations—the perfect career, the perfect body, the perfect family—that are ultimately destroyed and pieced back together into forms that both speak to a greater truth, but are also unrecognizable at the same time. When I was a child I slammed coffee cups on the cool kitchen tile. I threw chairs across rooms. The objects that I threw exploded on impact and sent sharp shards across the room. As a child, when my parents would not stop fighting, I believed that if I could just work hard enough—if I could just love them enough and be well-behaved—they would stop fighting. Once I realized that what I did made no difference in their lives, I discovered—through trial and error—that a more effective way to stop their fighting was to create a diversion, and so I pounded my own fists, shouted cruel words, and ran away from home. I slammed doors and destroyed objects in our house, much like how Picasso deconstructed objects in Guernica to extract a greater truth, much like how desperate countries go to war in order to maintain peace. When I threw a coffee cup or a chair, there would always be a moment of silence. There would always be a moment of peaceful stillness before my parents—unsure of what exactly had just happened in their house—turned their angry heads toward me and saw that what they had once loved was now shattered to pieces.

I never wore a seat belt when I was a very small child. There were no seat belts when I was younger, at least not in older cars. There were no car seats for infants, no anti-lock brakes or air bags. Traction control did not exist, nor did accident avoidance systems. Cars did not have lane departure technology or blind spot warning systems. There was only the faith that everything would be okay as we spun around the center of our galaxy at 490,000 miles per hour, the earth around our sun at 67,000 miles per hour, and then—finally—the earth on its axis at a mere 1,000 miles per hour. When I was a small child, no one worried about car accidents, and so, when I rode home late at night with my parents in our Oldsmobile Cutlass—all of us spinning faster than we could ever imagine—I would curl up without a seat belt in the back seat. I would fall asleep to the hum of heavenly spheres, mistaking them for the spinning wheels of our car.

When I take my hands off the steering wheel and accelerate, if either the angle of the tires or the steering axis is not quite in alignment, my car will immediately pull to the right or the left of the imaginary vanishing point that I am speeding toward. If I choose not to immediately correct the misalignment—after all, some misalignments in life are easier to fix than others—when I take my hands off the wheel, there are several possible consequences. Most likely I will veer off the road into a field or I will rattle down a steep embankment, stopping only when I hit the bottom of a ravine. In a similar scenario, if my alignment is off in an urban area and I take my hands off the steering wheel, I may drive through a glass storefront or a crowd of pedestrians. In either scenario, if I veer to the left instead of the right, I will cross the centerline of the road and potentially hit—head on—another car moving in the opposite direction. This will result in several things occurring simultaneously. First the front end of the car will crumple, headlight casings will shatter, and—depending on the angle of the crash—either one or two airbags will ignite. If I am still alive on impact, I will see fragmented objects from multiple points of view, a new reality through my shattered windshield.

Picasso used Cubism to shatter preconceived notions of reality. He analyzed everyday objects—a guitar, a chair, a bowl of fruit—and then deconstructed them. Using the fragments of these objects, he reconstructed them from multiple perspectives. This method not only gave Picasso’s subjects in Guernica—the horse, the soldier, the bull, the weeping woman—a greater context and complex truth with which we can understand human suffering, it also created a reality that had no clear escape.
In 1937, the year that Gernika was bombed during the Spanish Civil War, German and Italian blitzkrieg attacks in Spain were the new reality of modern warfare on the cusp of World War II, employing rapid and overwhelming force of aerial bombs, ground infantry, and machine gun strafing. Even before the bombing of Gernika, these military tactics were ordered by the Nationalist general Emilio Mola on March 31, 1937, leaving nowhere for innocent civilians to hide in Durango and Elorrio, two small and defenseless cities in the Basque Country. Iñaki Rezabal, who was struck with bullets during a German machine gun attack that coincided with the bombing of Gernika—a classic blitzkrieg strategy—recalled his horrific experience during an interview many years later. Suggesting that he no longer recognized his own body after it had been riddled by bullets, Rezabal said, “I raised my head and looked in horror at my left arm. It was destroyed. The veins were like black shoestrings, pumping blood into the dirt. I struggled to rise….I reached for my arm with my right hand. It was hanging by the tendons.”
While most people are fortunate enough to have never suffered such a catastrophic physical injury during war—at one point or another—we all must come to terms with the shattering of some preconceived understanding of reality. Someone we love dies. We lose a job. We are given three months to live. An earthquake, a flood, or some other natural disaster destroys our home. We manage to pick up the pieces of our lives and reconstruct the fragments into something that is entirely new, but somehow still recognizable. If we are open to different points of view, we see our own struggles in the faces of strangers. We grow in compassion and fall in love again. We try a different career. We build a new house on safer ground. We realize—when all is said and done—that we were never really alone. 

Eventually, when I was a little older, my parents installed seat belts in our Oldsmobile, and then suddenly—because we had seat belts—my mother was afraid of car accidents. Eventually there came a time—after my uncle drowned in a boating accident and my aunt killed herself—when my mother was afraid of everything. Suddenly there was always the possibility of death in our lives, whether by illness, fire, water, or violence. She started covering coffee tables with plastic garbage bags to protect them from damage. She would stand at our front door—
sometimes for half an hour at a time—rhythmically turning the knob over and over again to make sure that it was locked and no one could break into our house. When my mother went into these trance-like states—focused on the rhythm of her hands turning a doorknob, for example—I knew not to disturb her or she would have to restart her ritual, wherever the beginning of that road was in her disturbed mind. Certainly there was never an end. What interfered with my mother’s life the most, though, was that she could not stop washing her hands, until—
eventually—each week she wore away twenty bars of pure white soap. When the skin on her hands started falling away in shreds, I felt a strange disassociation. It was similar to the shock one must experience with a catastrophic physical injury, such as that endured by Iñaki Rezabal when he did not recognize his own arm shredded by machine gun fire. 
I no longer recognized the hands of my own mother. 

When my parents left me alone one night as a child, I accidentally locked myself out of our house. I stood at our front door for a long time, rhythmically turning the knob over and over again, hoping that it would miraculously open. When I finally accepted the fact that the door was locked—why did my parents not take me with them?—I wandered for a while in the darkness of our two-acre property. I suppose I was not entirely alone. There must have been a wind through the trees.  There must have been the light of the moon. 
Eventually, I ended up in our driveway where I had enough strength—enough determination, at least—to partially lift the garage door. I managed to crawl under the opening and climb into the back seat of our Oldsmobile. I sat there for a long time until my panic subsided and I grew tired from all the waiting. Then I curled up on the cold vinyl upholstery and fell asleep to the hum of heavenly spheres, dreaming they were the spinning wheels of my mother and father’s car on its way home. I did not dream—I could not have even imagined, really—that someday I would have sex for the first time in the back seat of a boy’s Ford Granada parked in my parent’s driveway. I knew the boy did not love me, and I did not love him, but for a moment that night, at least—after he drove me home—I was not entirely alone. 
There was—I am absolutely certain—the light of the moon.

Sometime that night—the night my parents left me alone when I was a child—I woke up in the back seat of our Oldsmobile parked in the garage. It was dark. The small overhead dome light in the passenger cabin had long since dimmed and gone out. Realizing that my parents were still not home, I left the garage and walked around our house until I found an open window. Eventually I was able to remove the mesh screen and climb through the wooden frame. There was not much else to do at that point but replace the screen and go to bed. When my parents finally did reappear at our dining room table the next morning, they said they loved me, but I did not believe them. I never told them that I had to break into my own house. My mother never would have stopped checking the locks.

Picasso understood, through his study of Cubism, that the fixed reality of Brunelleschi’s one-point perspective is merely a clever illusion. He understood that socially accepted realities—
schools of art and philosophy, political doctrines and organized religion, for example—are really only constructs, abstract collections of subjective ideas or theories based on a limited amount of physical evidence. Perhaps the most unreliable construct, however, is my own perception of the world around me, the very foundation for my personal belief system. Do I then challenge the limitations of my own senses or do I continue to speed toward an elusive vanishing point somewhere in my future? Do I go along with socially accepted ways of viewing the world or do I push my foot down on the accelerator and take my hands off the wheel? Perhaps the answer is more simple than I would like to believe. Perhaps the only thing I need to do is be still.
Be still.

My mother never allowed me to drive a car because she was afraid of drunk drivers, rush hour traffic and a long list of dangerous road conditions: sudden downpours, low-lying fog, blinding light, heavy snow and slick ice. She was convinced that I would lose control of my vehicle and veer off the road. She was afraid that I would drive too fast and hit the car in front of me. Because my mother was too afraid to let me drive—too afraid to let me do most things that a normal child would do—I taught myself how to take risks and to not be afraid. I taught myself how to explore the world in ways that were far less conventional.

When I was a teenager high on speed—methamphetamines that rapidly accelerate breathing, heartbeat, blood pressure and dopamine levels in the brain—the only vanishing point I needed was a tiny white pill in my hand. Every wavering line of my troubled home life straightened and converged to that single point on my palm, glowing like the face of God. I would stand at a certain point on a hill and look above me, deep into the starless night sky of Guernica. Then I was everywhere at once—the Modernist’s ideal—with no singular point of view. If I went higher, everything around me looked different—more interesting and shocking—the eyes of Picasso’s weeping mother twisted and fell off her face. The bull was sometimes a bull—but then stretched into a dining room table that spun around a room of shifting walls. The wooden hooves of the table legs pawed and dug at the dusty ground. Then the interlocking planes of the burning building creaked and collapsed. The ground shifted and the head of the dead soldier rolled away. 
If I went lower, everything also looked different, and so—when I was high—I was both above and below the destroyed city of Gernika. I was both in the past and in the future—but blissfully nowhere, really—a state of ecstasy focused on the dark beauty of singular objects with more than one truth, all viewed from multiple perspectives. I held in my hand a white flower that continued to grow even after it had withered and died. I stared at that glowing lightbulb hanging from the ceiling. It swayed wildly back and forth—yet another pure white eye of God—first terrifying me and then illuminating the darkness. It was in this enraptured state—this state of transcendence—that the life in which I was confined would converge to a single point of light. Sometimes, though, when I went too low—a bad high without those converging lines to guide me back to reality—I would lose my way in Guernica. Sometimes I would kneel over the dead soldier and run my fingers through his hair. Sometimes I would run my fingers along the sharp edge of his broken sword and search for a different vanishing point.

I knew my father was dying when he stopped taking his pills. He would clamp his mouth shut—my father who was always so hard to love—and stare blankly down the converging lines of his hospital bed. I would sit next to him for hours at a time—absolutely still for the most part—while the small white cup on his nightstand remained full of his medicine. While I sat with my father, life outside his nursing home continued to speed and spin around the sun. Neither of us said anything—we both probably wanted different things—but every so often I would try to interrupt his blank stare, an apparently lifeless focus he had at the end of his hospital bed where there was nothing that seemed important—at least from my limited point of view—nothing but the tips of his pale feet peeking out from under the blanket, nothing but an uneven landscape of ragged toenails ripped to shreds by an unavoidable straight-line wind. Beyond the end of his bed, there might have been light, I suppose, but I only saw the solid concrete wall and a small window that looked out onto an empty parking lot. I tried many times to interrupt his constant focus on what seemed like some random point on the horizon. It was something that I could neither see nor imagine. I would straighten his blanket, offer him chocolate, or try to coax him with a plastic cup filled with ice water, but he always refused. He would clamp his mouth shut again, issue a sort of gurgling growl from deep within his throat and then weakly brush my hand away, until—eventually—I understood what he could not say.
Get out of my goddamn way.

I like to take curves fast on quiet rural roads, as I did one morning in the middle of January—years ago—when I was driving to work, not long after I had gathered up enough courage to take driving lessons at age thirty, earn my license, and finally purchase my first car. The temperature hovered at nine degrees below zero and the sun was still too frozen to rise above the horizon. As I entered a familiar curve—knowing through experience that I could exceed the speed limit without compromising my vehicle’s cornering capability, the rear wheels of my car suddenly wavered, then swung wildly back and forth as they lost traction. I yanked my steering wheel to the left—overcorrecting my spin—and did what is both instinctual and the worst thing to do when sliding on ice. 
I slammed on the brakes.

When I was a child, I was taught that Jesus would never leave me, that he would be with me no matter what happened, and so I loved Jesus. Because I was a lonely child, I took Jesus with me everywhere. When I went with my mother and father on long car rides in our Oldsmobile, Jesus sat next to me in the car. When I was sick, Jesus sat next to my bed and held my hand. We played together in my yard, each hoping my luck would improve if I found enough four-leaf clovers. I even read stories to Jesus in an old Methodist church that had recently been converted to a public library in our small rural town. I was always worried, though, that something bad would happen to Jesus. What if the screaming and yelling around him would not stop? What if someone tried to hurt him? What if someone hit him? I didn’t want anything bad to happen to Jesus, and so—in the back seat of our Oldsmobile, during long car rides home at night when the stars refused to shine—I carefully buckled up Jesus with our new safety-proven seat belts. Then I curled up to go to sleep.

When a car is speeding forward, both the vehicle and everything inside the car— including the passengers—will also continue moving forward, but that morning when I crossed over the centerline of the road and hit an old oak tree, my vehicle rapidly stopped. It should have been no surprise, then, that the momentum of my body—a product of both the mass of an object and its velocity—continued to hurl me forward. My airbags deployed and the cabin filled with an explosive chemical reaction of sodium azide that—once ignited with an electrical charge—converted to a nitrogen gas designed to inflate airbags. Smoke filled the inside of the car and I breathed in acrid air. 
My head lolled to the side. Then slowly I opened my eyes.
	Jesus was not there.

Where once there was the passenger seat next to me, now there was—shockingly—the engine block. It leaked gasoline and radiated heat. The steering column pressed against my knees and the dashboard twisted at a strange 45-degree angle. Then there was the windshield that had closed in on me. It was a fractured kaleidoscope of steel gray sky. Strangely, the plastic storage containers in the back seat of my car also shattered because of the speed of impact in sub-zero temperature. Plastic does not shatter—but bones do—and so, in that new reality, everything around me had transformed to a Cubist still life of everyday objects. These objects, broken down to a few basic elements, were rearranged into something that when observed from multiple viewpoints of frantic first responders and emergency room doctors, had a greater truth and context. Even the seat belt that saved my life left a diagonal bruise across my chest. I have never felt so close to death. 
I have never felt so alive. 
Sometimes I take my hands off the wheel when I drive.
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