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Some months ago, a good friend invited me to a house sales party.  I usually run from such 
invitations, imagining games that I’m no good at, purchases that I later regret, the guilt I carry to 
the party—“I don’t want to be here.  I don’t want to buy anything.”  I decided to attend this one 
because, well, my friend is a good friend and because she had stressed “no obligation to buy.”    
 
After good conversation and a perusal of the small catalog, I decided to buy two mugs, one for 
me and one for my youngest son, who loves to drink many cups of tea throughout his day in the 
United Kingdom.  You can’t have enough mugs, especially when you make every effort to stop 
each day’s activities in mid-afternoon to sip that wonderful cup of tea.  I can’t think of a day that 
went by, when my mother-in-law and I visited, that she and I didn’t share tea time.  Even if we 
were mid-task, we would stop for our cup.  I miss her; it’s no fun drinking tea alone. 
 
Since my mother-in-law’s death, her absence still so painful, I have not had the discipline to sit 
quietly, conversation occurring only when we were not sipping the steaming drink, until our cups 
were empty.  I boil the water, fill any one of my many mugs—she once insisting that tea should 
only be drunk in actual tea cups, of a genteel nature—allow it to steep, remove the tea bag, and 
then fall guilty to an awful practice.  I leave the mug on the countertop and take hearty swigs in 
between folding laundry, dusting, taking out trash, letting the dogs back in, checking my email, 
and working on essays or correspondence.  My tea grows cold.  I re-heat it in the microwave.  It 
again grows cold.  I drink it cold.  My mother-in-law would shudder.    
 
The mugs in the catalog looked stout, and I liked that.  Stout meant thick, and thick meant that 
the tea I drink since my mother-in-law died just might stay warmer longer, negating the need for 
the microwave, destroyer of the earthy, wholesome taste of the brew and guarantor of the nasty 
state of lukewarm.  I bought a blue mug for my son and a pink mug for me.  Gold lettering 
adorns each mug.  Mine says, in energetic cursive, “living in the &”.    
 
Living in the &.  I use this mug often because it does indeed keep my tea hot longer.  Every time 
I lift this mug from my cupboard, its clank against the other mugs a flat, authoritative sound, I 
read its gold lettered slogan splashed on the side of the mug that always faces me, a lefty.  At 
times, it troubles me. 
 
This symbol, from antiquity, may be related to the Latin “et”, a fusing of these two letters which, 
as a word, means “and.”  This symbol holds hierarchy over the “plus” sign, which is a quick and 
highly informal version of the elite ampersand, albeit it totally distinct in its own right as a 
mathematical symbol.   
 
The ampersand is always couched by words on either side.  Yet, there is my ampersand, warmed 
by the tea, with an abrupt silence following it.  No longer one of the seven conjunctions, it 
becomes a noun of either elegance or power—a situation, an entity, a circumstance, a force. 
 
To me, it implies living on that edge, just before the future, just before the unknown.  It’s that 
moment when, in fear of what might injure or delight, you sharply inhale, and hold that breath.  



Your body freezes.  You could stay in this position forever, right?  How often I have heard or 
sensed that “and,” which squashes whatever is to follow.  A bully on the playground, or even my 
sister, drawing out the words, “Here I come, aaaannnnnddddd . . . .”  And what?       
 
What often follows is a conditional statement, with strength not to be ignored.  One’s happiness 
or contentment is on the chopping block.  “You do for me this task and . . . I will love you. 
 
The ampersand could also be characterized by obsession, addiction.  One item, one incident is 
never enough.  Somewhat innocent—a collection of porcelain birds.  This one and this one and 
this one and . . . .  Harmful—one drink and then another and then another.  One moment with a 
drug and then another and then another. 
 
Could the ampersand be the cliff’s edge? 
 
I should throw the mug away, yet only on days of gloom or agitation are these my thoughts. 
 
With a friend, in an evening, sipping mulled wine, exploring the idiosyncrasies of our language’s 
evolution and revolution, she says that if we adhere to the unwritten rules of texting, we will 
have no punctuation.  This is a rule that goes against what she and I were taught.  We grew up 
diagramming sentences, adhering to the goals of the skills drills—correct punctuation.  We can’t 
even let typos stay; we race back, as if grabbing a last breath of oxygen before going under, and 
make the correction.  There are rules for the comma, rules for the period; they are never ever to 
be broken.  She ponders this:  Without that terminal punctuation, the period, an invitation is 
extended to the recipient; the recipient may continue that sentence, that thought.  Might the 
ampersand do the same, invite the listener?  It becomes a cordial conjunction, ruling out the 
authority of the period to have the ultimate, decisive word.    
 
The ampersand carries the aura of equalizer.  If it is allowed to repeat itself, all that lies within 
the ampersands is the same, of equal importance, resulting in a hovering immersion.  To 
illustrate, a child’s rendering of the movie just seen proceeds as such:  “The dinosaur jumped up 
and down in the sand and he played with the baby dinosaurs and they all ran from the fires and 
the momma dinosaur tucked them into bed.”  Nothing moves forward; the scenes are played out 
at exactly the same time.  The child will not end the movie in her mind; it was too exciting, too 
loved. She gathers all of it into one large mind-basket.  To remember a pleasant moment, I drape 
the scents and sounds and tastes and climate and peripheral and leading characters and my 
motivation at the time into a ball made of many bits, the glue the ampersand.  All details of one 
breath, all equal.   
 
Just as the ampersand could be a cliff’s edge on a day of anxiety, it could be a safety net on a day 
of confidence.  The ampersand gives me playing space, another chance, an extension.  It 
provides possibilities, options, choices.  All is lost, I might say, and . . . I am going to walk away 
quietly, gather my wits, turn my face to the sun, take a deep breath, and know that just by 
walking away, I may now choose from a number of avenues. 
 
I trace the gold, vibrant ampersand on the outside of the mug.  The tea is still hot.  It warms me.  
I close my eyes, hold my breath.  And. . . .   


