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Momma and the Meaning of Life


Dusk. Perhaps I am dying. Sinister shapes surround my bed: cardiac monitors, oxygen canisters, dripping intravenous bottles, coils of plastic tubing—the entrails of death. Closing my lids, I glide into darkness.


But then, springing from my bed, I dart out of the hospital room smack into the bright, sunlit Glen Echo Amusement Park, where, in decades past, I spent many summer Sundays. I hear carousel music. I breathe in the moist, caramelized fragrance of sticky popcorn and apples. And I walk straight ahead—not hesitating at the Polar Bear Frozen Custard stand or the double-dip roller coaster or the Ferris wheel—to take my place in the ticket line for the House of Horrors. My fare paid, I wait as the next cart swivels around the corner and clanks to a halt in front of me. After stepping in and pulling down the guard rail to lock myself snugly into place, I take one last look about me—and there, in the midst of a small group of onlookers, I see her.


I wave with both arms and call, loud enough for everyone to hear, “Momma! Momma!” Just then the cart lurches forward and strikes the double doors, which swing open to reveal a black gaping maw. I lean back as far as I can and, before being swallowed by the darkness, call again, “Momma! How’d I do, Momma? How’d I do?”


Even as I lift my head from the pillow and try to shake off the dream, the words clot in my throat: “How’d I do, Momma? Momma, how’d I do?”


But Momma is six feet under. Stone-cold dead for ten years now in a plain pine casket in an Anacostia cemetery outside Washington, D.C. What is left of her? Only bones, I guess. No doubt the microbes have polished off every scrap of flesh. Maybe some strands of thin gray hair remain—maybe some glistening streaks of cartilage cling to the ends of larger bones, the femur and the tibia. And oh yes, the ring. Nestled somewhere in bone dust must be the thin silver filigree wedding ring my father bought on Hester Street shortly after they arrived in New York, steerage class, from the Russian shtetl half a world away.


Yes, long gone. Ten years. Croaked and decayed. Nothing but hair, cartilage, bones, a silver filigree wedding ring. And her image lurking in my memories and dreams.


Why do I wave to Momma in my dream? I stopped waving years ago. How many? Maybe decades. Perhaps it was that afternoon over half a century ago, when I was eight and she took me to the Sylvan, the neighborhood movie theater around the corner from my father’s store. Though there were many empty seats, she plunked herself down next to one of the neighborhood toughs, a boy a year older than I. “That seat’s saved, lady,” he growled.


“Yeah, yeah! Saved!” my mother replied contemptuously as she made herself comfortable. “He’s saving seats, the big shot!” she announced to everyone within earshot.


I tried to vanish into the maroon velvet seat cushion. Later, in the darkened theater, I summoned courage, turned my head slowly. There he was, now sitting a few rows back next to his friend. No mistake, they were glaring and pointing at me. One of them shook his fist, mouthed, “Later!”


Momma ruined the Sylvan Theater for me. It was now enemy territory. Off limits, at least in daylight. If I wanted to keep up with the Saturday serial—Buck Rogers, Batman, The Green Hornet, The Phantom—I had to arrive after the show started, take my seat in the darkness, at the very rear of the theater, as close to an escape door as possible, and depart just before the lights went on again. In my neighborhood nothing took precedence over avoiding the major calamity of being beaten up. To be punched—not hard to imagine: a bop on the chin, and that’s it. Or slugged, slapped, kicked, cut—same thing. But beaten up—ohmygod. Where does it end? What’s left of you? You’re out of the game, forever pinned with the “got beat up” label.


And waving to Momma? Why would I wave now when, year after year, I lived with her on terms of unbroken enmity? She was vain, controlling, intrusive, suspicious, spiteful, highly opinionated, and abysmally ignorant (but intelligent—even I could see that). Never, not once, do I remember sharing a warm moment with her. Never once did I take pride in her or think, I’m so glad she’s my momma. She had a poisonous tongue and a spiteful word about everyone—except my father and sister.


I loved my Aunt Hannah, my father’s sister: her sweetness, her unceasing warmth, her grilled hot dogs wrapped in crisp bologna slices, her incomparable strudel (its recipe forever lost to me, as her son will not send it to me—but that’s another story). Most of all I loved Hannah on Sundays. On that day her delicatessen near the Washington, D.C., Navy Yard was closed, and she put free games on the pinball machine and let me play for hours. She never objected to my putting small wads of paper under the front legs of the machine to slow the pinballs’ descent so I could run up higher scores. My adoration of Hannah sent my momma into a frenzy of spiteful attacks on her sister-in-law. Momma had her Hannah litany: Hannah’s poverty, her aversion to working in the store, her poor business sense, her cloddish husband, her lack of pride and ready acceptance of all hand-me-downs.


Momma’s speech was abominable, her English heavily accented and larded with Yiddish terms. She never came to my school for parents’ day or for PTA meetings. Thank God! I cringed at the thought of introducing my friends to her. I fought with Momma, defied her, screamed at her, avoided her, and, finally, in my midadolescence, stopped speaking to her altogether.


The great puzzle of my childhood was, How does Daddy put up with her? I remember wonderful moments on Sunday mornings when he and I played chess and he gaily sang along with records of Russian or Jewish music, his head swaying in time to the melody. Sooner or later the morning air was shattered by Momma’s voice screeching from upstairs, “Gevalt, Gevalt, enough! Vay iz mir, enough music, enough noise!” Without a word my father would rise, turn off the phonograph, and resume our chess game in silence. How many times I prayed, Please, Dad, please, just this once, punch her out!


So why wave? And why ask, at the very end of my life, “How’d I do, Momma?” Can it be—and the possibility staggers me—that I have been conducting my entire life with this lamentable woman as my primary audience? All my life I have sought to escape, to climb away from my past—the shtetl, the steerage, the ghetto, the tallis, the chanting, the black gabardine, the grocery store. All my life I have stretched for liberation and growth. Can it be that I have escaped neither my past nor my mother?


Those friends who have had lovely, gracious, supportive mothers—how I envy them. And how odd that they are not bound to their mothers, neither phoning, visiting, dreaming, nor even thinking about them frequently. Whereas I have to purge my mother from my mind many times a day and even now, ten years after her death, often reflexively reach for a phone to call her.


Oh, I can understand all this intellectually. I have given lectures on the phenomenon. I explain to my patients that abused children often find it hard to disentangle themselves from their dysfunctional families, whereas children grow away from good, loving parents with far less conflict. After all, isn’t that the task of a good parent, to enable the child to leave home?


I understand it, but I don’t like it. I don’t like my mother visiting me every day. I hate it that she has so insinuated herself into the interstices of my mind that I can never root her out. And most of all, I hate that at the end of my life I feel compelled to ask, “How’d I do, Momma?”


I think of the overstuffed chair in her Washington, D.C., retirement home. It partially blocked the entrance to her apartment and was flanked by sentinel tables stacked with at least one copy, sometimes more, of each of the books I had written. With over a dozen books and an additional two dozen foreign-language translations, the stacks teetered dangerously. All it would take, I often imagined, was one middling-respectable earth tremor to bury her up to her nose under the books of her only son.


Whenever I visited I would find her stationed in that chair with two or three of my books in her lap. She weighed them, smelled them, caressed them—everything but read them. She was too blind. But even before her vision failed she could not have comprehended them: her only education had been in a naturalization class to become a U.S. citizen.


I am a writer. And Momma can’t read. Still, I turn to her for the meaning of my life’s work. To be measured how? On the odor, the sheer heft of my books? The cover design, the slick dry-grease Teflon feel of the jackets? All my painstaking research, my leaps of inspiration, my fastidious searching for the correct thought, the elusive graceful sentence: these she never knew.


The meaning of life? The meaning of my life. The very books stacked and swaying on Momma’s table contain pretentious responses to such questions. “We are meaning-seeking creatures,” I wrote, “who must deal with the inconvenience of being hurled into a universe that intrinsically has no meaning.” And then to avoid nihilism, I explained, we must embark on a double task. First, we invent or discover a life-meaning project sturdy enough to support a life. Next, we must contrive to forget our act of invention and persuade ourselves that we have not invented but discovered the life-meaning project—that it has an independent “out there” existence.


Though I feign accepting without judgment each person’s solution, I secretly stratify them into brass, silver, and gold. Some people are goaded throughout life by a vision of vindictive triumph; some, swaddled in despair, dream only of peace, detachment, and freedom from pain; some dedicate their lives to success, opulence, power, truth; others search for self-transcendence and immerse themselves in a cause or another being—a loved one or a divine essence; still others find their meaning in a life of service, in self-actualization, or in creative expression.


We need art, Nietzsche said, lest we perish from the truth. Hence I consider creativity as the golden path and have turned my entire life, all my experiences, all my imaginings, into some smoldering inner compost heap out of which I try to fashion, from time to time, something new and beautiful.


But my dream says otherwise. It contends that I have devoted my life to quite another goal—winning the approval of my dead momma.


This dream indictment has power: too much power to ignore, too disturbing to forget. But dreams are, I have learned, neither inscrutable nor immutable. For most of my life I have been a dream tinkerer. I have learned how to tame dreams, to take them apart, to put them together. I know how to squeeze out dream secrets.


And so, letting my head fall back upon my pillow, I drift off, rewinding the dream reel back to the cart in the House of Horrors.


The cart stops with a jerk, slamming me against the guard rail. A moment later, it’s reversing direction and slowly backing up through the swinging doors and out again into the Glen Echo sunlight.


“Momma, Momma!” I call, both arms waving. “How’d I do?”


She hears me. I see her plowing her way through the crowd, flinging people to right and left. “Oyvin, what a question,” she says, unlocking the guard rail and pulling me out of the cart.


I look at her. She seems about fifty or sixty, is strong and stocky, and is effortlessly carrying a bulging, embroidered, wooden-handled shopping bag. She is homely but does not know it and walks with her chin raised as though she were beautiful. I notice the familiar folds of flesh hanging from her upper arm and the stockings bunched and tied just above her knees. She gives me a big wet kiss. I feign affection.


“You did good. Who could ask for more? All those books. You made me proud. If only your father were here to see.”


“What do you mean I did good, Momma? How do you know? You can’t read what I’ve written—your vision, I mean.”


“I know what I know. Look at these books.” She opens the shopping bag, removes two of my books, and begins to fondle them tenderly. “Big books. Beautiful books.”


I feel unnerved by her handling my books. “It’s what’s in the books that’s important. Maybe they just contain nonsense.”


“Oyvin, don’t talk narishkeit—foolishness. Beautiful books!”


“Carrying around that bag of books all the time, Momma, even in Glen Echo? You’re making a shrine of them. Don’t you think—”


“Everybody knows about you. The whole world. My hairdresser tells me her daughter studies your books in school.”


“Your hairdresser? That’s it, the final test?”


“Everybody. I tell everybody. Why shouldn’t I?”


“Momma, don’t you have anything better to do? What about spending your Sunday with your friends: Hannah, Gertie, Luba, Dorothy, Sam, your brother Simon? What are you doing here at Glen Echo anyway?”


“You ashamed I should be here? You were always ashamed. Where else should I be?”


“I only mean we’re both all grown up. I’m over sixty years old. Maybe it’s time we should each have our own private dreams.”


“Always ashamed of me.”


“I didn’t say that. You don’t listen to me.”


“Always thought I was stupid. Always thought I didn’t understand anything.”


“I didn’t say that. I always said you didn’t know everything. It’s just the way you—the way you—”


“The way I what? Go ahead. You started—say it—I know what you’re going to say.”


“What am I going to say?”


“No, Oyvin, you say it. If I tell you, you’ll change it.”


“It’s the way you don’t listen to me. The way you talk about things you don’t know anything about.”


“Listen to you? I don’t listen to you? Tell me, Oyvin, you listen to me? Do you know about me?”


“You’re right, Momma. Neither of us has been good at listening to the other.”


“Not me, Oyvin, I listened good. I listened to the silence every night when I came home from the store and you don’t bother to come upstairs from your study room. You don’t even say hello. You don’t ask me if I had a hard day. How could I listen when you didn’t talk to me?”


“Something stopped me; there was such a wall between us.”


“A wall? Nice to say to your mother. A wall. I built it?”


“I didn’t say that. I only said there was a wall. I know I retreated from you. Why? How can I remember? This was fifty years ago, Momma, but everything you said to me was, I felt, some sort of reprimand.”


“Vos? Reperand?”


“I mean criticism. I had to stay away from your criticism. Those years I was feeling bad enough about myself as it was, and I didn’t need more criticism.”


“What did you have to feel bad about? All those years—Daddy and I working in the store for you to study. Till midnight. And how many times did you phone for me to bring home something for you? Pencils or paper. Remember Al? He worked in the liquor store. The one who got his face cut during a robbery?”


“Of course I remember Al, Momma. The scar all the way down the front of his nose.”


“Well, Al would answer the phone and always holler, right across the crowded store, ‘It’s the king! The king is calling! Let the king go buy his own pencils. The king could use a little exercise.’ Al was jealous; his parents gave him nothing. I never paid attention to what he said. But Al was right; I treated you like a king. Any time you called, day or night, I’d leave Daddy with a store full of customers and run down the block to Mensch’s Five & Dime. Stamps, too, you needed. And notebooks, and ink. And then ballpoint pens. All your clothes smeared with ink. Like a king. Not criticism.”


“Ma, we’re talking now. And that’s good. Let’s not accuse each other. Let’s understand. Let’s just say I felt criticized. I know you said good things about me to others. You bragged about me. But you never said it to me. To my face.”


“Not so easy to talk to you then, Oyvin. And not just for me, for everybody. You knew everything. You read everything. Maybe people were a little afraid of you. Maybe me too. Ver veys? Who knows? But let me tell you something, Oyvin, I had it voise than you. First, you never said anything nice about me either. I kept house; I cooked for you. Twenty years you ate my food. You liked it, I know. How did I know? Because the plates and pots were always empty. But you never told me. Not once in your life. Huh? Once in your life?”


Ashamed, I can only bow my head.


“Second, I knew that you didn’t say anything nice behind my back—at least you had that, Oyvin, you knew that behind your back I bragged about you to others. But I knew you were ashamed of me. Ashamed all the way through—in front of me and behind my back. Ashamed of my English, my accent. Of everything I didn’t know. And the things I said wrong. I heard the way you and your friends made fun of me—Julie, Shelly, Jerry. I heard everything. Huh?”


I bow my head lower. “You never missed anything, Momma.”


“How could I know anything that’s in your books? If I had a chance, if I could have gone to school, what I could have done with my head, my saychel! In Russia, in the shtetl, I couldn’t go to school—only the boys.”


“I know, Momma, I know. I know you would have done as well as me in school if you’d had the chance.”


“I got off the boat with my mother and father. I was only twenty. Six days a week I had to work in a sewing factory. Twelve hours a day. Seven in the morning to seven at night, sometimes eight. And two hours earlier, at five in the morning, I had to walk my father to his newspaper stand next to the subway and help him unpack the papers. My brothers never helped. Simon went to accountancy school. Hymie drived a cab—never came home, never sent money. And then I married Daddy and moved to Washington, and until I was old, I worked side by side with him in the store twelve hours a day and cleaned the house and cooked too. And then I had Jean, who never gave me one minute trouble. And then I had you. And you were not easy. And I never stopped working. You saw me! You know! You heard me running up and down the stairs. Am I lying?”


“I know, Momma.”


“And all those years, as long as they lived, I supported Bubba and Zeyda. They had nothing—the few pennies my father made from the paper stand. Later we opened a candy store for him, but he couldn’t work—the men had to pray. You remember Zeyda?”


I nod. “Faint memories, Momma.” I must have been four or five … a sour-smelling tenement building in the Bronx … throwing scraps of bread and balls of tinfoil down five stories to the chickens in the courtyard … my grandfather, all in black, tall black yarmulke, white wild beard stained with gravy, his arms and forehead wrapped in black cords, mumbling prayers. We couldn’t converse—he spoke only Yiddish—but he pinched my cheek hard. Everyone else—Bubba, Momma, Aunt Lena—working, running up and down the stairs all day to the store, unpacking and packing, cooking, cleaning feathers from chickens, scales from fish, dusting. But Zeyda didn’t lift a finger. Just sat and read. Like a king.


“Every month,” Momma keeps on, “I took the train to New York and brought them food and money. And later, when Bubba was in the nursing home, I paid for the home and visited her every two weeks—you remember, sometimes I took you on the train. Who else in the family helped? Nobody! Your Uncle Simon would come every few months and bring her a bottle of 7 Up, and my next visit all I would hear about was your Uncle Simon’s wonderful 7 Up. Even when she was blind, she’d lie there just holding the empty 7 Up bottle. And not only Bubba I helped, but everyone else in the family—my brothers, Simon and Hymie, my sister, Lena, Tante Hannah, your Uncle Abe, the greenhorn, who I brought from Russia—everybody, the whole family, was supported by that schmutzig, dirty, little grocery store. Nobody helped me—ever! And no one ever thanked me.”


Taking a deep, deep breath, I utter the words: “I thank you, Momma. I thank you.”


That isn’t too hard. Why has it taken me fifty years? I take her arm, maybe for the first time. The fleshy part just above the elbow. It feels soft and warm, something like her warm kichel dough just before baking. “I remember your telling Jean and me about Uncle Simon’s 7 Up. That must have been hard.”


“Hard? You’re telling me. Sometimes she’d drink his 7 Up with a piece of my kichel—you know what a job making kichel is—and all she’d talk about was the 7 Up.”


“It’s good to talk, Momma. It’s the first time. Maybe I’ve always wanted it, and that’s why you stay in my mind and my dreams. Maybe now it will be different.”


“Different how?”


“Well, I’ll be able to be more myself—to live for the purposes and causes that I choose to cherish.”


“You want to get rid of me?”


“No—well, not in that way, not in a bad way. I want the same for you too. I want you to be able to rest.”


“Rest? Did you ever see me rest? Daddy napped every day. Ever see me nap?”


“What I mean is you should have your own purpose in life—not this,” I say, poking her shopping bag. “Not my books! And I should have my own purpose.”


“But I just explained,” she replies, moving her shopping bag to her other hand, away from me. “These aren’t only your books. These are my books too!”


Her arm, which I’m still clutching, is suddenly cold, and I release it.


“What do you mean,” she goes on, “I should have my purpose? These books are my purpose. I worked for you—and for them. All my life I worked for those books—my books.” She reaches into her shopping bag and pulls out two more. I cringe, afraid she is going to hold them up and show them to the small crowd of bystanders who have now gathered around us.


“But you don’t get it, Momma. We’ve got to be separate—not fettered by one another. That’s what it is to become a person. That’s exactly what I write about in those books. That’s how I want my children—all children—to be. Unfettered.”


“Vos meinen—unfeathered?”


“No, no, unfettered—a word that means free or liberated. I’m not getting through to you, Momma. Let me put it this way: every single person in the world is fundamentally alone. It’s hard, but that’s the way it is, and we have to face it. So I want to have my own thoughts and my own dreams. You should have yours too. Momma, I want you out of my dreams.”


Her face tightens sternly, and she steps back away from me. I rush to add, “Not because I don’t like you but because I want what’s good for all of us—for me and for you too. You should have your own dreams in life. Surely you can understand that.”


“Oyvin, still you think I understand nothing and that you understand everything. But I look, too, into life. And death. I understand about death—more than you. Believe me. And I understand about being alone—more than you.”


“But Momma, you don’t face being alone. You stay with me. You don’t leave me. You wander about in my thoughts. In my dreams.”


“No, Sonny.”


“Sonny”: I haven’t heard that name for fifty years, had forgotten that that’s what she and my father often called me.


“It’s not the way you think it is, Sonny,” she continues. “There’s some things you don’t understand, some things you’ve got turned upside down. You know that dream, the one with me standing there in the crowd, watching you in the cart waving to me, calling to me, asking me how you did in life?”


“Yes, of course I remember my dream, Momma. That’s where this all started.”


“Your dream? That’s what I want to say to you. That’s the mistake, Oyvin—your thinking I was in your dream. That dream was not your dream, Sonny. It was my dream. Mothers get to have dreams too.”
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Travels with Paula


As a medical student I was taught the fine art of looking, listening, and touching. I looked at vermilion throats, bulging eardrums, and the serpentine arterial rivulets in the retina. I listened to the hiss of mitral murmurs, the gurgling tubas of the intestines, the cacophony of respiratory rales. I felt the slippery edges of spleens and livers, the tautness of ovarian cysts, the marbled hardness of prostatic cancer.


Learning about patients—yes, that was the business of medical school. But to learn from patients—that aspect of my higher education came much later. Perhaps it began with my professor, John Whitehorn, who often said, “Listen to your patients; let them teach you. To grow wise you must remain a student.” And he meant much more than the banal truth that the good listener learns more about the patient. He meant quite literally that we should allow our patients to teach us.


A formal, awkward, courtly man whose gleaming pate was fringed with a fastidiously clipped crescent of gray hair, John Whitehorn was the distinguished chairman of the Johns Hopkins Department of Psychiatry for thirty years. He wore gold-rimmed spectacles and had no superfluous features—not a wrinkle in his face, or in the brown suit he wore every day of the year (he must have, we surmised, two or three identical ones in his closet). And no superfluous expressions: when he lectured his lips moved; all else—hands, cheeks, eyebrows—remained remarkably still.


During my third year of psychiatric residency five classmates and I spent every Thursday afternoon making rounds with Dr. Whitehorn. Beforehand we had lunch in his oak-paneled office. The fare was simple and unvarying—sandwiches of tuna, cold cuts, and cold Chesapeake Bay crab cake, followed by fruit salad and flattened pecan pie—but served with Southern elegance: linen tablecloth, glistening silver trays, bone china. The lunch conversation was long and leisurely. Though each of us had calls to return and patients clamoring for attention, there was no way to rush Dr. Whitehorn, and ultimately even I, the most frenetic of the group, learned to put time on hold. In these two hours we had the opportunity to ask our professor anything: I remember asking him about such matters as the genesis of paranoia, a physician’s responsibility to the suicidal, the incompatibility between therapeutic change and determinism. Though he responded fully, he clearly preferred other subjects: the accuracy of Persian archers, the comparative quality of Greek versus Spanish marble, the major blunders of the battle of Gettysburg, his improved periodic table (he was originally trained as a chemist).


After lunch Dr. Whitehorn began interviewing in his office the four or five patients on his service while we silently observed. It was never possible to predict the length of each interview. Some lasted fifteen minutes; many continued for two or three hours. I most clearly remember the summer months, the cool, darkened office, the orange- and green-striped awnings blocking out the fierce Baltimore sun, the awning posts encircled by magnolia climbers whose fleecy blossoms dangled just outside the window. From the corner window I could just spot the edge of the house staff tennis court. Oh, how I ached to play in those days! I fidgeted and daydreamed about aces and volleys as the shadows inexorably lengthened across the court. Only when dusk had swallowed the very last strands of tennis twilight did I relinquish all hope and fully give my attention to Dr. Whitehorn’s interviews.


His pace was leisurely. He had plenty of time. Nothing interested him as much as a patient’s occupation and avocation. One week he would be encouraging a South American planter to talk for an hour about coffee trees; the next week it might be a history professor discussing the failure of the Spanish Armada. You would have thought his paramount purpose was to understand the relationship between altitude and the quality of the coffee bean or the sixteenth-century political motives behind the Spanish Armada. So subtly did he shift into more personal domains that I was always surprised when a suspicious, paranoid patient suddenly began to speak frankly about himself and his psychotic world.


By allowing the patient to teach him, Dr. Whitehorn related to the person, rather than the pathology, of that patient. His strategy invariably enhanced both the patient’s self-regard and his or her willingness to be self-revealing.


A cunning interviewer, one might say—yet “cunning” it was not. There was no duplicity: Dr. Whitehorn genuinely wanted to be taught. He was a collector and had in this manner accumulated an astounding treasure trove of factual curios over the years. “You and your patients both win,” he would say, “if you let them teach you enough about their lives and interests. Learn about their lives; you will not only be edified but you will ultimately learn all you need to know about their illness.”


Fifteen years later, in the early 1970s, Dr. Whitehorn was dead, I had become a professor of psychiatry, and a woman named Paula with advanced breast cancer entered my life to continue my education. Though I didn’t know it at the time, and though she never acknowledged it, I believe that from the very beginning she assigned herself the task of mentoring me.


Paula had called for an appointment after having heard from a social worker in the oncological clinic that I was interested in forming a therapy group of patients with terminal disease. When she first entered my office, I was instantaneously captivated by her appearance: by the dignity in her bearing; by her radiant smile, which gathered me in; by her shock of short, exuberantly boyish, glowing white hair; and by something I can only call luminosity that seemed to emanate from her wise and intensely blue eyes.


She caught my attention with her first words: “My name is Paula West,” she said. “I have terminal cancer. But I am not a cancer patient.” And indeed, in my travels with her through many years, I never regarded her as a patient. She went on to describe in clipped, precise fashion her medical history: cancer of the breast diagnosed five years earlier; surgical removal of that breast; then cancer of the other breast, that breast also removed. Then came chemotherapy with its familiar awful entourage: nausea, vomiting, total loss of hair. And then radiation therapy, the maximum permitted. But nothing would slow the spread of her cancer—to skull, spine, and the orbits of her eyes. Paula’s cancer demanded to be fed, and though the surgeons tossed it sacrificial offerings—her breasts, lymph nodes, ovaries, adrenal glands—it remained voracious.


When I imagined Paula’s nude body, I saw a chest crisscrossed with scars, without breasts, flesh, or muscle, like the rib planks of some shipwrecked galleon, and below her chest a surgically scarred abdomen, all supported by thick, ungainly, steroid-thickened hips. In short, a fifty-five-year-old woman sans breasts, adrenals, ovaries, uterus, and, I’m sure, libido.


I have always relished women with firm, graceful bodies, full breasts, and a readily apparent sensuality. Yet a curious thing happened to me the first time I met Paula: I found her beautiful and fell in love with her.


We met weekly for a few months in an irregular contractual arrangement. “Psychotherapy,” an observer might have said, for I entered her name in my professional appointment book and she sat in the patient’s chair for the ritual fifty minutes. Yet our roles were always blurred. The question of fees, for example, never arose. From the very beginning I knew this was no ordinary professional contract and found myself reluctant to mention money in her presence—it would have been vulgar. And not only money but other such tasteless issues as carnality, marital adjustment, or social relationships.


Life, death, spirituality, peace, transcendence: those were the topics we discussed; those were Paula’s only concerns. Mostly we talked about death. Each week four of us, not two, met in my office—Paula and I, her death and my own. She became my courtesan of death: she introduced me to it, taught me how to think about it, even to befriend it. I came to understand that death has had a bad press. Though there is little joy to be found in it, still death is not a monstrous evil that drags us off to some unimaginably terrible place. I learned to demythologize death, to see it for what it is—an event, a part of life, the end of further possibilities. “It’s a neutral event,” Paula said, “which we’ve learned to color with fear.”


Every week Paula entered my office, flashed the broad smile I adored, reached into her large straw bag, lifted her journal to her lap, and shared her reflections and dreams of the past week. I listened hard and tried to respond appropriately. Whenever I voiced doubts about whether I was being helpful, she seemed puzzled; then, after a moment’s pause, she smiled as if to reassure me and turned again to her journal.


Together we relived her entire encounter with cancer: the initial shock and disbelief, the mutilation of her body, her gradual acceptance, her getting used to saying, “I have cancer.” She described her husband’s loving care and that of close friends. I could easily understand that: it was hard not to love Paula. (Of course I never declared my love until much later, at a time when she was not to believe me.)


Then she described the horrible days of her cancer’s recurrence. That phase was her Calvary, she said, and the stations of the cross were the trials experienced by all patients with recurrence: radiotherapy rooms with doomsday metallic eyeball suspended aloft, impersonal harried technicians, uncomfortable friends, aloof doctors, and, most of all, the deafening hush of secrecy everywhere. She cried when she told me about calling her surgeon, a friend of twenty years, only to be informed by his nurse that there were to be no further appointments because the doctor had nothing more to offer. “What is wrong with doctors? Why don’t they understand the importance of sheer presence?” she asked me. “Why can’t they realize that the very moment they have nothing else to offer is the moment they are most needed?”


The horror in learning of one’s sickness unto death, I learned from Paula, is intensified many times over by the withdrawal of others. The isolation of the dying patient is exacerbated by the foolish charade of those who attempt to conceal the approach of death. But death cannot be concealed; the clues are ubiquitous: the nurses speak in hushed tones, the rounding doctors often pay attention to the wrong parts of the body, the medical students tiptoe into the hospital room, the family smiles bravely, visitors attempt cheeriness. A patient with cancer once told me that she knew death was near when her doctor, who previously had always concluded his physical exam with a playful pat on her fanny, instead ended his exam with a warm handshake.


More than death, one fears the utter isolation that accompanies it. We try to go through life two by two, but each of us must die alone—no one can die our death with us or for us. The shunning of the dying by the living prefigures final absolute abandonment. Paula taught me how the isolation of the dying works two ways. The patient cuts herself off from the living, not wanting to drag family or friends into her horror by revealing her fears or her macabre thoughts. And friends shrink away, feeling helpless, awkward, uncertain of what to say or do, and reluctant to get too close to a preview of their own deaths.


But Paula’s isolation was now at an end. If nothing else, I was constant. Though others had abandoned Paula, I would not. How good that she had found me! How could I have known then that the time would come when she would consider me her Peter, denying her not once but many times?


She could find no suitable words to describe the bitterness of her isolation, a period she often referred to as her Garden of Gethsemane. Once she brought me a lithograph drawn by her daughter in which several highly stylized silhouette figures are stoning a saint, a single tiny crouching woman whose frail arms cannot protect her from the hail of granite. It still hangs in my office, and whenever I see it I think of Paula saying, “I am that woman, helpless before the onslaught.”


It was an Episcopal priest who helped her find her way out of the Garden of Gethsemane. Familiar with the wise aphorism of Nietzsche, the Antichrist, “He who has a ‘why’ can put up with any ‘how,’” the priest reframed her suffering. “Your cancer is your cross,” he told her. “Your suffering is your ministry.”


That formulation—that “divine illumination,” as Paula called it—changed everything. As she described her acceptance of her ministry and her dedication to easing the suffering of individuals stricken with cancer, I began to understand my assigned role: she wasn’t my project, I was hers, the object of her ministry. I could help Paula but not through support, interpretation, or even caring or fidelity. My role was to allow her to educate me.


Is it possible that someone whose days are limited, whose body is infiltrated with cancer, can experience a “golden period”? Paula did. It was she who taught me that embracing death honestly permits one to experience life in a richer, more satisfying manner. I was skeptical. I suspected that her talk of a “golden period” was overdone, her typical spiritual hyperbole. “Golden? Really? Oh, come now, Paula, how can there be anything golden about dying?”


“Irv,” Paula chided, “that’s the wrong question! Try to understand that what’s golden is not the dying but the full living of life in the face of death. Think of the poignancy and preciousness of last times: the last spring, the last flight of dandelion fluff, the last shedding of wisteria blossoms.


“The golden period is also,” Paula said, “a time of great liberation—a time when you have the freedom to say no to all trivial obligations, to devote yourself wholly to whatever you most care about—the presence of friends, the changing seasons, the rolling swell of the sea.” She was deeply critical of Elizabeth Kübler-Ross, medicine’s high priestess of death, who, failing to recognize the golden stage, had developed a negativistic clinical approach. Kübler-Ross’s “stages” of dying—anger, denial, bargaining, depression, acceptance—never failed to arouse Paula’s ire. She insisted, and I am certain that she was correct, that such rigid categorizing of emotional responses leads to a dehumanization of both patient and doctor.


Paula’s golden period was a time for intense personal exploration: she had dreams of wandering through enormous halls and discovering in her house new, unused rooms. And it was a time of preparation: she had dreams of cleaning her house from basement to attic and of reorganizing bureaus and closets. She prepared her husband efficiently and lovingly. There were times, for example, when she felt strong enough to shop and cook but deliberately refrained in order to train him to be more self-sufficient. Once she told me that she was very proud of him because he had for the first time referred to “my” rather than “our” retirement. At such times I sat wide-eyed in disbelief. Was she on the level? Did such virtue really exist outside the Dickensian world of Peggotty, Little Dorrit, Tom Pinch, and the Boffins? Psychiatric texts rarely discuss the personality trait of “goodness” except to label it a defense against darker impulses, and at first I questioned her motives while poking around as unobtrusively as possible for flaws and chinks in the facade of saintliness. Finding none, I eventually concluded that it was no facade and, calling off my search, allowed myself to bask in Paula’s grace.


Preparation for death, Paula believed, is vital and requires explicit attention. Upon learning that her cancer had spread to her spine, Paula prepared her thirteen-year-old son for her death by writing him a letter of farewell that moved me to tears. In her final paragraph she reminded him that the lungs in the human fetus do not breathe, nor do its eyes see. Thus, the embryo is being prepared for an existence it cannot yet imagine. “Are we not, too,” Paula suggested to her son, “being prepared for an existence beyond our ken, beyond even our dreams?”


I have always been baffled by religious belief. As long as I can remember, I have regarded it as self-evident that religious systems develop in order to provide comfort and soothe the anxieties of our human condition. One day when I was twelve or thirteen and working in my father’s grocery store, I talked of my skepticism about the existence of God with a World War II soldier who had just returned from the European front. In response, he gave me a crinkled, faded picture of the Virgin Mary and Jesus that he had carried with him throughout the Normandy invasion. “Turn it over,” he said. “Read the back. Read it aloud.”


“‘There are no atheists in foxholes,’” I read.


“Right! There are no atheists in foxholes,” he repeated slowly, shaking his finger at me with every word. “Christian God, Jew God, Chinese God, any other God—but some god, by God! Can’t do without it.”


Given to me by a total stranger, that crinkled picture fascinated me. It had survived Normandy and who knows how many other battles. Perhaps, I thought, it was an omen; perhaps divine providence had finally found me. For two years I carried that picture in my wallet, every so often pulling it out and pondering it. And then one day I asked, “So? What if it is true that there are no atheists in foxholes? If anything, that supports the skeptical position: of course belief increases when fear is greatest. That’s the very point: fear begets belief; we need and want a god, but wishing doesn’t make it so. Belief, no matter how fervent, how pure, how consuming, says nothing whatsoever about the reality of God’s existence. The next day, in a bookstore, I drew the now powerless picture out of my wallet and—I was careful with it, for it deserved respect—inserted it between the leaves of a book titled Peace of Mind, where perhaps some other embattled soul might find it and make better use of it.


Although the idea of dying had long filled me with dread, I came to prefer the raw dread to some belief whose chief appeal lay in its very absurdity. I have always hated the impregnable declaration, “I believe because it is absurd.” Yet, as a therapist, I keep such sentiments to myself: I know that religious faith is a powerful source of comfort and never tamper with a belief if I have no better replacement.


My agnosticism has rarely wavered. Oh, perhaps a few times in school during morning prayer, I would feel queasy at the sight of all my teachers and classmates, heads bowed, whispering to the patriarch above the clouds. Has everyone but me gone mad? I wondered. And then there were those newspaper photos of the beloved Franklin Delano Roosevelt attending church every Sunday—those gave me pause: FDR’s beliefs had to be taken very seriously.


But what of Paula’s views? What of her letter to her son, of her belief in a purpose awaiting us that we cannot anticipate? Freud would have been amused at Paula’s metaphor—and in the religious arena, I have always agreed with him entirely. “Wish fulfillment, pure and simple,” he would have said. “We wish to be, we dread nonbeing, and we invent pleasant fairy tales in which all our wishes come true. The unknown purpose awaiting us, the enduring soul, Heaven, immortality, God, reincarnation—all illusions, all sweeteners to cut the bitters of mortality.”


Paula always responded gently to my skepticism and softly reminded me that though I thought her beliefs were implausible, they were impervious to disproof. Despite my doubts, I liked Paula’s metaphors and listened to her preachifying with more tolerance than I had ever listened to anyone before. Perhaps it was simply barter, I trading a small corner of my skepticism for a closer snuggle with Paula’s grace. At times I even heard myself mouthing little phrases such as: “Who knows?” “Where, after all, does certainty lie?” “Can we ever really know?” I envied her son. Did he realize how blessed he was? How I longed to be the son of such a mother.


Around this time I attended the funeral service of a friend’s mother in which the priest offered a story of consolation. He described a congregation of people on a shore who sadly wave good-bye as a ship sails away. The ship diminishes in size until only the tip of its mast is visible. When that too vanishes, the onlookers murmur, “She’s gone.” At that very instant, however, somewhere far away, another group of people are scanning their horizon and, seeing the tip of a mast appear there, exclaim, “She’s come!”


“A silly fable,” I might have snorted in my pre-Paula days. Yet now I felt less condescending. As I looked around at my fellow mourners, I felt for a brief moment at one with them, bonded together in illusion, all of us glowing at the image of the ship nearing the shores of a new life.


Before Paula, no one had been quicker than I to ridicule the flaky California landscape. The New Age horizon went on forever: Tarot, I Ching, body work, reincarnation, Sufi, channeling, astrology, numerology, acupuncture, scientology, Rolfing, holotrophic breathing, past-lives therapy. People have always needed these pathetic beliefs, I used to think. They answer a deep longing, and some people are too weak to stand alone. Let them have their fairy tales, poor children! Now I expressed my opinions more gently. Softer phrases now came to my lips: “Who can tell?” “Maybe!” “Life is complex and unknowable.”


After Paula and I had met for many weeks, we began to make concrete plans to form a group for dying patients. Nowadays, such groups are commonplace and much discussed in magazines and television, but in 1973 there was no precedent: dying was as heavily censored as pornography. Hence, we had to improvise every step of the way. The beginning posed a major hurdle. How to start such a group? How to recruit group members? With a classified ad: “Wanted! Dying people”?


But Paula’s network of her church, hospital clinics, and home-care organizations began to yield potential group members. The Stanford renal dialysis unit referred the first, Jim, a nineteen-year-old with severe kidney disease. Though he must have known that his life span was short, he had little interest in deepening his acquaintance with death. Jim avoided eye contact with Paula and me and, for that matter, any form of engagement—with anyone. “I’m a man without a future,” he said. “Who would want me as a husband or a friend? Why keep facing the pain of rejection? I’ve talked enough. Been rejected enough. I’m doing okay without anyone.” Paula and I saw him only twice; he did not return for a third session.


Jim, we concluded, was too healthy. Renal dialysis offers too much hope, postponing death so long that denial takes root. No, we needed the doomed, the short-timers on death row, those without hope.
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