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I am exactly who I’m supposed to be
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You Resurrect the Dead
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On a dark Thursday in March the telephone rang and I picked up the receiver to hear my youngest child say “Something terrible has happened,” and I knew that a family member was gone.

When death takes someone you love, there is no looking back. And there is only looking back. You can’t complain there’s been a mistake or argue there was no time for goodbyes. You can’t protest the life was too short, and you can’t negotiate a deal for a final conversation. When death takes someone you love, she has slipped off the edge of the world and there is no bringing her back.

So it was with my daughter Sarah, who was taken from us without warning in her forty-fourth year, leaving a wake of vacancy and heartache behind.

More than a day intervened between her collapse and the time police discovered her body on the floor of her apartment  where it lay crumpled by her bed. Though we can never know for sure, it appears she drew her last breath on Wednesday, March 6, 2008. They had gone to look for her after she failed to show up at the school where she taught autistic youngsters, and did not call in sick. It was out of character for her to be unconcerned about her children, so the school called her mother, Elissa, who called my daughter Anne, who said, “We must notify the police.”

By the time I answered Anne’s call in Los Angeles, they had already located Sarah in the spot where her heart had stopped. For those of us who loved her, there was nothing left but to get on with our grieving and counting up our loss, and then to proceed with the arrangements for putting her lifeless body to its rest.

In the three days that passed before the funeral, I noticed how our conversations kept returning to the final words each of us had exchanged with her when she was alive. What was the purpose of these futile gestures that could not bring her back? Perhaps they could be understood as a desperate hope for the past to flow into the present as before. As though, after the pause, we might pick up the phone to hear her voice, or knock unexpectedly at her door and find her at home to open it when we did.

There were other dimensions to our helplessness during these watery hours—unnerving thoughts that had to do only with ourselves. I should have spent more time with you when there was time to spend. I should have told you how much I love you, or told you more often. I should have been less contentious when we had our disputes. I should have  come up with more ways to protect you. How desperately now, when it is too late, I wish I could put my arms around you and hug you again, and hold you and hold you.


The reflections of a mourner are a relentless accounting, and there is no bottom line. What words of hers did I fail to understand when she was still there to explain them to me? What did I miss that her eyes were telling me when she fell into her silences? Losing her is too hard, and there is no way to end it.

There are odd synchronicities that appear in our lives when we least expect them. On the last day we can be sure Sarah was still with us, the literary website NextBook published an interview with her whose subject was life and death. A note by the interviewer explained, “Sarah died the day after this interview was posted. Our conversation had started with a discussion of how to deal with sudden, shocking loss, spiritually, and I know that the people who knew and loved Sarah are working to do just that right now.”

Indeed we were. The “sudden loss” to which the interviewer referred was the death five years earlier of Sarah’s aunt, Barbara, whom I had first met when she was only thirteen, and I was courting her sister, three years her senior. In an uncanny prefiguring of Sarah’s end, Barbara had collapsed from an aneurism while still relatively young in the New York apartment where she lived alone.

The interviewer’s name was Nelly Reifler, and she began by describing her connection to this curious turn of our family fates: “In 2002, my mother’s dear friend Barbara Krauthamer died at the age of fifty-eight. Though her death  felt sudden and premature, it didn’t come as a surprise. For years Barbara had known that she had a congenital disorder, arterio-venous malformation, and that her tangled blood vessels could cause a fatal stroke or hemorrhage at any time. At the funeral, I met Barbara’s sister, Elissa and her grown children. All the nieces and nephews were dazed and shocked—but still, each managed to speak about their aunt. Later, at the graveside, Elissa’s second oldest, Sarah Horowitz, led the kaddish.”

Barbara was the relative to whom Sarah felt closest. The two shared creative sensibilities and talents, and a common hand that life had dealt them of struggle against great odds. Barbara was the costume designer for the television series  The Sopranos, and late in her life had become an accomplished ceramic artist. The intertwining of their fates was a theme of several of the writings Sarah left behind. In the interview she explained: “During my aunt’s last years she lived with the knowledge that her life would probably be shortened. She took up pottery, traveled to Italy—just did all the things she’d always wanted to do, so I took that lesson from her. So now when I have an idea, like ‘I want to go to Africa,’ I don’t put it off until ‘someday.’”

Barbara and Sarah traveled to Mexico together, and Sarah wrote a poem about their trip:

The morning is full of you  
the dark ceramic cup you bought  
me after a trip to Oaxaca  
where we fell in love with  
black pottery  
The deep light brown bowl  
you made solid and fragile as a  
heart  
I walk past the cafe where we spoke  
for the last time  
We had each returned  
from places we were warned not to go  
We talked about Italy and Israel and  
why people no longer fly






When, in accord with Jewish custom, the family unveiled Barbara’s headstone a year after her death, Sarah wrote a poem about the event:
Unveiling

 




One year later  
We pack up your things  
Stand by your gravestone  
Wrapped in layers of clothes  
Still bone cold






Reifler noted that Sarah had turned to Judaism in her mid-thirties, and asked whether her religious practice helped her to deal with Barbara’s death. “I think it did,” she said. “I’m very comfortable with the fact that Judaism doesn’t have this highly developed idea of what happens after you die, like Tibetan Buddhism and Christianity. I pursued  Judaism very much to find meaning, and I think at the heart of that pursuit is the fact that we all walk around with the knowledge that we’re going to die.”

I was finding it hard to take my eyes from the page on which these words were written, and peered at the text as though it were a palimpsest of endless layers. Her thoughts were guiding me towards the future, as though she were my parent rather than I hers: “After my aunt died I discussed it with my rabbi. He was talking about how there are some things that are gone—I’m not going to smell her or have back-and-forth conversations anymore. But he also said, ‘Pay attention to the ways in which your relationship continues. ’ Initially I think that the first part made much more sense to me than the second part. But as time went on, I did come to feel that she’s still with me in some way. I can feel her presence sometimes.”

The interviewer questioned Sarah about Jewish views of the after-life, which she answered with characteristic candor, acknowledging that “some of the ideas contradict each other.” The idea that made the most sense, she felt, was the one called gilgul hanefesh, which means a “rolling of the souls,” and is the mystical equivalent of a life after life. “It is basically reincarnation” she explained.

Another Judaic vision of the after-life was olam habah, which means “the world to come.” This one, she observed, was “closest to the Christian idea of heaven, but I think the notion of heaven is a metaphor for communion with God, and hell is basically separation from God. There is also a belief that the souls of the wicked are tormented by demons  of their own creation, or are destroyed at death, ceasing to exist. I very much like the idea of the wicked being tormented by demons of their own creation.”

There was a third idea, which Sarah didn’t believe, that “when the Messiah comes the dead will be resurrected.” But she did reveal a fact about herself I hadn’t known before: “I say the prayer, ‘Blessed are you, God, you resurrect the dead,’ every morning over my coffee.”

I didn’t believe in a messianic resurrection either; but I liked the idea of that prayer over morning coffee. I think now of the resurrection of my daughter in the way her rabbi advised: Pay attention to the ways in which your relationship continues.


There was another synchronicity that was not odd, which I discovered in the papers I found in her apartment after she was gone. On a white sheet, creased into four quadrants was this poem:
Heart Murmurs

 



Some time in grade school we learn that the heart

Is not shaped like a valentine. It is the size of a fist,

Fills with blood, releases.

We listened to the heart beat the way the first drummer must have,

The way cats do when they climb on your chest at night.

Irregularities in the heart beat are called murmurs.

My aorta is narrow, making the blood and breath work harder.

Some have leaky valves and must watch for the skipped beats.

I cannot interpret the screen that monitors my heart now.

I can only see the constant rise and fall.
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God Is Her Inheritance
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The call from my daughter Anne came too late for me to catch a plane; there was nothing to do but wait for the morning, when her mother had made an appointment at the Medical Examiner’s Office where they had taken her body. Boarding the first morning flight to Oakland, I arrived in the Bay Area at 8 a.m., picked up a rental car at the airport, then made the 45-minute drive up the Bay Shore Freeway to the neighborhood in Berkeley where her mother still lived.

I looked forward to seeing Elissa. Although we had not been married for thirty years, we had not lost each other entirely either. A durable bond had been forged out of the love we shared for our children, and now for their children, and out of memories of a past long gone.

Although the streets of Berkeley were still familiar, they had grown strange enough for me to miss a turn before arriving at her house. I climbed the steps past the rose  bushes and bougainvillea in the wintry front yard, their skeletal remains overgrown because the gardener could not bring herself to cut them back. Entering the house I had departed so long ago, I was reminded how different the two of us finally were. In the decades that had wizened us like the vines in her yard, I had occupied fourteen residences in five separate cities. In all that time, she had never left the home we once shared.

Stepping into the interior of wood and leaded glass, I encountered once again its familiar warmth, its elements virtually unchanged. Everything was in its place of thirty years before—the handcrafted furniture still half-hidden in a profusion of plants; the cookware and appliances, among them gifts I recognized from our wedding, the old silverware and china, the volumes in the bookcases, the children’s photographs on the wall—all exactly as the day I left. All as when my daughter was still a child.

My heart was already full from the sight of these objects when high on the mantel my eye caught a favorite photograph taken by my mother of the little girl I had once held in my arms. This blast of memory was more than I could handle as a wave of grief swelled inconsolably towards me, then crested, and broke into wracking sobs. When the welter had subsided, I pulled myself together as best as I was able and walked into the kitchen where Elissa was waiting. Together we left the house and drove in the rental car across the Bay Bridge to our appointment, pulling up outside a large complex of gray buildings on Bryant Street which was the San Francisco Hall of Justice.

Inside we were met by the chief medical investigator, a man named Pringle who immediately recognized me from my TV appearances and let me know discreetly that he admired what I did. I was briefly unsettled by this exposure at a moment when I wanted not to be there at all, but thanked him anyway. He handed us a brown manila envelope with Sarah’s apartment key, and told us that an autopsy had already been performed. This information produced a second ripple of distress since I knew the procedure was against Jewish custom and worried that Sarah might not have approved. But Pringle explained that the procedure was required in such cases when the deceased was so young and the circumstances unknown. This information afforded a measure of relief since it was an exception the custom allowed. Still, I could not suppress a queasiness at the thought that they had cut my daughter’s flesh. When we asked after the autopsy results, Pringle informed us they would not be known for several weeks and might be inconclusive when they were, which proved to be the case.

Our next stop was Sarah’s apartment on Anza Street in San Francisco’s Richmond District, a neighborhood located near the ocean. Our plan was to collect essential items she had left, including her cell phone and address book, so that we could notify her friends about the funeral arrangements. I was particularly interested in retrieving Sarah’s new computer which contained her literary files. This was an iBook Elissa had bought to replace the one I had given her six years before. Sarah was excited by the purchase when I talked to her about it and was already exploring the new  capabilities it offered. When we entered the apartment, I caught sight of the old laptop lying on the floor. Sarah had pasted a yellow sticker from the 2004 presidential election across its white lid: “No More Years.”

She had lived by herself in this one-room apartment for almost a decade, and there was no task I dreaded more than to enter it now. I was apprehensive not only that the scent of death might have lingered in the place—mercifully, it hadn’t—but about the feelings of impotence that always afflicted me when I visited while she was alive. My daughter lived in a small room with a smaller kitchen at the back and a bathroom off to the side. Between the bed in the living room and the table she had set in the kitchen, the area to move about was narrowly confined. The cramped quarters were further constricted by a clutter I can hardly bring myself to describe: papers and books, bedclothes and bags, knick-knacks accumulated over the years and piled one on the other, including the carcasses of three previous computers which were stacked in haphazard fashion amidst the debris. What was a father to do?

But when the door finally opened what I felt was an unexpected relief. Perhaps it was the daylight, which made the room airier and more open than it seemed when I had come to pick her up for dinner only a week before. Perhaps it was the broom someone from the city had left on the bed after cleaning up, giving the impression that no one actually lived there. Perhaps it was the thought that my daughter was now free from this, too.

Whatever the cause my respite was short-lived. It could have been when I was rummaging through her bags in search of the address book, or when I spotted the Alter translation of The Five Books of Moses I had given her for her birthday two months before; or possibly it was when I noticed the disjointed pile of laptops on the floor. But suddenly I felt another wave swell and crest, until I had to bolt into the narrow hallway and jam my head against the wall to pull it back in.

While we were locating Sarah’s items, my daughter-in-law Felicia arrived. She had volunteered to pick up the address book and cell phone and then make the funeral calls to Sarah’s friends, and had driven the forty miles up the peninsula from Los Altos to make the stop and then return. Her sister Jackie had flown up from Los Angeles, and her mother, Loretta, who had lost two of her own children, had also come up to help. The cords of family were being pulled together.

My oldest son Jon had arrived from New York that morning with Renee, the woman who had shared his life for twenty years. On Sunday my wife, April, and my step-son, Jon Kibbie, would be there as well. April had been a powerful support in my life, providing a welcome comfort in my later years, and had made the coming together of our families an effortless blessing. She had opened her heart to Elissa and to my children, especially to Sarah, making her a present of the white painted wrought iron bed she had brought to our marriage. For almost a decade Sarah had written and read and slept in this bed, until the end.

When our tasks were done, we returned to Berkeley and Elissa’s house, where we joined other family members and a few close friends. My son Ben had brought along a slide show about Sarah, which he had spliced together from the family photo album. The images on the screen reviewed her life from the time she was an infant until two days before the end, when the last photo recorded her presence at a family gathering at Ben and Felicia’s Los Altos home. This final shot, which showed her alive and apparently well, came early in the set, since Ben had chosen not to follow a timeline of her life but to shuffle the moments, moving back and forth from present to past in no particular order. He chose this arrangement because he felt that arranging the images chronologically would have added up to a summary too grim. But the confusion of time in his version did nothing to diminish the effect, which was to bring all the memories of her surging back in one unbearable collage.

For the soundtrack he used a plaintive lyric, selected without an inkling of the meaning of the Hebrew words. A translation was provided by Sarah’s friend, Emily, who had flown down from Seattle, where she was a cantorial soloist, to sing at the funeral. Emily recognized the lyric Ben had selected as L’chalom, which means “to dream.” It was about dreaming one could fly, she explained. “It was so eerily appropriate, being a dream of liberation from a limiting physical reality.”

A pretty woman with an Irish sparkle, Emily met Sarah when they were both undergraduates at San Francisco State  University. “We were in a communications class together and one of our assignments was to read a poem,” Emily recalls. “No one wanted to do it but Sarah. She read an outrageous poem with expletives by Allen Ginsburg. She had a giant bow on her head and had dyed her hair platinum blonde. I thought she was the coolest person I had ever seen.”

As I watched the pictures of my daughter’s youth drift across the monitor, a flood of sorrows undid me, and I had to quit the room to hide my embarrassment at being so unmanned in front of my children. When I was able to collect myself, I went back to the viewing, but within moments had to look away again, and realized that for now and long after I would not be able to revisit these memories. Of all the images, the hardest to endure were the ones that had been taken when she was a child, her heart open to a world that had been cruelly set up to put enormous obstacles in her path and eventually to crush her.

For the memorial service Elissa had chosen the Mount Sinai Chapel, which was located on Divisadero Street in San Francisco. In an irony unforeseen, I had attended another funeral in the same Chapel thirty years before. It was the last in a series of political events that had derailed my life, dislodging me from my family, and permanently altering my relations with my children. The service for Sarah was on Monday and several hundred people attended, including her spiritual mentor, Rabbi Alan Lew, who had flown in from Minnesota where he had been visiting family. It began with Emily singing the prayer of mourning, 

El Malei Rachamim:  
Master of mercy  
shelter her beneath your wings eternally,  
and bind her soul among the living.  
God is her inheritance.  
May she rest in peace. And let us say: Amen






I gave the eulogy, pouring out my grief for my lost child, summing up her life as I remembered it. I composed my remarks the day after I arrived in Berkeley, waking myself at three in the morning in the bayside motel where I was staying, and writing it through a hail of tears.

This was my tribute:
Sarah was the sweetest of my children with fine and delicate bones and thick blond tresses that cascaded from under the berets she favored along with the florid bows. As a youngster, she was slender, almost tiny, in a way that made you want to fold her in your arms and protect her. Of my four children, she was also the most reticent. When the four of them were a crowd in the room you would often have to look for Sarah to know she was there.

All parents live to have regrets at the frustrations they vent from time to time, along with the bursts of anger that attend them. And I have mine. But when Sarah was young she was so lacking in willfulness and guile, and her vulnerabilities were so close to the surface that I don’t ever remember losing my temper with her. I never knew a kinder person with a bigger heart. While we all  begin life with streaks of selfishness and sometimes meanness, such chromosomes seemed missing from her genetic code. Frustrations she had, and anger too, and on occasion she displayed a combative spirit like her father. But I never saw her be unkind to anyone, or to any living creature.

Her lack of complaint was also unusual, and was a disposition that remained with her from the day she was born until the day she was gone. When she was four or five we took the family on an outing to the Oakland Zoo, and made a stop at the ice cream stand. Acting on an impulse that is intelligible to me now only as a reflection of the absurdity of fathers, I decided to make it a life lesson. Perhaps I did so because she was so willing a pupil. “It’s important to try new things,” I instructed her. “You need to broaden your horizons to see what the world has to offer. Instead of vanilla or chocolate, why don’t you try something new like that sour apple flavor, which sounds interesting.” I missed the biblical allusion at the time, but I might well have reflected on it. She took my advice without hesitating—she was always such a dutiful child—and chose the sour apple, and we went on our way.

Fifteen minutes into our walk, I noticed that the cone she was carrying had received no more than a lick. So I took it from her and tasted it myself. It was awful. A surge of guilt unsettled me, but we were too far from the stand to go back. In all the time that had elapsed she had uttered no word of reproach, and she never did. I have  carried my regret over the incident from that day to this with no hope of repairing it. Of course when I brought it up to her long after she was an adult she just laughed.

When Sarah was in junior high school, she came home one Monday with a long face and tears trickling down her cheeks. When I asked what happened, she was too choked to answer. Then, without a word, she handed me an assignment her teacher had just returned. There were no marks of correction on its pages, but on the cover was a red “F” along with a brief comment instructing her that “plagiarism” was unacceptable. No evidence was provided for this serious charge, nor did I have to read what Sarah had written to know she was incapable of the offense. In all her young years, I had never known her to lie or bend the truth, even about inconsequential childish things.

She had spent the entire Memorial Day Weekend working on that paper. While the family went to a local fairground on one afternoon and took in a movie the next, she stayed home completing her assignment. We pleaded with her to take some time off, but she would not hear of it. She was determined to turn in the best work she could. She was my only child to take her school obligations with that degree of gravity.

After asking her a few questions, I realized what had happened. Her teacher had graded all forty assignments during the Monday class hour, collecting the papers at the beginning and returning them at the end. The time she had allotted was not enough to read them, only to  sample their styles. That was why there were no marks on Sarah’s paper except for the grade and the single comment. Sarah was a naturally gifted writer, her prose fluent beyond her years, which probably led her teacher to conclude that the writing was too mature for someone so young, or for someone from whom she didn’t expect such results.

Taking Sarah by the hand, I went to her school where we found the teacher in her office. Throwing the paper unceremoniously on her desk, I began upbraiding her for making such grave and groundless accusations against a child who had worked so hard to please her. To my surprise, she offered no defense and when my choler was spent, changed Sarah’s grade to an “A,” making her own behavior even more inexcusable. I never forgot the injustice that had been done to my daughter that day, which made me worry about the hard times that awaited her in the years ahead.

Children constantly press their needs, but in Sarah’s case they usually had to be extracted from her. From that day to this. No one in the family knows if her medical problems had worsened in the weeks before the end. Each of us who should have protected her can berate ourselves over this. But we also know there was little we could have done to find out. Defending her independence was the first priority of her vulnerable life, and she fiercely resisted attempts to pry—as she would view it—into her state of health or any other obstacle that might lie in her path.

All her life she faced odds that seemed overwhelming, and not only because she was 4’7”in her stocking feet, which caused many to underestimate her and constantly forced her to exert herself to be taken seriously. From the day she was born she was beset by medical problems that hampered her ambitions. A kinked aorta raised her blood pressure and caused doctors to fear it would shorten her life, and possibly did. She was hard of hearing, eventually almost to the point of deafness in a way that could not be corrected by medical aids. In her first years, she had difficulty forming words because of this impediment, and then putting them together in sentences. Yet she eventually became a stylish writer and, in addition to mastering her own language in a way few are able, made herself learn Hebrew in order to pursue her spiritual path.

She was near-sighted and had a diminished spatial perception along with a poor sense of direction, which made getting places often frustrating and challenging. She was never able to drive, and because of an arthritic hip walked with increasing difficulty and pain as she grew older. Despite these handicaps, to observe the Sabbath in the last decade of her life she walked the two miles to her shul and back every week, and sometimes more than once, in fair weather and foul.

Many people would have been discouraged by the difficulties Sarah faced in the ordinary business of her life: the medical procedures she was put through, which often did not work; the frustrations she endured with  near-sightedness and hearing aids that fed noise back into her ear, making her pleasures, which were literary and musical, more arduous than they should have been; the impaired mobility which constricted her horizon and made common tasks difficult, from grocery store shopping to taking the bus downtown to service her laptop; the single life which she did not want; the limited finances, which made her count pennies (but never prevented her giving to others), and confined her to studio apartments into which she had to squeeze her things.

But she was never daunted by the unfair hand life dealt her, and never allowed herself to be overwhelmed by its frustrations and disappointments. Instead she made her life an example to those of us who are not so burdened to be aware of our blessings and not be discouraged by our defeats. She packed more interests and travels, more experiences and learning, more friends and projects, more individuals whom she touched in the brief span she was given than most people whose earthly journeys are twice as long. And she left a greater vacancy behind.

A born candidate for dependency, she never allowed herself to become anyone’s burden but her own. On entering college, she moved out of the family household, a step that caused anguished concern for her parents, and never looked back. It was not because she was not a family person. Quite the contrary. There was no one more passionate or persistent when it came to keeping her own from yielding to the centripetal forces to which every family is prone. When her heart gave out she was  planning a Passover seder that would be a family reunion. Instead it is her funeral that brings us together. “What will I do without Sarah?” her mother asked when we mourned over her open casket, knowing there was no answer; “she was my companion and all the goodness in the world.”

A few months before the end, I had picked up the phone to call her. It was 8:30 in the evening and I was looking for an answer to a question I had in connection with a project I was working on. My call found her riding a bus home from San Francisco State where she was seeking a Masters degree in teaching special needs children. It was her second Masters, the first having been a Fine Arts diploma she earned from the University of San Francisco a few years before. In the course of our conversation I discovered that it was the third bus she had taken that evening, which meant six for the round-trip to school and back. She followed this routine for three years, working an eight-hour job during the days and going to classes at night.
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