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In memory of Carl Harris


Tell me, what is it you plan to do

with your one wild and precious life?

—Mary Oliver, “The Summer Day”



PROLOGUE

The Good-bye Letter

Just after 7 A.M. on a Wednesday in April 1995, a man left a place called Ponca City, climbed into a rented Ryder truck, and began to drive. He had a buzz cut and a face shaped like a butternut squash with a narrow beak of a nose. The words on his T-shirt read, SIC SEMPER TYRANNIS, alongside an image of Abraham Lincoln’s face. The man did not stop driving for an hour and forty-five minutes, when he parked the truck next to a day care center crawling with babies, locked its doors, and walked away. Inside, a bomb fuse fizzed. At 9:02 A.M., the truck erupted.

I was sixteen years old, a high school student in Lynnwood, Washington, two thousand miles away, watching the carnage in Oklahoma City unfold over a television in a friend’s home that day. A group of us had left campus early, and I remember sitting on a carpet as newscasters replayed the images of a fireman cradling a bloody baby and wires and pipes dangling from the wreckage of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building like veins. Nineteen children died in the attack, 168 people in all. But none of those lives concerned me. Not in that moment. Not on that day.

Shortly before Timothy McVeigh left for Oklahoma City, another man had been making his way toward the Whispering Pines apartment complex just a few minutes from where I lived. His name was James Yukon McCray. He had a broken heart and a gun. It was just after 4 A.M. in the Pacific Northwest when he arrived outside the complex dressed in dark clothes and a red-and-black stocking cap. There was a girl inside apartment 265, my schoolmate and friend Sangeeta Lal.

At sixteen, Sangeeta still had the face of a child, round and cheeky, with long, wavy black hair that she smoothed down with coconut oil. Later that morning she was supposed to be at school, where she usually showed up in lipstick the same shade as her nails and jeans four sizes too big for her five-foot frame, cuffed at the bottoms and held up with a long belt. It was a chilly morning, and she might have arrived to first period in her army green windbreaker over an Atlanta Falcons sweatshirt, and a pair of white sneakers.

Her family had relocated from the island of Fiji to our suburban town twenty-two minutes north of Seattle. The day before, in the parking lot after school, Sangeeta showed me the new white sedan she’d received for her birthday and told me we would go for a spin in it soon. She kissed its window and left cranberry-colored stains on the glass, then gave me a hug good-bye. Her single mother had purchased the car with money saved from her job at the Nintendo of America headquarters in Redmond, Washington, where she worked the early shift. On that morning, she had already left for work when the first phone call came in to 911.

At 4:18 A.M., a female voice connected on the line with an emergency operator, saying that she could hear someone knocking on her window. The caller’s name was Sangeeta. She said the person was trying to break in. A neighbor woke up and heard something too, like glass breaking and boards creaking or steel nails being ripped from their foundation. The neighbor looked out her window and saw nothing.

But back at apartment 265, the intruder was already climbing inside. The line went dead. The operator called back, and an answering machine picked up. Police units headed to Whispering Pines to check on a burglary in progress.

WE KNEW HE sometimes beat her up, and we had tried to convince her to break it off. Once she hid from James inside the apartment where I lived with my mother and brother. James was five years older than Sangeeta and did not go to school with us, but he often picked her up from campus. He had a cruel streak, like the time he convinced one of Sangeeta’s friends to let him perm her hair and slipped Nair hair removal cream into the so-called perm solution.

She had been trying to break it off with him for a while. The assistant principal knew that Sangeeta had filed a domestic violence report against him with the school police officer earlier that year. Several weeks earlier, she had broken up with him for good, but that had done nothing to convince him to leave her alone. Sangeeta talked to another police officer on campus about him the same day she showed me her car, and she stopped by to see her sixteen-year-old neighbor in apartment 267 around 4 P.M. to explain that James had threatened to hurt her and her mom. Sangeeta took down her neighbor’s phone number in case she might need him.

SHE RAN OUTSIDE on that dark morning with James on her trail. Dogs barked as neighbors slept. Some residents heard shrieks and footsteps outside their windows, but did not get out of bed. Sangeeta made it to apartment 283, on the ground level. According to police reports, a thirty-nine-year-old man named Sherman was sleeping on the floor of the apartment near the sliding glass door when he heard someone banging on it. He got up and looked into the terrified eyes of a young girl. “Help me, help me!” she screamed. “Let me in!”

But before he could react, he watched a man about six inches taller than she was come from behind and drag her away from the porch and onto the lawn. Sherman saw him pull back the slide on his 9-millimeter automatic and aim it at her.

“Please don’t!” Sangeeta screamed.

James looked through the glass doors at Sherman, who bolted out of the way, crouching behind a television. He heard one shot.

A neighbor in 284, next door, looked out of his window and saw a girl on the grass. It looked as if she was sitting down, as a man hovered over her. She’d been shot in the chest.

“Bitch!” he shouted. “Get up!”

“Please don’t!” Sangeeta repeated. “Please don’t!”

He fired a second shot.

Sangeeta collapsed, her face in the grass. James looked up and saw the neighbor in 284 peering through his window. Their eyes met, and James took off. He ran through an alley, straight back to Sangeeta’s apartment, where he killed himself with a single bullet.

In three hours, the world would begin tuning in to Oklahoma. But at school, her friends would be steered to the career center, where grief counselors stood on guard. As a group, we were told of her death before the rest of the students. It didn’t actually sink in until the campuswide announcement a few minutes later, as if the principal saying it over a loud speaker made it official. His voice came over the intercom: Sangeeta Lal, a Lynnwood High School sophomore, had been killed early that morning. In an instant, the room became a blur of wailing, disoriented teenagers.

We wandered around the school in a teary daze and continued our mourning off campus, as friends piled into my beat-up blue Honda Accord. We drove around until we ended up in a friend’s living room, where we waited for news to come over the television. That was how it happened, right? People got shot and it ended up on television. Or in the newspaper. But we could find nothing on the newscast about Sangeeta that day. All the channels went back to firefighters and frantic parents in Oklahoma. When the newspaper mentioned the murder-suicide the next day, it printed her age wrong—she was in her late teens, or maybe twenty. It didn’t mention her name at all. In the week that followed, her death was written up in the format the news business calls a “brief.” There was not enough information, or it was simply not important enough, to merit an entire story.

Police found a gun, along with Sangeeta’s school ID and driver’s learner’s permit in her bedroom, near James’s body. At 12:55 P.M., a police officer and a chaplain had shown up at her mother’s job at Nintendo to inform her that her daughter had been shot to death. They asked her to come to the medical examiner’s office to view the body.

I saw her mother a couple of times in the following days. Inside the apartment where James had committed suicide, she lay on a couch moaning and looked into the face of my friend Rosemary, who resembled her daughter a little, and called her “My Sangeeta.” I heard her bone-searing screams during the wake, as Sangeeta lay in a coffin, her body draped in a shimmering gown, a bindi dot on her forehead, the corners of her mouth turned upward. I heard her mother’s delirium again at the funeral, especially before they took her Sangeeta to be cremated. She followed her daughter’s casket out, as if she wanted to climb inside with her. I never forgot the image or the sound.

I was an editor at my high school newspaper, The Royal Gazette, at the time and wrote a front-page story about Sangeeta, trying to include all the details that local newspapers had not, and I wrote about her again weeks later for a regionwide teen newspaper operated under The Seattle Times.

Sangeeta was the first person I had known and cared about who died violently, and hers was the first death I ever covered as a reporter.

THEN IT WAS Monday, April 16, 2007. Newswires hummed. There had been a shooting at Virginia Tech University. Monitoring from my desk in New York City, where I had been stationed as a national correspondent for the Los Angeles Times, I read reports that said the estimated death toll had climbed to twenty, with the final count as yet unknown. I booked a flight to Virginia. There was a windstorm and the small plane rocked like a boat riding torrential waves, but we touched down safely and I rented a car and drove to the campus in Blacksburg, arriving as the sun was beginning to rise.

Not even twenty-four hours had passed since a twenty-three-year-old college senior named Seung-Hui Cho had gone on a shooting rampage, and some families still did not know if their loved ones were alive. That became clear during my first stop at The Inn at Virginia Tech, a hotel and conference center with a gray stone exterior, which had become a gathering center for family and friends. As I arrived, a red-eyed man was beginning to wade with desperation toward the hundreds of media trucks and satellite dishes blanketing the hotel parking lot. When I approached he told me that his daughter, Erin Peterson, an eighteen-year-old freshman in international studies, had not responded to his phone calls. She was a basketball player (his first daughter had died of cancer at 8). She would certainly have found a way to contact her family to let them know she was alive.

“She would have called,” a woman behind him whimpered. “She would have called us by now.”

The family told me they had visited hospitals in the area but could not find her. They had received word that she might be at one hospital and headed there, but the patient turned out to be someone else. Now Erin’s father just wanted information, and he was willing to hurl himself before a gaggle of reporters just in case any one of us could help. He gave me his cell phone number and told me to contact him if I heard anything about his daughter.

There was a candlelight vigil on the Virginia Tech Drillfield that night as the sky turned from blood orange to plum blue and hundreds of people wrapped their bodies in blankets bearing the school’s name and lit candles inside Dixie cups. The field shimmered with fire and murmured with prayers: “Just bring this campus comfort.”

I glanced over at Norris Hall, a stone structure. Inside, thirty-one of the thirty-three students and faculty present had died the previous morning. The highest death toll had occurred in room 211, an intermediate French class, where Cho had killed twelve others and wounded six, before taking his own life. Erin Peterson, I soon learned, had been killed in 211 also. That was the room I decided to write about, focusing on the people who had lived and died in it.

It took a week to track down the few survivors who made it out, and from each interview the same character emerged as the heart of the class, its professor Jocelyne Couture-Nowak, also known as “Madame Couture.” She had been killed trying to protect her students. Madame Couture adored the French language and reveled in teaching it, punctuating her comments on students’ papers with exclamation points and breaking into French songs during class, flailing her arms like a conductor as students followed her lead, botching lyrics and singing out of tune. Sometimes she got so excited about a lesson that she had to interrupt her sentences to take a deep breath.

Her funeral was held at the Peggy Lee Hahn Garden Pavilion eight days after the shooting. I walked across campus to the funeral with some of the students she’d taught who had survived. Madame Couture’s wooden coffin was draped in the Acadian flag. Her husband, Jerzy Nowak, was head of the horticulture department, and his wife loved flowers and plants as much as he did. Her funeral took place on his birthday.

“Jocelyne, my darling, if Heaven exists, this is your Heaven,” he said in front of the crowd of seven hundred. “You are surrounded by family and friends you cherish, by students you respect and passionately help to succeed.”

One student who spoke at the funeral was supposed to have been in room 211 on the day of the shooting but had awakened late and not gone to class. He had lost his best friend in the rampage and offered these words about his professor on his classmates’ behalf: “Madame, have you touched all of us in a profound way that we will never forget, and will we always love you?”

He paused and continued. “Mais oui, Madame. Mais oui.”

Those were the final words I wrote. The article was published, and I flew back to New York a few days later, spent and sad.

In the dozen years since Sangeeta’s death, I had attended scores of funerals, written hundreds of obituaries, knocked on the doors of victims and survivors of tragedies, and interviewed family members and friends of the dead. I had become a journalist to try to explain and interpret the world and its stories. But death’s mercilessness and meaning, I could not figure out, no matter how many stories I wrote.

Winter had not yet eased its clench on New York City in the days after my return from Virginia. One morning, a Web link popped up on my screen in a condensed search engine feed on New Jersey, which immediately caught my interest. A student from a campus not far from New York had written about a popular teacher. The headline read, “Gaining a Little Life Perspective: Capture each moment of your life in Death in Perspective, an amazing class offered at Kean.”

A professor of death. Maybe I could write an article about her class? Who knew, maybe I would even learn something in the process.

HER NAME WAS Dr. Norma Bowe, a registered nurse who also held a master’s degree in health administration, a PhD in community health policy, and a tenured professorship at Kean University in Union, New Jersey, a thirty-minute drive without traffic or two quick train rides away from New York City. A proud mother who had raised two daughters, she had spent two decades working in emergency rooms, intensive care, and psychiatric wards before coming to Kean University, where she taught classes on mental health, nursing, and public health. But Norma was most widely known around campus as the professor who had created the most popular class at Kean University. Rivaled only by Human Sexuality, Death in Perspective had a three-year waiting list.

The professor and I hatched a plan. She agreed to allow me to shadow her class as a journalist documenting the experience for as long as it took. But I would also have to participate in her class as a student.

And so the official odyssey began on the first day of the Spring 2009 semester, although I had been following her around for about six months already. The moment I stepped into her office, Norma made it clear that she was no stranger to her own death dramas. She often found herself cast in the center of them.

She launched into a recap of the winter break, speaking almost without pause: “A student of mine called me on New Year’s Day, hysterically crying. I was home by myself. . . . Her father, because of the financial crisis, had decided to blow up the house with his wife and son in it. He figured, in his crazy thinking, it would be better for the mother and son to go to Heaven.”

When the girl arrived home, the house was filled with gas. Norma knew the man needed a psychiatric evaluation. Norma picked the student up and drove her father to the hospital.

Meanwhile, another student’s mother had tried to commit suicide right after New Year’s Day, and a young man she knew had succeeded in killing himself. Norma had been called upon for crisis relief in each case.

Norma pulled out a pile of photocopied syllabi. A bumper sticker stuck to her filing cabinet read: WATCH OUT I’M FRESH OUT OF ANTI-DEPRESSANTS. Taped to the office door was an article: “One Year After Virginia Tech.” Videos and books spilled onto the floor, with titles such as Killer Disease on Campus: Meningitis; The Autobiography of Dying; Life, Death and Somewhere in Between; Forced Exit: The Slippery Slope from Assisted Suicide to Legalized Murder; Remembrances and Celebrations: A Book of Eulogies, Elegies, Letters and Epitaphs; The Realities of Aging; There’s No Place Like Hope: A Guide to Beating Cancer in Mid-sized Bites; Young Shooter; Jesus Camp; Jumping off Bridges. . . . On her desk lay a photocopied suicide note that a student had given her—written not by him but by his mother. It had dried blood staining its edge, and the scribbled words on it read, “I know you guys diserved [sic] better I’m sorry I was what u got.”

Nearby was a printout of an email titled “Hi I’m in Iraq again.” It had been written to Norma by a former Death in Perspective student who was now assigned to a hospital at Balad Air Base. The staff sergeant described treating a two-year-old boy with burns over 70 percent of his body and a thirty-eight-year-old Iraqi gunshot victim. “I swear she was shot more times than Tupac, Biggie Smalls and 50 Cent,” he wrote, requesting that she share his letters with her classes. Norma tucked the letter into her pile of syllabi, gathered up her keys and books, and click-clacked down the hall toward the classroom in her black high-heeled Mary Janes.

FOR MUCH OF the early twentieth century, talking openly and honestly about death was considered poor taste—especially inside classrooms. But by the 1960s, some scholars had come to believe that death education was as important as sex education, if not more important—since not everyone had sex.

Pioneers such as the psychiatrist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross had begun dragging “death out of the darkness,” as a 1969 Time magazine article put it, and the first college class on death was taught at the University of Minnesota in 1963. Others followed, and the burgeoning field soon came to be referred to as thanatology.

By 1971, more than six hundred death courses were being offered across the United States, and five years later that number had nearly doubled. Now thousands of such classes can be found across disciplines from psychology to philosophy to medical science to sociology. Scholarly research journals focusing on death and dying have emerged, as well as textbooks and death education conferences. Some colleges offer degree and certificate programs with death, dying, and bereavement concentrations, and increasingly, as at Kean University, undergraduates can take such classes as general electives.

Teachers take their own approach to death classes; some stick to pedagogy, lecturing about academic research and theory, while others put their own spins on it, with students lighting candles and sitting in silence before beginning class.

But Norma had hardly heard of any of those other death classes when she designed her curriculum more than a decade ago.

WHEN THE DOOR to room 426, Hennings Hall, swung open that January afternoon, two dozen students greeted the professor. The early ones sat at desks lined up in rows, their faces illuminated by white lights, the kind you might find in a hospital ward. A sunbeam of dust particles fluttered through half-raised window blinds.

“Hi, everybody,” Norma said, dimming the lights. “The first thing we’re going to do is set up in a circle.”

The students began scooting chairs and desks. I took a seat near the door.

“This is a health class,” she continued, “but it’s not like any kind of health class that you’ve ever had before. It’s probably not like any class you’ve had before in any subject.”

She distributed the copies of the syllabus and began to go through each section. She would use a variety of books, she explained, including Tuesdays with Morrie, by Mitch Albom, stories about visits to a former teacher on his deathbed, and The Diving Bell and the Butterfly, by Jean-Dominique Bauby, a memoir he wrote after a stroke that left him with locked-in syndrome, a condition in which his mind and consciousness worked, even though he could not move or talk. He wrote the book by blinking his left eye, Norma told the class, as an assistant read him letters of the alphabet.

She held up the Death, Society, and Human Experience textbook, which each student was required to purchase, but if she spent each class lecturing from it, she said, “You all would be very bored and drooling out of your mouths.” She mimicked a person keeled over atop her book, as a few students chuckled. The class would be more heavily focused on discussions, with some lectures and exams based on readings. “So be on top of your reading.” But the core of the class, she explained, would be the personal assignments and field trips.

“Most of you are here for a reason,” she said. “Maybe someone’s story in this room, or someone’s experience, might press on some scar tissue for you. So that’s okay. We’re sitting in a circle right now because we’re really beginning a bereavement group.”

The students tried not to look at one another. Norma gave out the first assignment. They opened their notebooks and waited for her cue to take notes: “Write a good-bye letter to someone or something that you’ve lost,” she said. “I’d like you to say whatever you need to say to that person, and then I’d like you to sign and date the letter. Whatever popped into your head first when I said those words, that’s where you should go.”

“Any questions?” she concluded. The students shook their heads and began zipping coats and bags. “All right, have a good week.”

A FEW DAYS later, on assignment for the newspaper, I met one of the survivors of the US Airways flight that had landed in the Hudson River at a Dunkin’ Donuts near his home in Long Island. At twenty-three, Bill Zuhoski was not much older than most of Norma’s students.

He told me how he had been sitting in the very back of the plane when it started to plummet. The second of five siblings, he had quickly begun to agonize that his family would learn of his death on television. The man sitting to his right did not say a word, but the man to his left squeezed his arm and prayed, all the while asking “Are we over the water? Are we near the airport?” Bill peered out the window, giving updates.

The back of the aircraft slammed into the water first, bashing Bill’s forehead against the seat in front of him and busting up his face. People raved afterward that it was such a smooth landing, but it certainly did not feel like that in the back. His glasses flew off. Without them he could hardly see his hand in front of him. Frigid water poured into the plane, rapidly rising to his waist. No, he thought, it would not be the crash that killed him; he was going to drown. He stripped down to his underwear, bolting over the top of the seats like a lizard. He slithered so fast that soon there was no water, just the fabric tops of seats. He missed the first emergency exit, which he might have been able to spot had he been wearing his glasses, but found his way to an exit at the front of the plane and onto a slide that led to a floating dinghy.

People saw his shirtless, shivering body in the raft on television screens and in photos around the world. “Hey,” some said to him afterward, “you’re the naked guy!” It seemed that no one else on board had stripped down in a panic as he had, but in the moment all he could think about was becoming as weightless as possible so he could swim, fast. Survive.

In the weeks that followed, people from across the country sent him letters tucked in Bibles and told him, “Congratulations on being alive.” Dozens of reporters like myself kept asking the same questions: What was it like to cheat death? How has this changed your life?

He had a hard time answering. “I don’t really know. I will tell you when it sets in.”

Others wondered whether he’d found God. But Bill never really felt he’d lost God. There had been no immediate revelation, no overnight awakening, no obvious rebirth. It almost seemed to frustrate him that he couldn’t come up with something more profound to say about his world-captivating brush with death, besides “I don’t sweat the small stuff anymore, like traffic.” He offered a half smile, as if he knew how insufficient that sounded.

I bade farewell to Bill and took a seat in a cold, empty station on Long Island. The next train was an hour away. I opened a blank page on my computer screen and sat there for a moment, remembering what Norma had told the class: “Whatever popped into your head first when I said those words.”

Then I began to type: “Dear Sangeeta . . .”
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Death’s Secrets



DEATH IN PERSPECTIVE

The following course excerpts are from the syllabus, class outline, guidelines, and assignments created and designed by Dr. Norma Bowe, PhD, RN, MS, CHES.

FROM CLASS OUTLINE

• Introduction, Attitude Survey, Definitions

• What Is Death? Biomedical Interpretations

TAKE-HOME WRITING ASSIGNMENT: The Good-bye Letter

Write a good-bye letter to someone you have lost.

Erika Hayasaki

Dr. Bowe

Death in Perspective

Good-bye Letter

I wrote an article about you for the school newspaper, The Royal Gazette. On the day it came out, a teacher came storming into the journalism classroom and unleashed on me: How could I have published such gory details about a classmate’s murder? How dare I upset the school even more?

It was then I realized how taboo the subject of death was and how scared people were to face it.





ONE


The Professor

When it came to death, Norma Bowe had the fearlessness of a swift-water rescue team; when everyone else wanted to get away from the force of the current, she went charging straight into it instead. Not many threats in this world seemed to rattle her: not guns, murderers, or the criminally insane, and certainly not death. With cheeks that swelled when she smiled as if she’d stuck a Tootsie Pop beneath each one and a high-pitched reverberating laugh, she made you feel as though, if you could only hold on to her hands long enough, you might just be the one person lucky enough to escape.

There was an air of invincibility surrounding her, a feeling so magnetic that long after class had been dismissed students found themselves wanting to hang out with “Dr. Bowe,” which was what they called her, despite her insistence that they call her Norma. They lingered in her office for hours, even when she wasn’t there. When she actually did get sick or injured, some of them reacted with stunned disbelief, as if they didn’t think a woman like that could be mortal. But she knew there was an art to surviving. That is what she wanted her students to learn.

Norma had a fondness for cemeteries and could spend hours perusing inscriptions on tombstones or kicking back on a freshly mowed patch of grass next to the grave of a stranger. If she had enough free time, which was rare, she might even bring along one of her favorite Jodi Picoult novels to read. When traveling to a new city, Norma did not think it at all odd to pay a visit to the local graveyard, snapping photos as if it were a regular tourist destination. She believed cemeteries held the stories that history books could not always document; they were the overlooked, underused classrooms beneath our feet, so it made sense to her to teach a lesson inside one every once in a while.

The Rosedale & Rosehill Cemetery in Linden, New Jersey, where her students convened one summer night, was bordered by an auto-stripping business, a school-bus yard, a truck repair shop, a warehouse, and a headstone company, Payless Monuments. As dusk fell, students parked their cars in a line as if part of a funeral procession along a quiet road that meandered through the cemetery. The memorial grounds would have been mostly empty without her class, except for the squirrels, crickets, and crows. Norma planned to give a lecture here on the biology of dying, and she had warned the students beforehand that it would be important to take notes; questions about it could end up on the final exam.

“Hi, everyone,” she said, waving with a wide smile as she pulled up late to the cemetery in her silver Mazda minivan full of students. Norma and her students jokingly referred to it as the “party bus,” because the van spent its days shuttling students on field trips to prisons, funeral homes, hospice care centers, mental hospitals, and morgues. Its bumper sticker read AMERICA NEEDS A WOMAN PRESIDENT, and its floors and seats were littered with pink highlighters, an unopened Doritos bag, a dozen stuffed purple bunnies, a Celtic Thunder CD, the sound track of Hairspray, and clusters of straws sealed in paper wrapping.

She emerged like a fairy godmother before her students, hopping out of the van and hurrying into the graveyard with all eyes on her, walking with a side-to-side wag, a slight stoop of the shoulders, her feet nudged outward like a pair of wings.

“Nothing like a good cemetery, right?” she asked, rounding everyone up.

She had long brassy hair that she usually wore down, like today, or in a high ponytail when it frizzed in humidity. Her eyes changed colors in the light, like speckled brown jade, and her skin was flushed in the face, more suntanned on the arms and chest with a spattering of freckles. Her underactive thyroid made it easy for her to gain weight and hard to lose it, and she barely ate with her nonstop schedule, subsisting on unsweetened iced Dunkin Donuts’ lattes. She was pear-shaped and pretty, with a sturdy frame that locked her soft edges into place. During non–work days, she dressed folksy: long, flowing skirts, walker’s sandals, turquoise and silver jewelry, and trinkets the color of bones. At work, she sometimes dressed as if she might be called to attend a funeral at any moment, which happened occasionally: black skirts, black dresses, black stockings, black heels. For color, she’d add a bright scarf.

Today she wore black billowy pants and a black cardigan over a pink blouse, with scarlet lipstick and a green gemstone bracelet. Her heavy key chain jangled as she walked, containing more keys than any one person could possibly need, along with membership cards for places such as Petco Pals, Borders, Brooks Memorial Library in Brattleboro, Vermont, and Curves health club for women.

“Guess what?” she said in her singsong voice, which always seemed as though it were stuck in falsetto. “There’s a crematory across the street.” That was where they burned bodies, she explained to the students, suggesting that maybe they could stop by and check it out later.

The professor led everyone on a tour of the grounds, straightening roses on graves and standing tipped-over fences and flags upright. Dandelions and white clover pushed through the ground as Norma took moments of silence to pay tribute to the bodies beneath.

The cemetery was divided into neighborhoods, mirroring a typical big city: Chinese, Spanish, Ukrainian, Polish, Russian, Greek.

If the Chinese section had been a real neighborhood, it probably would have boasted the highest property values. Its tall arched pillars bore the name Greater Chinatown Community Assn. Rows of polished pink or shiny gray headstone blocks, some as big as refrigerators, stretched into the horizon. Engraved into the facades were intricate bamboo designs and horizontal Chinese characters, but English lettering could also be found on some, names such as Low, Lam, Lau, Chung, Wong, Kong. Small red rocks balanced atop some headstones, as if placed there as offerings.

Norma parked herself here, sitting cross-legged in front of a thirty-six-ton granite sculpture of a 1982 diesel Mercedes-Benz 2400 with a license plate reading RAY TSE. Rising from a low stone slab behind a Roman-style pillared mausoleum, the memorial had been built to look like an entombed car, right down to the headlights, windshield wipers, door handles, and Mercedes logos on the trunk, nose, and rims—except for a missing hood ornament, left off because it would have been too easy to break off and pocket.

Students rubbed their fingers along the smooth granite. As the story went, fifteen-year-old Raymond Tse, Jr., had wanted his own Mercedes, but he had died in a car accident in 1981 before ever having a chance to earn his driver’s license. His millionaire older brother, the landlord and businessman Raymond David Tse, paid for the tribute, estimated at $250,000.

“When I think about what the body does when we die, it’s not like there’s a point where everything shuts down,” Norma noted. “It doesn’t happen all at once.”

She made clear that she was speaking of natural deaths from disease and physical ailments, not sudden deaths from murders or car accidents. In violent deaths, bodies don’t have time to make those little adjustments for our comfort. “It’s wild how the body works,” she went on. “Our bodies take care of us our entire lifetime, take care of us when we’re sick, when we’re ill. At the very end it does that too.”

“The first thing that happens is, the circulatory system begins to shift the blood supply to all of the major organs,” Norma said. “We’re very hardwired to survive, so the brain gets the message; rather than the heart pumping blood all the way to the tips of the toes and back up again, it really just starts to pool to the major organs, heart, lungs, brain, digestive system, kidneys, liver. So a lot of times people will begin to complain of feeling cold. They will ask for a blanket, even if it’s a hundred degrees in August.”

That meant death is near, she explained, three weeks away, maybe two. The body temperature can drop a degree or more. Hands and feet take on the frigid feel of refrigerated poultry. Arms and legs begin to look pasty, draped over bones like pie dough, sometimes gray or violet, blotchy, like a web of bruises. Nail beds turn blue; the lines around the mouth, blue too. Blood vessels protrude near the surface of the skin, like varicose veins. The blood lacks oxygen and is no longer cherry red, as healthy blood should be. Instead, it turns a deep, black merlot, so dark it appears blue beneath the skin. This, Norma explained, is called “cyanosis.”

Another sign of impending death: fading eyesight. A dying person might want brighter lighting, the curtains open. While sight is among the first senses to go, she said, hearing is last. You must not assume that a dying person doesn’t know what is going on around him or her, she explained, but carry on as if he or she can hear everything. You can read the newspaper to him or her, leaning close to his or her ears as you speak.

A week or so before death, the blood shifts again, this time away from the digestive system and to the kidneys, heart, lungs, and liver. “That makes it so people stop feeling hungry,” she said. “They don’t want to eat any more.” Favorite meals do not spark the same glimmer of delight. They won’t complain of hunger or thirst, even in the absence of intravenous feeding tubes. The body won’t miss the satisfaction of an overstuffed belly, won’t crave what it no longer needs. If you hold a stethoscope to the abdomen, Norma said, listen for bowel sounds: the contracting movement of muscles pushing food down the digestive tract—or peristalsis—has slowed, maybe even stopped. “So what do we do?” she said. We who love them want to feed them anyway. “We tell them, ‘You’ll like it, it’s good,’ ” she said. They might become bloated, nauseous, constipated, or begin vomiting. “We force-feed people,” she said. “It makes us feel better, folks, it doesn’t make them feel better.”

When the liver has begun to shut down, usually a few days before death, a person might become more agitated, shifting around in bed, and the whites of the eyes turn yellow. “It might look like they’re in agony,” Norma explained. Toxic waste has been building up in their bodies because the liver has stopped filtering it as it used to.

The breathing becomes rapid and shallow, up to fifty breaths per minute, mostly through an open, drooling mouth. The respiratory rate slows, the heart beats staccato. Death may be just hours away now. At times it might seem as if there is little attempt to breathe at all, a pause of ten seconds, as when a sleeping person snores deeply, then does not inhale for a few seconds, before letting out a long, rapid whoosh of air. “Those periods of apnea will get longer and longer,” Norma said. This phase might be accompanied by short heaving gasps or barking: the “agonal phase.”

Saliva, unable to be swallowed, builds up deep in the back of the throat, too deep for nurses to suction it out, causing a congested, purring sound—the “death rattle.”

This is known as Cheyne-Stokes respiration, named after John Cheyne and William Stokes, two physicians who first described and documented the breathing pattern in the nineteenth century. “Air comes into the mouth, and it just goes about as far as the trachea, that’s it,” Norma said. “Breathing is more rapid. Cheyne-Stokes breathing, when it starts, you have just a few hours, maybe twenty-four hours.”

“It is like asthma?” a student asked.

“No,” she replied. “With asthma, bronchioles are constricted, you can hear wheezing and people struggling to breathe.” Cheyne-Stokes breathing, she said, “is very peaceful. It’s just a little bit of air being exchanged.”

Euphoria sets in. The body takes care of the dying mind. The mind takes care of the dying body. “You know that great feeling, when you first meet somebody you’re really attracted to, when you fall in love? We’ve all had that feeling,” Norma said. It’s caused by seratonin, dopamine, and norepinephrine. “Those chemicals will continue to increase, and they are at peak in the moment when you die.”

The neurotransmitters that carry nerve impulses between cells, causing feelings of joy or euphoria, counter pain, even as the blood pressure continues to plummet, the skin turns a dull grayish hue, and the capillaries in the nose thicken. “Imagine, your dying brain gets flooded with this stuff,” Norma went on.

Little by little, the pulse rate and blood pressure go up and within an hour start to drastically drop. “Your heart rate will continue to drop until your heart stops.”

“Your breathing will stop first,” Norma said. “The heartbeat will stop last.”

The time of death will be recorded once the heart has stilled, she said. If you examine the pupils, they will look dilated and dull, vacant.

“The appearance of a newly lifeless face cannot be mistaken for unconsciousness,” wrote Sherwin B. Nuland in How We Die: Reflections on Life’s Final Chapter. “Within a minute after the heart stops beating the face begins to take on the unmistakable gray-white pallor of death; in an uncanny way, the features very soon appear corpselike, even to those who have never before seen a dead body. A man’s corpse looks as though his essence has left him and it has.”

The body temperature cools by one degree per hour. Livor mortis, a red marbling of the skin, sets in. Within twenty-four hours, rigor mortis, a stiffening of tissues, ensues, beginning with the face and moving down through the corpse. Then, as though thawing, the body again goes limp. Norma had seen all of this happen hundreds of times while working as a nurse, in places such as the neurology intensive care unit. But, she added, “there’s a lot we can’t explain. We just don’t know everything that happens when people die.”

TO EMPHASIZE THAT point, she followed her biology of dying lecture with a story from when she had been a young nurse on hospital rounds. As she explained to her students, patients often awoke from very bad illnesses or cardiac arrests, talking about how they had been floating over their bodies. “Mm-hmmm,” Norma would reply, sometimes thinking, Yeah, yeah, I know, you were on the ceiling.

Such stories were recounted so frequently that they hardly jolted medical personnel. Norma at the time had mostly chalked it up to some kind of drug reaction or brain malfunction, something like that.

“No, really,” said a woman who’d recently come out of a coma. “I can prove it.”

The woman had been in a car accident and been pronounced dead on arrival when she was brought into the emergency room. Medical students and interns had begun working on her and managed to get her heartbeat going, but then she had coded again. They’d kept on trying, jump-starting her heart again, this time stabilizing it. She’d remained in a coma for months, unresponsive.

Then one day she awoke, talking about the brilliant light and how she remembered floating over her body. Norma thought she could have been dreaming about all kinds of things in those months when she was unconscious.

But the woman told them she had obsessive-compulsive disorder and had a habit of memorizing numbers. While she was floating above her body, she had read the serial number on top of the respirator machine. And she remembered it. Norma looked at the machine. It was big and clunky, and this one stood about seven feet high. There was no way to see on top of the machine without a stepladder.

“Okay, what’s the number?” Another nurse took out a piece of paper to jot it down. The woman rattled off twelve digits.

A few days later, the nurses called maintenance to take the ventilator machine out of the room. The woman had recovered so well, she no longer needed it. When the worker arrived, the nurses asked if he wouldn’t mind climbing to the top to see if there was a serial number up there. He gave them a puzzled look and grabbed his ladder. When he made it up there, he told them that indeed there was a serial number.

The nurses looked at each other. Could he read it to them? Norma watched him brush off a layer of dust to get a better look. He read the number. It was twelve digits long: the exact number that the woman had recited.

The professor would later come to find out that her patient’s story was not unique. One of Norma’s colleagues at the University of Virginia Medical Center at the time, Dr. Raymond Moody, had published a book in 1975 called Life After Life, for which he had conducted the first large-scale study of people who had been declared clinically dead and been revived, interviewing 150 people from across the country. Some had been gone for as long as twenty minutes with no brain waves or pulse.

In her lectures, Norma sometimes shared pieces of his research with her own students. Since Moody had begun looking into the near-death experiences, researchers from around the world had collected data on thousands and thousands of people who had gone through them—children, the blind, and people of all belief systems and cultures—publishing the findings in medical and research journals and books. Still, no one has been able to definitively account for the common experience all of Moody’s interviewees described.

The inevitable question always followed: Is there life after death?

Everyone had to answer that question based on his or her own beliefs, the professor said. For some of her students, that absence of scientific evidence of an afterlife did little to change their feelings about their faith. For others, it put that much more pressure on this life.

In the cemetery that evening, the sky had turned the color of slate. Some of the students were sitting on a curb listening to the lecture with outstretched legs, their feet clad in flip-flops and sneakers. Others leaned against cars. One young man wore his fraternity letters. A couple of young ladies were dressed in business attire: white collared shirts, slacks, and high heels. No one could have known it that day, but a year from now one of those students—the short-haired woman in glasses, holding her spiral notebook, with a beige cardigan over her Kean University T-shirt—would be dead herself, a victim of a house fire that started after she had fallen asleep without putting out her cigarette.

Norma dismissed her students. They climbed into cars and SUVs, filing out minutes before total darkness fell.

MOST PEOPLE SAY they do not fear death or barely think about it at all, according to Gallup polls. But Ernest Becker, a cultural anthropologist who won a Pulitzer Prize for his book The Denial of Death, argued that we’re kidding ourselves; fear of death makes us want to engage in activities that render us unique, allowing us to reach a level of putative immortality. Death anxiety, Becker believes, is the powerful undercurrent stirring human behavior.

“What does it mean to be a self-conscious animal?” he wrote. “The idea is ludicrous, if it is not monstrous. It means to know that one is food for worms. This is the terror: to have emerged from nothing, to have a name, consciousness of self, deep inner feelings, an excruciating inner yearning for life and self-expression and with all this yet to die. It seems like a hoax, which is why one type of cultural man rebels openly against the idea of God. What kind of deity would create such a complex and fancy worm food?”

But if death is terrifying to most people, Norma knew that her job was to impart the more useful lesson about it: how to live a good life while always under the sharp tip of mortality. The narratives behind the bodies on the autopsy field trips to coroners’ offices on which she took her students told those truths. Like the seventy-three-year-old splayed on a metal table one morning, his face peeled from his skull, his forehead folded in a flap over his chin. The medical examiner’s report noted that he had hung himself in his garage. His wife had recently died, and it seemed that he could not bear to live on without her.

Displays of life’s daily horrors, usually hidden from the public’s view, ended up naked and spliced open by blue-gloved technicians, right before her students’ eyes. There was the married thirty-year-old father of three, his mouth open, his arms rigid and cocked. He had been shot in the head. Someone had found him at 9:41 the night before; his belongings had ended up spread across a white sheet on the medical examiner’s floor: a tangerine-and-red flame-colored T-shirt and sneakers that matched, a blood-soaked white undershirt, four packs of Newport cigarettes, a few dozen MetroCards for the New York City subway, $211 in cash.

And there was the boy who must have been about twelve. He had apparently hung himself in a basement with a dog leash. Norma just could not let that one go. After watching his autopsy on one field trip, she hunted down the information as to where the child’s funeral was being held and decided to attend.

There was no denying it: life’s edges brimmed with misery and cruelty. No wonder people often concluded that the dead were better off. In our youth, we looked forward to our futures, like “children in a theatre before the curtain is raised, sitting there in high spirits and eagerly waiting for the play to begin,” the nineteenth-century German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer once wrote. “It is a blessing that we do not know what is really going to happen. Could we foresee it, there are times when children might seem like innocent prisoners, condemned, not to death, but to life, and as yet all unconscious of what their sentence means.”

By the time many of Norma’s students came to her, they were already exhausted and confused about life and looking to find out how not to carry it out like a sentence.

In 1985, two researchers from the University of Louisiana at Lafayette embarked on what would become a twenty-year study to solve this question: what kind of students take death education courses in college, and why?

Sarah Brabant and Deann Kalich surveyed more than nine hundred students enrolled in Brabant’s Sociology of Death and Dying course and found that nearly 24 percent wanted to deal with their own grief issues; but, most startlingly, close to half of the students surveyed had “seriously contemplated committing suicide at some time in their lives.” Even more distressing, 10 percent of the students said they had actually tried to kill themselves at one point.

Norma saw all of this in sentences sprinkled through her students’ essays. Like this one from a student who had been homeless: “I used to pray every day until one day I lost hope and it felt like it was pointless.” Or this one: “After I was raped I wanted to curl up in a ball and die.”

The professor referred students to the college counseling center on a regular basis. They called her in the middle of the night, in the early morning, during class, during lunch; they sent urgent text messages, knocked on her office door in tears, broke down sobbing with her in hallways. She kept a school mental health counselor’s phone number in her cell phone. But some students simply threw it away when Norma jotted it down for them. They didn’t want to talk to a stranger. They only wanted to talk to her.

So Norma’s message was that happiness takes hard work. It should be approached like a series of homework assignments. She kept a small book in her office, A Short Guide to a Happy Life by Anna Quindlen, which she often quoted to students from memory. This was one of her favorite lines: “Life is made up of moments, small pieces of glittering mica in a long stretch of gray cement.” Quindlen went on, “We have to teach ourselves how to make room for them, to love them, and to live, really live.”

Living a long life didn’t come with any promises that it would be a happy one either. Norma learned this lesson on her own when she was a twenty-something nurse in Virginia. On home visiting duty, she met a 110-year-old woman living alone in a trailer in the woods. Mary Manly was her name. Her only son had died in his eighties, and all she had left was a little black mutt with a gray chin that seemed as old as his owner, hobbling around on his little legs. Mary had a wound on her leg, and Norma stopped by to tend to it every few days.

One day, she treated the wound with a wet-to-dry sterile dressing, chatting with Mary. As she was leaving the trailer, Norma looked back over her shoulder. Through a window, she watched Mary grab a bag of cornmeal, rip off the dressing, and stuff the ground dried maize into her wound.
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