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“The meaning of life is that it stops.”

—KAFKA
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Preface


Mortality and Faith is the second half of an autobiography whose first installment, Radical Son, was published more than twenty years ago. It completes the account of my life from where the first book left off to my seventy-eighth year. In contrast to Radical Son whose focus was my political odyssey, Mortality and Faith was conceived as a meditation on age, and on our common progress towards an end which is both final and opaque. These primal facts affect all we see and do, and force us to answer the questions as to why we are here and where we are going with conjectures that can only be taken on faith. Consequently, an equally important theme of this work is its exploration of the beliefs we embrace to answer these questions, and how the answers impact our lives.

The first three parts of this text were previously published in separate volumes, without drawing attention to their autobiographical nature. The final part, “Staying Alive,” is new. I have put the four parts together as a continuous text to make their autobiographical nature clear, and to underscore themes that contain the principal lessons I have learned in the course of my journey.

Another of my books, A Cracking of the Heart, also contains autobiographical reflections and addresses questions of mortality and faith. I did not include it in this volume because it is an elegy for my daughter Sarah and is a portrait of her life, not mine. Nonetheless, it shares with this volume a sensibility and inquiry that make it appropriate to mention.

In preparing this edition, I have changed a word or phrase here or there to improve the original texts.



BOOK I

The End of Time

(1993–2005)
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It is better to go to the house of mourning

than the house of feasting, for that is the end

of all; and the living will lay it to his heart.

—ECCLESIASTES



1


Going Home

When he was alive and I was still young, my father told me his version of the Fall. “We begin to die the day we are born,” he said. What I think my father meant by this was that the cells, which are the invisible elements of our being, are constantly churning in nature’s cycle. Silently, without our being aware of their agony, they are inexorably aging and taking us with them. Year by year, the skin parches, the sinews slacken, and the bones go brittle, until one day the process stops, and we are gone.

At least that is what I think my father said because that is all that I can remember. And what I can remember is all that is left of the time we spent together long ago, a fading image now like the rest. I can still see the sunlight on the green hedge where we paused on the sidewalk. I can see the mottled sycamores shading the street, and the way my father turned until the tan dome of his forehead caught the glint of the light when he shared his thought.

On this day we were taking our Saturday walk through Sunnyside Gardens, the neighborhood where I grew up. In the yards the spring warmth had pushed the yellow daffodils and purple crocuses through the black earth, creating warm little splashes of color. I remember the feeling of pleasure I had, and always did, being alone with him. Or maybe it is the lingering memory that is the pleasure. Or both. I can no longer tell.

When he didn’t go to work, my father took walks every day of his life that I can recall. It was only years afterward that it occurred to me that for him the aim of these walks was not to go somewhere, but to get away. A though the life he had been given was less than the one he wanted, or more than one he could bear.

As my father imparted his reflection, the timbre in his voice gave off no hint of gloom but was detached and clinical as though he was making a scientific observation devoid of human reference. Even now, I cannot guess what his intentions were, or why he decided to share this dark insight with me when I was so innocent of life myself. But he did; and the words have stuck ever since and into the present when age is already on me and has sunk its teeth into my marrow, and feelings of mortality have made themselves as familiar as hello and goodbye.
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It is more than half a century since my father and I took our walk. From that time until his death nearly forty years later in the same redbrick row house on the same tree-lined street, we never discussed the subject again. Though I never forgot what he said, I never bothered in all that time to inquire of anyone who might actually know whether it was based on a biological truth, or not. Nor did it ever occur to me that his words might not actually have referred to the objective world, but to his feelings about himself.

My father was a small, well-intentioned man of melancholy humors and roiling regrets. Bleak thoughts enveloped him in a cloud so dense he was rarely able to see the sun behind it. One effect of this rough-weather approach was to make it difficult for him to find pleasure in the opportunities life offered. When good fortune came knocking at his door, he received it more often than not as he would a visitor to the wrong address.

All our days together I wrestled with my father’s discontent and tried as best I could to overcome it. But eventually I understood that the well from which he drew his unhappiness was bottomless, and no one could stem its flow. As a result, the lesson he left me was not contained in the earnest lectures he gave, but in the instruction of a life that clung to its defeats like an infant to its mother’s breast.

Unlike my father, I do not feel that life is a downhill run. Nor do I think of it as an arc that rises steadily until it reaches its apogee, tapers, and arches back to earth. The fate we choose is inscribed in multiple flights. Some follow the gravity of rise and fall, while others—those of the spirit, for example—may never head downward but climb steadily to the end, where they just drop cliff-like into the dark.

Consequently, there is no right time for last words, no point of demarcation for our adieux; no designated moment to set down the summary thoughts of a mind still counting. Whether you begin to die at the beginning—as my father believed—or whether you burn brightly to the end, you can’t wait forever to pass to others what you have learned. When the time approaches you could already have a foot in oblivion, or be crippled by a stroke, or so blasted with pain as to lose the ability to reflect at all. In this life, you can be hauled off without warning. You can step onto the wrong plane, or off the wrong curb, or into the wrong conversation, and be gone. A microorganism can stumble into a passage to your heart and douse the lights before you even learn its name. Or the cells of your being—those busy dying since you were born—can go berserk and betray you in a cancer that chokes your last thought.

No matter how young you are or how far you get, you can never know if there will be hours enough to finish the page. Some of us get yanked before our time while others hang on longer than they should. Still others take themselves out when they think they’ve had enough. But what is enough, particularly if you wise up and eventually master the game? It doesn’t matter. The clock is ticking and the buzzer is set. This is an injustice that no reform can repair and no court redress.
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When I began these pages I was living in a Mediterranean-style house perched like an eyrie on the palisades high above the Pacific Ocean. I had gravitated to this refuge only two years before in what I realized was an hommage to a passion I inherited from my father. It was the only non-political one he ever really allowed himself: his unfulfilled longing for the sea.

On crystal days, which were many, I would look out through picture windows to my only horizon, a panorama of whitecaps and blue water, and miss him. At such moments my father’s ghost would sometimes return to haunt me. I could see the face I had both loved and feared approach on the ether of memory until it was only a breath away. An impulse to please would swell like an ocean wave inside me, and I would look out on the roll of dolphins and pelicans, and welcome my lost father to a luxury neither of us could ever have imagined would be ours.

In these reveries his spirit was so palpable I could almost touch it. I would point my fingers towards the apparition and run them down the slope of its brow until I had fully mapped the frown of his rejection. For there was never a chance he would accept my gift or enjoy its pleasures. Not now; not then; not ever. The opportunity rolled away from us like the ebb of an evening tide. It hardly matters why; whether he felt he didn’t deserve this happiness, or I didn’t, or both. It only matters that it was so. In my father’s house there were no mansions.
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Because he was unable to get what he wanted in this life, my father frittered away his days in dreams of the next. The metaphor of this longing was the sea, limitless and unattainable. What my father desperately wanted—or so he believed—was a world better than the one he had been given. This was the unrequited romance of his life, the object of the only prayers he ever allowed himself. But the world did not heed his prayers. It ignored him, as it does us all, and went its own way.

In the end, my father’s disappointment was the gift he gave me, an irony that still links us beyond the grave. His melancholy taught me the lesson he was unable to learn himself. Don’t bury the life you have been given in this world in fantasies of the next; don’t betray yourself with impossible dreams.

Are these judgments too harsh? Are they gripes of an ungrateful son? Perhaps the father I think I know was not so helpless after all; perhaps he was even shrewd. Maybe when he shared his thoughts with me on our neighborhood walk, he meant something else entirely. Maybe what he was saying to his son was this: Prepare now for the end.

When the novelist Saul Bellow reached the age of seventy-eight his brain was still kicking like that of a young man. All Marbles Still Accounted For was the witty title he devised for a novel he was writing that was still unfinished. In the pages of the books he did send to press, he showed he was still capable of turning out clever prose and was a step ahead in getting things to add up. He remained a master of the game.

In that same year Bellow published an elegiac tale about his dying mother who had been stricken with cancer a lifetime before. The story recounted an embarrassing incident, which its fictional narrator claimed had distracted him from his filial obligation. It happened on a winter’s day when his mother lay on a bed of pain, gulping the arduous breaths her family knew would be her last.

While the mother suffered, life continued for everyone else, including her son who went about his job delivering flowers for a local merchant. Late that afternoon, he was bearing an armful of lilies to the funeral of a young girl no older than himself. Entering the room where her coffin lay open, he cast a diffident eye on the lifeless form. After navigating the crowd of mourners and locating the grieving mother, he pressed his bouquet into her arms and fled.

This encounter with death so affected the young man that instead of returning to the shop for more orders or going home, he decided to stop at a nearby office building where his uncle worked. The uncle was out, but as the youth made his way down the hall he passed the open door of a doctor’s office and had a chance encounter with a sexual mystery woman. She was lying on a table naked, but failed to react when she caught sight of him spying on her. This seductive behavior planted the idea in his head that she was available for his pleasure. Hot with desire, he allowed her to lure him across town to an apartment, where she induced him to undress.

All the while his flesh was burning, which caused his brain cells to go numb so he didn’t see what was coming. When he had completely removed his clothes, the woman grabbed them and fled into the bitter cold of the Chicago night. Ruefully, Bellow’s narrator recalls how he put on a dress that he found in a closet, and went out into the freezing air, dreading the humiliation that awaited him, and his father’s anger, when he got back.

His money was gone and he had no carfare, so he went into a local bar where his luck improved when the bartender paid him to see a drunken customer home. Afterwards, he boarded the El that would take him back. But sitting in the train car, alone with his shame, he had an unnerving thought. Until then, he had been fearful of facing his father’s fury at what he had done. Now he began to hope for it instead. For he remembered what his desire had caused him to forget: his mother was dying. If his father was angry at him when he stepped through the front door, he would know she was still alive.

One lesson of this story concerns animal desire. Sex is a force so powerful that it is the source of endless human embarrassment and considerable personal grief. Lust will frustrate a man’s best efforts to elevate himself and make of his life something dignified and worthy. It will induce him to do things that are stupid and humbling. Like shaming one’s mother on her deathbed.

Yet desire is only a sub-theme of Bellow’s tale, which is built on facts taken from his life. Bellow’s fictional narrator dedicates this memoir to his son as a memento for when he is gone, calling it, Something to Remember Me By. This is a typical Bellow trope, since it is a story anyone would prefer to forget. Perhaps that is why it took Bellow until his 78th year to write it down.

The main theme of his tale is announced in its opening paragraph, which is constructed around the image of a turntable. The author doesn’t identify the turntable he has in mind, whether it is the kind one finds in children’s playgrounds or the kind used to play vinyl records and produce musical sounds, gone now like so much else. Instead he writes, “When there is too much going on, more than you can bear, you may choose to assume that nothing in particular is happening, that your life is going round and round like a turntable.” Perhaps the denial he is referring to is larger than the moment itself. Perhaps he is hinting that the music of your days can lull you into an illusion that the present will go on and on, and will never go anywhere else. Or perhaps, more simply, that your life is in motion when you think you are just standing still.

Until something happens, that is. Until you get clobbered by an event and wake up to the fact that the stillness is an illusion. That everything is changing about you, and that one day it will come to an end. In Bellow’s case the clobbering was his mother’s death. Inexplicably and without warning, the cells in her body had run amok and created a malignancy in her breast. Soon, it was choking her, until she was gasping for air and spitting up blood. And then she was gone.

When Bellow’s mother had breathed her last and her agonies finally came to an end, the coroner did not know what age to put on the certificate of death. Like many immigrants she had no idea of the date she was born and neither did anyone else. So the coroner did what he could and put on the certificate what he saw. She seemed to be a woman of “about fifty,” he wrote. The certificate was like a tag on ancient bones that had been exhumed in an archaeological dig and that no one could identify. Her surviving son was only seventeen.

“One day you are aware that what you took to be a turntable, smooth, flat and even, was in fact a whirlpool, a vortex,” Bellow observes. The vortex of his mother’s death had sucked some part of him beneath the surface and it never came back. “My life was never the same after my mother died,” he noted long afterward. In the story, he wrote: “I knew she was dying, and didn’t allow myself to think about it—there’s your turntable.”

In the business of mothers dying, fate dealt me a better hand than it did Saul Bellow. My mother lived to a ripe age and was vigorous to the end. When she had her first stroke my children were already adults and had given me two grandchildren besides. I was well into the cycle of the generations. This prepared me in a way that the young Bellow could not have been for the cold hand of mortality that a parent’s death lays on your heart. When the time arrived for my mother to go, it seemed almost natural that her life should draw to a conclusion. Even though her death was sudden and unannounced, I had time enough to prepare for it, to see the vortex coming.

On the other hand, the months before she died were not unlike the day remembered in Bellow’s story. I, too, let myself go round like a turntable, running about the business of my life while the clock on hers ticked mercilessly away. What else could I have done? Can one focus on death like a watched pot, waiting for it to boil? If we concentrated on our dying with an intensity that never let up, everything in our lives would come to a stop, until our days would seem like the grave itself. So usually we don’t pay attention to where we are headed but go round on the turntable and pretend we are standing still.

Here’s a tip. As you go spinning round, turn one eye to the side every now and then. Look over the edge and focus on a fixed object. Find a way to calculate your progress. Otherwise, life will pass you by before you wake up.

My father—blessed be his memory—was right: Never forget the cells that are dying. Life is not a turntable, and one day the music will stop.
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When I think of Saul Bellow’s unhappy evening years ago, I am prompted to consider how different we are, and how incommensurable the lives we are given. How, as a result, each of us is an impenetrable enigma to the other: the young Bellow to the mystery woman who made off with his clothes; the mystery woman to him; both to us.

What would it do to your sense of things if your mother had died a cruel and punishing death when you were still a youth of seventeen? How would the memory affect your optimism, your sense of threat in the environment around you? Would it cause you to become a man more quickly? Or would the missing parent make it more difficult to grow up at all? Losing one’s mother at such a young age could certainly make the world seem a lonelier and more unforgiving place.

Saul Bellow eventually married five women. Several of his biographers claim to have found a pattern in his choice of wives, identifying them as motherly types. The list includes even the last who was forty years his junior and took care of him in old age. Are these really psychological insights into Bellow’s inner life, or merely critical sour grapes? Who can read another’s heart?

Our origins create a gravity that controls our ends but also leaves us to our own devices. In every family there is one who has gone this way, while another heads somewhere else. This one surrenders to awful circumstances; that one survives the worst and flourishes. One benefits from benign conditions; another rejects them. This tells us that we have a biblical free will and are finally the gods of what we become.

Bellow’s lot may not seem so hard when viewed from others’ perspectives. When my friend Christopher Hitchens was twenty-three and living in London, he got a call from one of his friends. The morning paper was reporting that someone with his mother’s name had been murdered by her lover in an Athens hotel. “So I went out and got the paper and there it was,” he remembers. He called the Athens police and boarded a plane and was led to the apartment where the tragedy had taken place. At first, the police called it a murder because there was blood everywhere. But then they found a suicide note addressed to Christopher that said, “You will understand one day.”

Would he? If you are not in Christopher’s shoes, it’s hard to imagine how this primal scene would not work itself into the inner ear of the soul and tip the balance of a life. Christopher said, “That was sort of the end of family life, really.” What does this statement mean to him? We cannot know, any more than we can know the meaning of his mother’s final note. What we know is that the individual soul is life’s impenetrable mystery. No matter how intense the intimacies we share, no matter how common our humanity, its code cannot be cracked. This creates a silence between every one of us that is as deep and as wide as the ocean floor.
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When he was eighty-five and nearing his end, Saul Bellow published another fiction called Ravelstein, which is about the death of his friend, the critic Allan Bloom. Towards the story’s end, the narrator goes on a Caribbean vacation with his younger wife, where he becomes deathly ill from food poisoning. This is something that happened to Bellow himself.

In his fevers, the narrator has a vision of a past conversation about death with Ravelstein, now gone. “When I said that the pictures would stop he reflected seriously on my answer, came to a full stop, and considered what I might mean by this. No one can give up on the pictures. The pictures must and will continue.” Bellow’s comment: “This is the involuntary and normal, the secret, esoteric, confidence of the man of flesh and blood. The flesh would shrink and go, the blood would dry, but no one believes in his mind of minds or heart of hearts that the pictures do stop.”

What else would you expect from a creator of images? Would a lifetime of lonely labors be requited if all that authorial effort crumbled to dust with the pages that recorded it? Art is long and life is short and the technology of preservation is relentlessly advancing. Memories and thoughts were once inscribed on parchments that decayed. Now we can put our writings in vacuum-sealed time capsules that will last for centuries. But in the eye of eternity, this posterity is nothing. Can anybody believe that human artifice will outrun time itself?

It is more plausible that the images come to an end. All the images: the images Bloom impressed on others when he was still alive; Bloom’s images of them; and the image of Bloom in the figure of Ravelstein so skillfully drawn by his friend. Eventually the vapors of time will dissolve them, and they will disappear into the black hole from which they came. The pictures will stop.
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Think of death as a horizon that travels with us, until one day we reach it, and it becomes us. We vanish in an eye-blink, leaving behind only a little vacancy, like the wake of a ship that is lost at sea. Of all the pictures in our minds, this is the one that is hardest to focus. Yet, it is the one that tells us who we are.

Do even the brave souls among us who can look coldly on their exits believe in their heart of hearts that they will disappear? Or do they secretly hope to wake beyond the horizon in a place that feels like home?

Uncertainty about our end is the one fact that links us more than any other. Pitiful ignorance about what matters most is a bond between us, believers and doubters alike. This is our humanity: not to know who we are or what we will become.

I don’t believe the pictures continue. Would it be a good idea if they did? Do believers imagine that the immortal soul still feels after the vessel is shattered? Can we still love and hate and have regrets beyond the grave? Consider what kind of hell eternity would be like if we had to look forever on the poor lives we have left behind. Or if we had to face ourselves knowing how the story ends without the power to make it different. Do we really want to think for eternity about what we have done and where we have failed? Or does God make it all up to us when we are dead, so that we are forgiven, and forgive others, and forget?

What are “intimations of immortality” but feelings that we must live on, that we need the pictures to continue? Yet such intimations cannot be so easily dismissed, since feelings are often about things that are hidden and also true. We rely on such instincts because they are more in the body than abstract thoughts, therefore closer to what is real. The word “sense” expresses this intimacy between feeling and knowledge. When we “sense” something to be true, we mean it has touched us even if we cannot articulate just how. To know through feeling is to know in the heart.

As an agnostic, I have no idea if the universe began with a bang or has existed forever, or is the work of a Creator. But I do know that the biblical book called “Genesis” conveys a central truth about human fate. The First Parents wanted to be like God and could not be satisfied with anything less. Though they were immortal and lived without labor and suffered no pain, they found paradise wanting. What they lacked became their desire. We are defined by negatives; they describe the emptiness we fill. What is good without evil or love without hate? God warned the first couple that death would be the reward for their immodest desire. But they rejected His warning and pursued their ambition anyway, and were punished. Genesis is the story of our beginning and our end. We are creatures of desires that cannot be satisfied and of dreams that will not come true.

Man’s longing for God can be understood as the need to be released from the pain of being, even if that pain is paradise itself. To live eternally in paradise without knowledge of what we lacked, even if it was knowledge of evil, even if it was evil, was unhappiness to us. To end our unhappiness, we chose to die.
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On a shelf in my living room is a rotogravure portrait featuring a spirited teenager in a 19th-century frock, brashly showing her skirt. This is my grandmother Rose who was still a young woman when I was born, and had a fatal stroke when I was in my twenties. Other than this photograph I have no idea what the girl in the picture was like. In my kitchen there is an incomplete set of her wedding crystal and a blue teapot bearing her initials in silver along with the year of her marriage, which was 1898. These are all the pieces of her life that are left, except for a few fading images in the memories of a handful of people who will soon be gone too.

A quarter of a century after my grandmother’s death, my mother suffered a series of smaller strokes. The strokes did not kill her at first but damaged an important function in her brain. Afterwards, my mother was still in good physical shape but she could barely remember who she was. Somewhere in the black hole that her memory had become, she had even misplaced my father and could no longer retrieve him. Although they had been married for more than fifty years, the life she had lived with him had slipped into the void and she could no longer recognize his name. The images of my grandmother’s life were fading in other heads; my mother’s had disappeared in her own. All she could remember was the house on Maple Street in New Haven where she grew up, and the one in Sunnyside where I did.

Because the strokes left her unable to take care of herself, I returned to the Sunnyside row house where she still lived and moved her to my home in Los Angeles, an English Tudor with a redwood in the front yard that offered her more comforts than she had ever known. Though it was a good life for her, she was unhappy. She desired what she lacked. She wanted to go back to the home she remembered and had lost.

My mother could not adjust to the fact that she had become as helpless as a child and was being taken care of by her son. Her persistent melancholy prompted me to search for another home for her, where she would not feel like a burden whom time was passing by. I located a retirement center where she would be surrounded by people her own age, most of whom were even more helpless than she. Even though it was called a “home,” the people she lived with had no idea who she was. Although I had qualms about moving her to a strange place, she seemed happier from the day she arrived. The diminished lives she encountered there made her feel more in control and less aware of what she had lost.

The Book of Psalms says that all flesh is grass and that each of us is like a flower in the field that flourishes and dies: “The wind passes over it, and it is gone, and its place knows it no more.” Our feeling that we have a place in the world is a deception we practice on ourselves, because we have none. It is this pretense that makes an otherwise unendurable existence bearable and at times even happy. There is really no place in the world that “knows” us in the Psalmist’s sense. There is only an illusion sustained by others who love us and who, like us, will soon be gone.

The illusion of home will overcome even the most grotesque scenes of family dysfunction. The feeling is so strong the reality does not matter. We can be battered by a spouse and never want to leave. We can spend our childhood in a household of abuse and fear, but as long as we draw breath our hearts will still want to go home. On this earth our comfort is deception and we can never tell whether we are dreaming, or not.
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Sometimes in the night, I wake with an image of my terrified mother in her last moments on earth. It is only an image but to me it is as painful as if it were real. The source of my nightmare is the fact that when the time came for her to go I was not there to help her. Three years earlier I had left the Tudor house, moving twice before settling alone in a tower of apartments in the Los Angeles marina. It was one of more than twenty addresses I have called home. The apartment was only a short drive from the hospital where my mother lay dying, but by the time someone called me and I was able to reach her, she was already gone.

It was this phone call that planted in my mind the suffering image that wakes me in the night. The manager of the home was on the line telling me how my mother had started out of her sleep and summoned one of the strangers to come to her bedside. When the stranger came, my mother said, “Something is terribly wrong,” as though what was wrong might not be happening to her. It was the impersonal voice my mother had used her whole life to hide herself and avoid unnecessary embarrassments. The Angel of Death had come for her, but she called for help in a way that would not draw unnecessary attention to the one who was in need. This is the painful image that harrows my sleep and leaves me with feelings of helplessness and despair. When these nightmares come, I comfort myself with the thought that had I reached her in time, it would only have been to see her off to where I could not follow her, to the horizon each of us must meet alone.

Arriving at the Cedars-Sinai hospital complex, I entered the room where my mother lay on her hospital gurney and where death had already transfigured her. The corpse was twisted in a tangle of tubes, bruised and discolored by the doctors’ efforts to bring her back. The figure in front of me was no longer my mother, and I fled into the night to be alone with my loss. In the hospital courtyard, under a luminous black sky, I was enveloped in a wave of feeling that seemed to issue from the night itself. For a moment I was comforted and at peace. And then the wave receded, leaving me to myself again.

In the weeks prior to these events, I was busy with my own life and frequently out of town. On the turntable, as Bellow would have said. Even though my mother’s mind was no longer right, I knew that in her heart she was missing me. And I was missing her. But I couldn’t get myself off the turntable to see her. Until a day came when despite my busyness, or perhaps because of it, I made a point of taking time out to stop by and visit. There was no way I could have known that this would be her last day on earth.

I drove to the retirement home and came upon her in the common room, where she was waiting. It was early morning and I took a chair beside her. We sat together in the rays of muffled light pouring through the aged curtains and reflected in filaments of microscopic dust, and held each other’s hands. I was happy and completely at peace; and I believe she was too. It was as intimate and satisfying as any moment I had ever shared with her.

After she was gone, I thought about her passage and the gratitude I felt for the time with her, and asked myself: Why was I there? How had I come to her the very morning that was her last? I have no answer.
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More than 350 years ago, in the city of Paris, the scientist Blaise Pascal was deathly ill and approaching his horizon. He was still a young man and, though wracked with pain, was busily taking notes on scraps of paper for what would be his final work. The scraps had been cut with scissors and sewn together with needle and thread. They were found after his death in a disordered state. No one knew how they were meant to be put together. The plan for ordering them was still in Pascal’s mind, which was now out of anyone’s reach. The little notebooks he had left behind contained the thoughts he had been unable to complete before the end. When he was gone it remained for others to put the scraps in order and identify them with numbers and provide the collection with a name. They called the result Pascal’s Pensées: “The Thoughts of Monsieur Pascal About Religion and Other Matters, Which Were Discovered Among His Papers After He Died.”

Number 205 of Pascal’s scraps contains this cry: “When I consider the short duration of my life, swallowed up in the eternity before and after, the space which I fill, and even can see, engulfed in the infinite immensity of spaces of which I am ignorant and which know me not, I am frightened and astonished at being here rather than there; for there is no reason why here rather than there, why now rather than then. Who has put me here?”

It is the unanswered question of every soul in the night surrounding it. We can never know who is the master of this house, or whether it has a master at all. Or who has put us here; or where we are going. Pascal was one of the greatest scientific minds that ever lived. Yet, he looked into the eye of the universe and could not find an answer. Without a Creator to make sense of it, Pascal wrote, a human life is “intolerable.”
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So what are we to do? Although Pascal was able to unlock the mysteries of the physical universe better than almost any man who ever lived, and although he solved mathematical puzzles for all time, it is his attempt to answer this question that we most remember him by.

As a mathematician, Pascal invented the world’s first calculator and was a pioneer of probability theory. Using this theory, he devised formulas for winning games of chance that are still employed today. It was only natural that he should attempt to analyze the spiritual uncertainties that surround us in the same clinical way he went about his scientific studies.

“229. This is what I see and what troubles me. I look on all sides, and I see only darkness everywhere. Nature presents to me nothing, which is not a matter of doubt and concern. If I saw nothing there that revealed a Divinity, I would come to a negative conclusion; if I saw everywhere the signs of a Creator, I would remain peacefully in faith. But seeing too much to deny and too little to be sure, I am in a state to be pitied; . . .”

The sadness of our condition flows like an Aeolian melody through Pascal’s final papers and makes us recognize in him one of the great poets of the human soul. But the scientist in him could not rest until he had also calculated a way to rescue us from our desperate state. “If there is a God, He is infinitely incomprehensible, since, having neither parts nor limits, He has no relation to us. We are then incapable of knowing either what He is, or if He is.” In short, if God does exist, He is a “Hidden God” and unknowable to us.

It is nature’s silence about the existence of God that creates the uncertainty that makes us human. We desire a home in this world and the next. This is what we know about ourselves. But we do not know—and can never know—whether we have one in either. Confronting this mystery, Pascal thought that life could be analyzed like a game in which players roll the dice in ignorance of the outcome. Pascal had already made a name for himself throughout Europe by devising mathematical formulas to calculate the odds that governed such entertainments. Now he proposed a mathematical solution to the game of life.

The players in this gamble must calculate the risks of believing that there is a God who will provide us with what we so pitifully desire. They must weigh these risks against the chance that there is no God and that we are alone. Weighing both, they must make their choice. Pascal summed up his solution to this dilemma in the famous fragment 233: “A game is being played at the extremity of this infinite distance where heads or tails will turn up. God is, or He is not . . . What will you wager? Weigh the gain and the loss in wagering that God is . . . If you gain, you gain all; if you lose, you lose nothing. Wager, then, without hesitation that He is.”

This solution to life’s riddle is known as “Pascal’s Wager.” The advice obviously makes sense, but can it make an unbeliever believe? Can a mathematical argument inspire a religious faith? Pascal knew it could not. In an even more famous fragment (277), he wrote, “The heart has its reasons, which reason does not know.” His scientific head may have been skeptical, but Pascal was not. “Faith,” he said, “is God felt by the heart.”

[image: images]

As my own end draws near, I weigh the life I have lived against what it might have been. I ask myself: Could I have been wiser, could I have done more? When I look at my life this way I can take satisfaction in the fact that I mostly gave it my all and did what I could. Perhaps I might have achieved greater heights; certainly I could have spent fewer days in pain. But I have no cause to think that given who I was my life could have turned out much better. Considering the bad choices I sometimes made, it might have been a lot worse.

It is the certainty of death that finally makes a life acceptable. When we live as fully as we can, what room is left for regret? The poet Eliot observed that there are no lost causes because there are no won ones. Everything falls to the same imperfection. Eventually, without exception, we will follow the same arc to earth.

These are the thoughts of resignation and acceptance that pass through my head. But in my heart are memories of my mother and father, the home I once had in theirs, the knowledge that they have gone before me, and that soon I will join them. Saul Bellow’s mother is there and Christopher’s too. I do not have the faith of Pascal, but I know its feeling. While reason tells me the pictures will stop, I will be unafraid when death comes. I will feel my way towards the horizon in front of me, and my heart will take me home.
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Blaise Pascal was born in 1623 in the region of Clermont-Ferrand in France. On an open field in this place more than five hundred years earlier, Pope Urban had launched the first Crusade to the Promised Land. Here, Pascal’s mother, a pious woman named Antoinette, gave birth to three children and died when her last, Blaise, was only three years old. After his mother’s death, Pascal’s family moved to Paris and his father, a learned man, took up the education of his prodigy son. By the time Pascal was twelve years old, he had proved Euclid’s 32nd theorem by himself. By the time he was twenty-eight, he had completed most of the scientific work for which he is remembered. In that same year, his father died and his beloved sister Jacqueline renounced the world and withdrew to a nunnery.

Three years after his father’s death, Pascal had a religious vision which is as famous as his scientific laws. He called it his “night of fire.” Between eleven and midnight Pascal encountered “the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and not of the philosophers.” No one knows exactly what he meant by this, but it has been assumed that he was referring to the actual presence of God and not just the idea of Him. After this experience Pascal became even more remote, and wrote of his “extreme aversion for the beguilements of the world.” Unlike his sister, he did not completely retreat from the company of others but began to focus his genius more and more on religious questions and, in particular, the problem of last things.

Pascal’s body was as weak as his mind was strong. Since infancy, he had been afflicted by poor health and as an adult experienced stomach disorders and migraines that blurred his vision and made it difficult for him to work. By the time he reached his thirty-fifth year, he was in such pain that he had to suspend his intellectual effort. In the midst of this agony, he wrote another literary fragment, which he called, A Prayer to Ask God to Make Good Use of Sickness, and returned to work.

To distract himself from his physical pain, Pascal took up the problem of the cycloid, and wrote a hundred-page paper that made significant contributions to the theory of integral calculus. But his main effort was a book of religious philosophy in which he intended to justify the Christian faith. While pain made him so pitiable that his sister Gilberte wondered if his existence could be truly called a life, he went about jotting down his thoughts on scraps of paper, cutting them with scissors and binding them with thread.

As the days progressed, neither his failing condition nor his spiritual intensity showed any signs of abating, while his life became steadily more stoic and austere. He gave away his possessions to the poor, and gradually withdrew from the friends who loved him. “It is unjust that men should attach themselves to me,” he wrote in fragment number 471, “even though they do it with pleasure and voluntarily. I should deceive those in whom I had created this desire. For I am not the end of any, and I have not the wherewithal to satisfy them. Am I not about to die?”

He was. In June 1662 Pascal took in a family that was homeless. Soon after their arrival, its members developed symptoms that revealed they had smallpox. But rather than put them back on the street, Pascal left his own house and moved in with his brother. Shortly after the move, Pascal was seized with a violent illness, and on August 19 he died. He was thirty-nine years old.

The last words that Blaise Pascal uttered were these: “May God never abandon me.” They reflect how helpless, uncertain and alone this passionate and brilliant and famous man felt as he passed to his own horizon.
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I understand Pascal’s judgment that since we are born to die it is an injustice that others should love us. But what did he propose to do with their affections? When I had more years than Pascal, I fell in love with a woman who was twenty years younger than I. Our age difference was a matter of concern to me, but not from Pascal’s perspective—the view from the end. Undoubtedly I should also have had generous thoughts about the effect my leaving might have on her life, since I was bound to make her a widow. But selfishly I didn’t; and since she also loved me, what could I have done if I had such thoughts? In my passion, I didn’t even think about the end, but drew strength from her youth and saw only the life in front of me. That was my turntable.

Pascal is right that death is many injustices in one. But what can we do about this fact except learn to live with our fate, and make use of what we have learned?
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Life Is a Hospital

I was 62 years old when I began these reflections in the spring of 2001, a time fixed in my mind by the events that followed. It was a period when my work required me to travel frequently. In the solitude of planes, high above the clouds, I began to think about the summary lessons of my life, and how I might structure a text in which to set them down. It was undoubtedly the setting that inspired the project. Although air travel has been around long enough to be normal, it still feels like an unnatural exercise of human powers and makes us think of death every time we climb aloft. I jotted the first notes of this book on a yellow notepad in an airport lounge, waiting for the flight to take me home.

The idea was this: If you stick around long enough to become familiar with the routines, you get a chance to see around the edges of what’s going on. The passage of time allows you to weigh what people say against what they do; to see through the poses they strike and the alibis they make; and to appreciate how the inattention of others makes all this deviousness work. This is no small matter, because if you look long and hard enough you will find that a lie is at the root of most human wrong.

If you last a long time and get to look over collective shoulders and measure the consequences, eventually you achieve life’s most irreversible result, which is the loss of innocence, the illusion that anything can happen and the hope that it will. This is a particularly destructive mistake. For if anything is possible, then nothing is necessary, and no conclusion follows. Consequently, no consideration can become a caution and no principle a restraint. The desire for more than is possible is the cause of greater human miseries than any other.

Recognition of consequences is the beginning of wisdom. In Ravelstein, Bellow summarizes in a single image the importance of death in making us wise. “Death is the dark backing a mirror needs if we are to see anything,” he wrote. The idea I had in the airport was to view it all from the vantage of the end.
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The 18th-century lexicographer Samuel Johnson is remembered, in part, for a famous observation he made about executions: “When a man knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight, it concentrates his mind wonderfully.” The timeline is what sets the mark and focuses the attention. Who doesn’t know that death is waiting? But who plans their day with the end in mind? Eventually you may get far enough along that it is a prudence to greet each morning as though it were your last. But until then, the end is only a distant horizon silently drawing near. It approaches so slowly that you can hardly see movement. Then, a day comes, perhaps when you have already reached middle age, when its shadow enters the corner of your eye and remains there, and for a dreadful beat shuts everything down.

To measure the time I had left, I began to develop the habit of looking back over twenty-year patches to see how much living had been packed into the interval. When I turned forty, this twenty-year retrospect fixed me as a young man just out of college and newly married. It was 1959 and I had loaded my first car with books and clothes and household belongings, and set out for California. Sitting beside me was my bride who would bear me four children in the course of the next decade, and before us a horizon of uncharted distances and adventures unknown.

Twenty years does not seem MJLF a long time from some perspectives, but from others it can seem ample. I was only forty, but the road I had traveled included a life derailed by tragedy, a marriage failed, a family grown and a career undone. It was enough to approximate an existence in full. The young groom in the picture was as strange to me now as the toddler of twenty years before would have seemed to him. If my first two intervals had encom-passed so much, I reasoned, there was still a lifetime ahead before I reached sixty. So why think about the end at all?

I remember the precise moment I started this clock: in a London town-house, in the autumn of 1964. I had become restless in California, where we set up our first household, and wanted more of the world than I had seen until then. In 1962 I moved our little family of three to Europe and eventually to England where we settled in a basement flat near Hampstead Heath, on a street lined with sycamores like the neighborhood in Sunnyside.

One afternoon when the leaves had already fallen, we were enjoying a social chat in the living room of another American couple who lived on the block. The husband was not ten years older than I, but already suffused with a sadness that hinted at battles irretrievably lost. His name was Goodheart, and later he became a minor literary critic and the author of a book, Desire and Its Discontents, which was a title that seemed apt for his disposition. In the middle of the conversation, and without connecting his comment to any of its threads, he said, “We’re all going to die.” Then as if to retrieve the moment, he added, “I guess I’ve spoiled the party,” which he certainly had.

I only saw Goodheart once again after that. It was more than thirty years later at an academic conference in Boston, where we sat down in a cafeteria to reminisce about the past. He had aged much as I expected he would, his shoulders slightly stooped and with the same vague despondency shadowing his eyes. I noticed that all the time we talked a smile never crossed his lips. The tracks of age, wrinkled brow and wisps of hair whitening at the temples, only deepened the impression of defeat.

For many years, the timekeeping I began in the Goodhearts’ living room allowed me to recover a certain degree of innocence—time without an endpoint. But the deception remained imperfect. Though I was comfortable on my turntable, I could never again completely free myself from the knowledge that I was not standing still. The effort was not helped by the signs that had begun to mark my own temporal vessel. Small physical irritations that kept me awake—an unfamiliar ache, stiffness in the joints, elusive light the eyes could no longer absorb—all served to remind me of the horizon ahead.

Still, it was not all slippage. The longer I lasted, the more flexible some faculties became. There was a cunning in age that kept the interest awake. Even as light failed, the interior eye gained depth of perception. All arcs, it turned out, were not equal, and some sinews are strengthened by what they endure. In my case, the arduous labors of the written word had gradually transformed themselves into a kind of pleasure. The mastery through artifice of worldly incoherence began to provide comforts that approached a religious consolation.

Among the discoveries of time, on the other hand, was the revelation that the spirit ages too. It gets used to what it has seen, and it sees the wall coming. Even this prospect doesn’t slow us down all at once. As creatures we are endlessly devious and resourceful, prodigies in the art of self-delusion. To beat the odds, we hoodwink ourselves into idylls of recaptured youth, dallying with the young and indulging their daydreams. But inevitably a point comes when all devices fail, and we wake to the fact that the past is irretrievable and there is no way back.

In my sixth decade, I watched my children having children of their own. The new families were entirely familiar, the miracle of immanence in the flesh and the fierce bond of a filial connection. Yet nothing was the same. The mark of parenthood was the responsibility it thrust on you for another life. But this responsibility was no longer mine. My children were accountable for their own lives now, and for my grandchildren’s too. It was a microcosm of how the world itself was passing me by. All around, others were stepping up. Swifter souls on the make, quicker minds addressing the tasks I once set for myself. It would all go on without me.

In my new household, a similar sea-change had taken place. A second family was, to be sure, a kind of beginning again. There was the seductive, risk-scented encounter with a stranger, new intimacy discovered and the comforts it brought. There were the expectations that flow from unknown futures, and the energies such hopes inspire. But “beginning again” is an oxymoron. You can’t really go back to where you have been before and pretend it is new. This time you can see around the corners of the story you are creating and get a good idea of where it will end.

While I pushed forward in denial as though time didn’t matter, my younger wife took note of my progress and calculated the odds. As love deepened and entangled us, our shared joys became a cause of concern. She began to worry about a future without me, and how she might fare when I was gone. In the anxious moments these thoughts inspired, she made me promise to live to the age of Methusaleh, to which I happily agreed. But she also insisted on knowing the practical arrangements I might make for her in the event of my demise. Even this pragmatism, I noted, was a form of denial. What security could I give her for her life after ours? Was not Pascal right about this too? The love of someone will change you forever.

We had recently moved into the eyrie on the palisades with a mortgage significantly higher than that of our previous residence. To make the purchase I had undertaken a risk so large that at times it seemed I had a fingernail grip on the cliff itself. It was my wife, still full of the future who had been looking for a new place and located the house. But my calculations showed that to buy the property would be imprudent. We might make the down payment and meet the mortgage for perhaps a year. But to live in the house longer would require me to double my income. As we drove to the site I braced myself to resist her desire, repeating silently the mantra I had prepared. “It’s not the time for us to buy; we can’t really afford this; the answer is no.” But the instant I crossed the threshold and saw the face of the ocean pressing through a wall of windows in our new living room, I blurted yes.

I thought: I am sixty-one years old, and this is my only life. If I don’t seize the opportunity and attempt to make it work, I will die without ever having another chance to live this way. I am not going to miss it. I did not want the buzzer to ring without taking the shot.

We bought the house and it immediately became a spur to late ambitions, the skeleton of a life on which I would be forced to put new flesh. I explored new avenues for my talents and sought rewards for my efforts where I would not have done so before. I had been given a new way to think about the possibilities ahead.

The mortgage for the eyrie was nearly twice that of the house we sold. As a result, the life insurance I had to pay off the old place in the event of my death was about half what the new one would require. For the first year I pushed this deficit to the back of my mind. But in the second, when my insurance agent asked if I wanted to extend our coverage, I told him to submit a proposal. Even as I did, it occurred to me that the phrase “life insurance” was itself a monument to human futility, one more gesture of impotence in our lost battles against time. Nonetheless, the policy would be immediately useful in calming my wife’s unease.

A week after I signed the documents, a casually dressed and slightly overweight woman appeared at our door. She was a peripatetic physician representing a company called “Porta-Doctor,” a name that fitted form to function. She came carrying her laboratory with her—a small white scale, a laptop to run electrocardiograms, a blood pressure cuff and meter, and a cluster of disposable syringes. With my father’s ocean as our backdrop, the Porta-Doctor administered the tests required by the company actuaries to establish that I had enough time ahead of me to make a good return on their investment.

I was reasonably certain I would be around for a while, because four months earlier I had passed my annual checkup with decent marks. Although the test numbers were as obscure to me as the Eleusinian mysteries, I took the good news on my doctor’s word. The annual ritual had become a lesson in the arcane religion of modern science. There were good lipids and bad, and cholesterol levels that one should not exceed. I learned about “prostate- specific antigens” or “psa’s,” which were the telltale indicators of a prostate cancer, a condition so common in men that it was almost a sign of age. When my tests came back, my psa was 4.2, only marginally higher than the bar considered normal, and no different from the year before. It was well below those of my two closest friends, Peter Collier and Wally Nunn, whose levels were twice as high.

Wally had been a helicopter gunner in Vietnam and was a stoic optimist. He didn’t expect more out of life than he was likely to get, and had made it through three biopsies on his prostate. This was a discomfiting process that was akin to having a gun barrel shoved up your colon and needles shot into its interior walls. Each time Wally went in for the procedure, his view was that he probably didn’t have a malignancy, but if he did he would deal with it. It would be no different from surviving the war. It was still the territory, only this time of age.

Peter followed an opposite approach, expecting bad news with every outcome. His mind ran quickly to the negative and often to its extreme. Each time he went to see the urologist, he was sure he had cancer. It was his form of insurance. He would feel his way into the danger and prepare for the worst. It was a strategy based on family reality. He had lost his father to the disease and his mother was dead from it as well. Long before Peter’s levels rose he concluded that he was destined to follow them. But he didn’t. His was the reverse of Pascal’s Wager. Low expectations allowed him to be surprised every time he was wrong and survived.

The architecture of human character sorts us into pessimists like Peter, and optimists like Wally and me. We don’t choose these dispositions so much as they choose us. The interesting question is this: If the option were yours, which would it be? Would you rather expect the good and be surprised when it didn’t happen, or be ready for the bad and surprised when things turned out well? Studies showed that optimists actually had a better time of it and led more successful lives. This result is predictable since optimists focus on opportunities and the future, while pessimists dwell on problems and the past. Yet the studies don’t account for individual differences, or the occasions when optimism takes a cockeyed turn and sets you up for a fall.

According to the medical numerology, I was a little overweight and my cholesterol level was on the borderline of concern. But the electrocardiogram revealed a heart in good shape. This was reassuring since the cells of the heart follow my father’s prescription and do not regenerate but wear steadily down to the end.

Weeks passed after the Porta-Doctor’s visit and the insurance company had still not notified me that the policy was in effect, so I called the agent about the delay. Apologetically, he told me that the tests had shown a spike in my psa level. It was now 6.0, exceeding the bar the company had set to exclude risky cases. They had rejected my application. Instead of being concerned by the news, however, the optimist in me was irritated, even indignant. I explained to the agent that his results could not be accurate because a specialist, and not just a Porta-Doctor with her office in a bag, had recently given me a clean bill of health. I needed the insurance and demanded a second test.
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