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Still Here

My wife China, my son Ben, and | left for the hospital at five in the morning,
crossing the waters of the Golden Gate. The streets of San Francisco were still gray and quiet
when we parked, but the hospital halls were alive with activity. An admittance clerk questioned
me about insurance, then fitted me with an ID bracelet and ushered us into a partitioned area
where a gurney waited.

I've never learned how to tie a hospital gown, a backwards garment vaguely reminiscent
of a straitjacket. China tied mine for me. Donning one of those gowns instantly changes your
place in the world, marking you as “other.” When the nurse came in to start an intravenous saline
drip, | knew the terms of my existence had changed.

In February 2004, just a few days before my fifty-ninth birthday, | was told that | needed
to have open-heart surgery within the next three months.

| had known since | was seventeen that I'd inherited my mother’s heart murmur, but for
years doctors had treated it as nothing more than an object of mild curiosity. Then, in my
midforties, | was advised to start having echocardiograms every couple of years to monitor my
“mitral valve prolapse.” My heart murmur had a new name. When | was fifty-seven, my doctor
said that all was still well for the moment, but | might need to consider “doing something” about
the valve in the future.

Throughout my childhood, my mother had undergone a number of heart operations. Each
time she would return home from the hospital, her complexion gray, and lie in bed for days with
the window shades drawn. When she was seventy-nine, my mother had the last of her
operations. Four years later she died.

Now | was being told that | needed the same operation.

| had convinced myself that | would never get to that point. My healthy lifestyle would
protect me from my mother’s fate, | believed. She had led a sedentary life, whereas | rode a

bicycle, hiked, and went scuba diving. More importantly, | had followed my inclination toward the
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arts, unlike my mother, who had given up her dream of becoming a writer shortly after | was born,
a decision that had weighed on her heart.

But after | experienced shortness of breath while scuba diving, a chest X-ray showed an
enlargement of my heart, a common side effect of a leaky mitral valve: as the ventricle has to
work harder to pump blood to the aorta, the heart muscle grows.

Dr. Baer, my cardiologist, ordered an immediate echocardiogram. Lying on my side while
a nurse with a winning gap between her front teeth slid the sensor over my gelled skin, | listened
to the amplified burbling of my heart. A few minutes later Dr. Baer was talking surgery. It was all
moving much too quickly.

After being told that surgery was inevitable, | dealt with my growing fears by doing
research. Sitting at the computer, Googling my way through a new world, | felt in control. Perhaps
| could discover something buried in the electronic labyrinth of the Web that would change
everything, something Dr. Baer had overlooked.

Instead Google led me to a site that described, complete with color photos, the exact
workings of the heart-lung machine that makes open-heart surgery possible. It's obvious when
you think about it: you can’t perform a delicate operation on a beating, moving, jerking heart: it
has to be stopped. Then the machine takes over, pumping blue, unoxygenated blood from the
right atrium into a series of artificial vessels, where oxygen is bubbled into the blood, turning it
red; the oxygenated blood is then returned to circulate throughout the body. All this time, the
lungs are collapsed, the heart inert, their roles usurped by the machine. | wondered: if the heart is
not beating, and the lungs are not breathing, and the brain is awash in consciousness-blotting
chemicals, in what sense is a person still alive?

That night, as | lay in bed next to my wife, | could not let go of that question and all its
frightening implications. | started sobbing, and China held me. “What is it?” she asked. | told her
that | was utterly undone by what I'd been reading. It had brought me up against my lack of faith,
and without faith, | had no defense against my fear. | was afraid that when | went under the
anesthesia, | would die, and that even if all went well and | came out of the operation with my
body fully intact, | would no longer be the same person I'd been.

My wife was raised Catholic, and though she’s been a student of Buddhism for many
years, she still has an ability to pray aloud and unselfconsciously that's as alien to me, with my
secular Jewish upbringing, as palm trees are to Kansas. But over the years, a tiny part of her
ease in addressing the central mystery had rubbed off on me. That night, when she started
praying, | joined her. As soon as | said the word God aloud, a fierce longing took hold of me, and |
called out, in full voice, to something that had no face, no shape, no name. | called out for the
faith | did not have. And, paradoxically, the act of calling out was its own answer. A trust in

something — some strength that might get me through what was coming — was kindled by the
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friction of my doubt rubbing up against my undeniable need. | had called out in the night,
unashamed.

The day before my surgery, after weeks of yoga and guided imagery, after a return to a
daily meditation practice, after a gathering of thirty friends to mobilize the support I'd need before
and after the operation, | went for a hike in the headlands near my home. In recent years | had
rarely found the time for such a leisurely stroll through stands of oak and eucalyptus alive now
with early blooms of lupine and iris. | walked a loop that | had discovered some twenty years
before. Climbing a ridge to a summit from which | could see the San Francisco Bay,, the Pacific
Ocean and the undulating hills of the headlands, | felt strong and healthy. In fact, in spite of what
the tests had shown, I'd felt more or less normal ever since that initial episode of breathing
difficulty. For a giddy moment, | thought about calling the whole thing off. Couldn’t | just go on as |
was?

Well, no, not according to a half dozen cardiologists and surgeons. The very fact that |
was still relatively healthy made me the perfect candidate for valve repair. If | waited, the doctors
told me, the valve might require replacement rather than repair, and that would entail a cascade
of increasingly dangerous problems of the sort that had befallen my mother. With no idea of what
waited for me the next day, | made my way back down into the valley.

Soon after I'd arrived at the hospital and donned a gown, a nurses’ assistant appeared in
a tie-dyed scrub cap and started shaving my chest and pubic area. Without any preamble, he
launched into a flat-voiced monologue about friends he’d lost in Vietnam, the current situation in
Iraq, and other friends who were working in counterinsurgency in Afghanistan. He might join
them, he said. He intimated that he had certain skills that were useful in clandestine operations. |
caught China’s eye and queried her silently, Is he for real? She shrugged. The aide then anointed
me with brown antibacterial paint and led us deeper into the building, now lamenting the failure of
the hospital administrators to recognize his many talents.

We sat for a while in a cramped room until the anesthesiologist arrived to ask a series of
questions. | had some questions of my own. | wanted to know the names of the drugs he would
give me and how they all would interact. | wanted to learn all | could about them before they
robbed me of all knowing. The old question kept dogging me: where does my consciousness “go”
when it's no longer animating me?

The anesthesiologist said something about synthetic opiates and a series of gasses that
would be used for deeper anesthesia while he waggled his foot compulsively. He wanted to move
the morning along, to do the thing rather than talk about it.

Dr. Park, the heart surgeon, appeared for a last hand clasp, and we walked a few steps
to the operating room, where | said goodbye to China. Nearby, technicians tended the heart-lung

machine, the bubbling mechanical entity to which | was about to entrust my life.
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The anesthesiologist asked me to lie down on the surgical bed and arranged my arms,
palms up, at forty-five degree angles out from my shoulders. Through a headset, | listened to my
friend Richard Kaplan singing in Hebrew, and then to Coleman Barks reading a poem by Rumi:
“What was said to the rose that made it open was said / to me here in my chest.” And then | was
gone.

The time under anesthesia is completely unknowable. Only through the awareness of a
before and after can we even infer this time existed. Is this what death is like? As a child |
obsessed on death, trying unsuccessfully to imagine pure nonbeing. But now, as then, | come
upon the age-old epistemological paradox: / experienced nothing., / had ceased to exist.

Awareness resumed in the ICU — bodily awareness first: the presence of a thick plastic
tube in my throat; pain in my chest when | breathed; voices telling me to breathe; pressure in my
bladder; mechanical sounds. | felt a good deal of pain, but it was no worse than other pains I'd
known. What was new was the huge effort it took to breathe, as if | were at the bottom of an
ocean with thousand-pound chains wrapped around my chest. | remembered the breathlessness
from my last dive and felt a whisper of panic. But then a technician did something — added a
chemical to the mix that was flowing into my veins, adjusted the ventilator — and breath came
more easily.

China entered the room shortly after that. | wanted to know: was | breathing on my own,
or was the ventilator breathing for me? (Both, | found out much later: the ventilator only kicks in
when the lungs don’t draw an adequate breath.) | felt an urgent need to urinate, but it was all
being taken care of. A Foley catheter ran up my urethra and down to a drain bag under the bed.

| had a central line running into my jugular vein and also lines in both wrists. Wires stuck
to my chest monitored my heart’s electrical output. Two tubes running up into my thoracic cavity
drained the fluids that tend to collect around the heart after surgery. | was cocooned in gauze and
tape, not the same body that had walked into the hospital a few hours earlier. Not the same body,
and not the same consciousness. And yet a wild ecstasy pulsed beneath all the discomfort: | was
alive. Unable to speak because of the tube down my throat, | managed to signal to China that |
wanted a pencil and pad of paper. | wrote: I'm still here.

The journey out had been swift; the journey back would require patience. But | had
survived the knife and knew | would someday be whole again. To breathe, to know breathing, to
see my wife’s face and the love it reflected: that was enough. I'd experienced similar moments of
sufficiency here and there in my life: while making love; while scuba diving; while hiking alone on
a coastal trail — fleeting moments when all striving ceased. Now that sense was nearly
continuous.

After five days in the hospital, | was released. The effort of getting dressed, getting into
the car, and readjusting to the strange experience of automotive travel kept me occupied until we

were almost home. Then we reached a crest, and the hills and valleys of central Marin lay
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stretched out ahead of us. There had been a recent rain, and the sun illuminated the towering
clouds. The hills glowed. The air was radiant. Something in my chest responded to all that
beauty, and | wept with the joy of having been given the world again, new, Lifted by a wave of
unconditional love for existence itself, | knew that everything I'd been through was worth this
moment.

For a few days, the painkillers prevented me from concentrating long enough to read,
watch TV, or even listen to news on the radio. | fell into deep sleeps filled with dreams of
collapsing buildings and hurtling machines. | tried to write but dozed between sentences. None of
this dismayed me. | could still feel ecstasy bubbling through each moment; | could delight in the
taste of celery and lemon juice, the music of Beethoven, and the sunlight on a strand of my wife’s
hair. Even as | tapered off the pain medication, they joy continued.

One afternoon Naomi, my friend and colleague of thirty-five years, came by to help out
with some household tasks. As she folded laundry and emptied the dishwasher, we spoke about
things that had nothing to do with work or plans or schedules, and | realized that it had been
decades since we'd talked this way. Other friends came by to prepare meals or walk with me a
few yards up the street and back. One said that through visiting me, he had rediscovered what it
meant to “hang out,” something he had not done in many years. Each visitor evoked the same
feeling of joy I'd had on the drive home from the hospital. | remember telling one friend, with a
sense of terrible urgency, that | did not want to lose this feeling. The surgery had truly opened
me. | feared that when my body healed, the rest of me would close up again too.

Unfortunately, my fear proved correct. The first change came when the doctors told me |
could start driving. No longer dependent on friends to chauffeur me here and there, | could
resume my solitary ways. | could do more. As | resumed teaching, writing, bicycling, and planning
new projects, the pure, raw delight in every moment became muted. Certainly | took pleasure in
resuming the activities that had defined my sense of self, but | was losing something keener than
pleasure. As the poet Jack Gilbert writes: “We must risk delight. We can do without pleasure / but
not delight.”

But then even pleasure began to elude me. My emotions jerked me this way and that. |
found it hard to judge my physical capacities: | would overdo and then collapse. But even as |
became stronger and more stable physically, | felt increasingly vulnerable and frightened. | wept
without reason, as if my body itself were crying. At sundown | would get chilled, no matter how
warm the evening. Deep in the night, | would wake soaked in sweat. Mornings it took me a long
time to rouse myself from bed, unsure just whom | was supposed to be. | got angry quicker and
more intensely than ever before. In those moments, | didn’t know myself. | wondered what had
been left behind during surgery. Was my body remembering what my mind had never

experienced — its own dismemberment?
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| was still on medical leave from work and had harbored hopes of using the time off to
catch up on my writing, but everything | wrote seemed trite and pointless. | was experiencing
what might, in other contexts, be called clinical depression, spiritual emergency, the valley of the
shadow, the blues, or a nervous breakdown. Still | managed to meditate every morning, doing
vipassana, a Buddhist mindfulness practice. Before the surgery, a teacher had suggested that |
also practice metta, or lovingkindness meditation. In metta you silently recite: “May all beings be
held in compassion. May all beings be free from suffering. May all beings dwell in peace.” And
then you repeat these phrases with yourself, your loved ones, your friends, acquaintances, and,
finally, your enemies in place of “all beings.”

On one particular morning, as | asked to be “held in compassion,” | was flooded with
memories from the surgery. They were so vivid, it was as if | existed in two places at once: on my
chair at home, and on the surgical bed in the operating room, my hands taped to the bed’s
extensions as the first chemicals of oblivion reached my veins. The memory triggered an
explosion of grief and fear and relief. When the aftershocks had died down, | was left with a
sense of abandonment. The bodily part of me, the creaturely, animal part, knew that it had been
betrayed.

At other times, though, | remembered just as vividly those moments after the surgery —
coming back to life in the ICU, being driven home from the hospital, sitting with friends when |
was still too weak to do anything but sit — and feel the joy all over again and wonder at its loss.

One day, as | sat writing at a local cafe, | thought about the first time | had ever taken
LSD. It was forty years ago, in a hilltop house in Morocco that overlooked Tangiers and the
Straits of Gibraltar. I'd been fortunate enough to find a guide who approached the drug as a
powerful sacrament and provided a safe, meditative setting in which to experience it. At dusk,
along with the American woman and the Danish man I'd been staying with, | took a spoonful of
bicarbonate of soda laced with the drug and lay down on one of the mats provided. | relinquished
my ego and soon entered a state of undifferentiated bliss. | remained in that preverbal, oceanic
state until dawn the next day, when | got up off the mat and climbed to the roof. As the sun rose, |
could see the rock of Gibraltar and the straits. Looking down, | saw all manner of creatures taking
form and dissolving back into the water, as if | were witnessing the origins of life on the planet.

After breakfast, when our guide told us it was time for us to leave his house and return to
Tangiers, | felt a cataclysmic sense of loss, like what | imagine Adam and Eve must have
experienced when exiled from Eden. | wept on the rattletrap of a bus all the way back to town.

It's no surprise that | recalled that LSD trip when | did. The first days and weeks after
surgery had been a similar time of grace and rebirth. And both times, the second birth had been
followed by a long slog through the wilderness as | tried to get back to my “normal” life. The
postrecovery wilderness was entirely internal, but in 1965 the wilderness had been literal as well.

After my stay in Tangiers, I'd hitchhiked across the coastal plains of Algeria and Tunisia, crossed
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to Sicily, and made my way back to Europe before returning to Los Angeles to finish school. | felt
utterly out of place at UCLA. After a year of unrelieved angst, | formed an experimental theater
company with a group of friends. We spent long nights in the basement of the theater
department, dabbling in psychodrama and nonverbal improvisation. It was a place where | could
express my confusion.

| took LSD several more times, but | never recaptured that complete freedom from

“I ”

discursive thought, the absence of any | eventually stopped using drugs and turned to other,
less volatile means of transformation.

These days, | feel that I'm at my best when I’'m with my grandchildren: River, almost five,
and Sebastian, three. They have recently discovered a simple game that fills them with delight:
They go into another room while China and | wait, eyes on the doorway. Then they make a Big
Entrance, bursting into the room, throwing their arms out wide, and trumpeting their appearance:
We were gone, but now we are here! They have discovered theater in its most elemental form, no
need for any plot more complicated than entrances and exits. Over and over they appear in the
doorway. Sebastian growls like a lion while River sings gibberish. Sometimes they command us
to close our eyes, so they can disappear like magic.

Perhaps they're so close to the border between being and not-being that every
reappearance — whether it's bursting into a room, or finding each other in hide-and-seek, or
playing a game of peekaboo — is a rebirth. With each entrance, each moment of discovery, they
burst into being all over again.

And the miraculous itself plays hide-and-seek with us, disappearing while our eyes are
closed. Is there a way | could be more like River and Sebastian? Might | wake every day with the
sense of breathtaking freshness | felt on the day | came home from the hospital? More and more,
my life’s meaning resides in cultivating that state of wonder and gratitude. I'm coming to believe
it's a human birthright. We have, | think, an innate capacity to experience each moment as a new
birth, connect with the world, to celebrate existence. When we lose that capacity, for whatever
reasons, we become crazy and depressed. We compensate by drinking or shopping or finding
someone else to blame for our sense of loss. Ultimately, it might even be this absence of wonder,
connection and joy that allows us to plunder the earth and make endless war.

Ironically, my very yearning for continual rebirth might be the greatest barrier to attaining
it. The human habit of preferring one state of being over another, of striving for “wholeness” or
“enlightenment” keeps us stuck in our discriminating minds. What | experienced in the ICU and in
the hills of Morocco and Marin was a radical acceptance of each moment in its particularity and
its fullness.

Yesterday | went back to the headlands and walked the same five-mile loop | had hiked
the day before my surgery. Curiously, the physical effects of the surgery were the least

noticeable. It's true that | reached the top much faster than | had three months earlier, but that
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seemed less important than how good | felt to be back in that landscape. Along the ridge toward
the ocean, | opened my arms wide. The scar on my chest seemed to line up with the spine of the
hill under my feet and the angle of the sun shining down. This scar, this physical emblem of my

brokenness and my rebirth, is my new compass.



