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Well, when I had reached this period of silence, I was forced into a measure that no one ever adopts voluntarily: I was impelled to think. God, was it difficult! The moving about of great secret trunks.

— F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Crack-Up

At the Church Door

IT TOOK A LONG time for me to admit that I had failed. Even as I write this, I can feel the old machinery kicking in and sputtering, “Yeah, but you still have time —” or “Don’t worry, things will turn around —” or that old dependable excuse trotted out by the teenager in all of us: “The world just won’t understand me.” But I’ve stopped listening to my own excuses. I have reached the point in life where I no longer accept false hopes, the palliative care of counterfeit wisdom. Part of this is courage; even more is necessity. When you have failed like I have — that is, when you’ve watched all of your best-laid plans, one by one, fly off on their own like crazed songbirds and peel off in long, lovely arcs into the nearest picture window — then you’ll understand how I ended up, one raw autumn day not too long ago, standing outside a church in Brooklyn with my hands pressed against the doors so I could pray. In broad daylight, arms spread like I was being frisked from behind, head bowed and murmuring pleas for help to a divine power I wasn’t even sure that I believed in. A stalled career would be enough to get you there; I had that. A failed marriage; I had one of those too — the story of its undoing was so high-drama that I should have been a sultry Argentine in a terry cloth robe, pacing my penthouse and arguing with a pre-op transsexual starlet on my product-placed mobile. The will to go on; it’s not that I had lost it — no, I have never lost that, and I hope I never do — but everything I had worked for was vanishing and my losses were mounting and I was in need. I was in need. It’s that simple.

So I found myself at the doors of the church nearest to where I live with my hands pressed against the cold exterior, asking, Lord, I need Your help, show me a way out of this, while a bus groaned up the street behind me and the sky threatened to spit rain, or an early snow, and my hands turned white from the cold. Nothing. I heard nothing. Just the bus. Failure thrumming in my ears. So I asked again: Please, Lord, I need Your help. I am lost. My life is broken. Nothing works. Can You hear me? Nothing I try is working, and again I heard no reply, only the farting of hydraulics as the bus receded down the street. I didn’t stay there much longer. It was too cold. I opened my eyes, lifted my hands from the door, and plunged my fists in the pockets of my coat to warm them up. I turned and walked away. That’s where this testament begins: if you’ve failed all the way up to the heavens, like I did that day, after failing in every way possible here on earth, then truth is the only medicine that you will tolerate. Because the truth is what you need.

Let’s start right here: I am forty-one years old, of sound enough mind, though its habits have grown soft and its defenses weak from too much time spent traveling on what they used to call — remember? — the information superhighway, whether on my laptop with its glowing piece of violated fruit on the lid, or the awful little slab I’ve made the mistake of entrusting with my phone calls and, more and more, my higher faculties. Plato’s Slab. It is the last metaphor. I can’t stop touching my phone for another hit of dopamine, another fall into its time-erasing abyss. The other night, while my phone lay coldly beside my pillow, I dreamed about it. I did. The Slab is always sending and receiving … I’ve had to stash its body deep in a utility drawer just so I could get this far; when my service contract is finally up, I’m going to drop my iPhone into an empty coffee can, fill it with wet concrete mix, let this coffin dry, then carry it to the nearest Genius Bar and see what they can do with it. For too long I have been peering into screens for messages and clues while my life — my life! — went virtual on me.

I don’t have any time for more distractions. GPS, while it can help me find the nearest supermarket with a Coinstar machine, cannot guide me on the path to another life, cannot show me how to shrug off all the failures and repay all the debts that have brought me here. I will have to do it myself using older technology I find more reliable, simpler tools. I have something I want. I have someone I want. Actually, there’s more to it: a child’s bedroom that is empty on too many nights, an engagement ring I’ve been visiting in the boutique where it’s for sale and asking the shopgirls in plaid flannel to take out for me. I have a notebook in my lap, the kind you steal from the office or buy in bulk from Staples, with a red left-hand margin, sea-blue lines, and cardboard backing. As soon as this notebook is filled, I will get another from the closet. There are plenty. I have all the pens in the house I could possibly use. Over the pages that will follow, and the time they will record, I can declare my regimen of losses over and start again; I can settle into a new life that is already here and waiting; I can make my peace, even if it’s sad and a little bitter, with an undoing so complete it’s hard not to step back and admire the symmetry of it. Someone else might call it “the return of the repressed.” Or diagnose me with a case of “unconscious repetition.” But I see other hands at work: The evidence of an artist. The fingerprints of a master who works in mirror images. How else can you explain waking up in a life that has come to resemble its earliest beginnings? That’s what life wants: symmetry.

Or I can just give up. Go on screen-staring. Hit refresh over and over. I can stop this notebook right where I am, file it in a box with all the others I have abandoned, and go on losing.

Let’s start with a little inventory. At the top, my unpaid bills.
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