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Happiness

Lately, I’ve begun to think more than I used to about happiness. This is not an idle consideration at any time in life; but it is a high-dollar bonus topic for me—b. 1945—approaching my stipulated biblical allotment.

Being an historical Presbyterian (not-attending, not-believing, like most Presbyterians), I’ve passed easily through life observing a version of happiness old Knox himself might’ve approved—walking the fine line between the twinned injunctions that say: “whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger” and “happiness is whatever is not bludgeoning unhappiness.” The second being more Augustinian—though all these complex systems get you to the same mystery: “Do what, now?”

This median path has worked fairly well through most situations life has flung my way. A gradual, sometimes unnoticed succession through time without anything great happening, though nothing unsurvivable and most of it quite okay. The grievous death of my first son (I have one other). Divorce (twice!). I’ve had cancer, my parents have died. My first wife has also died. I’ve been shot in the chest with an AR-15 and nearly died myself, but improbably didn’t. I’ve lived through hurricanes and what some might say was depression (it was mild if it was depression at all). Nothing, however, has sent me spiraling to the bottom, so that cashing in my own chips seemed like a good idea. Much quite good contemporary literature, which I read in bed and—if I angle the page right—is all about just such matters, with happiness ever elusive but still the goal.

And yet. I’m not sure if happiness is the most important state for us all to aspire to. (There are statistics on these subjects, graduate degrees, fields of study offering grants, a think tank at UCLA.) Happiness apparently declines in most adults through their ’30s and ’40s, bottoming out in the early ’50s, then sometimes starting up again in the ’70s—though it’s not a sure thing. Knowing what you fear in life may be a more useful measure and skill set. When asked by an interviewer, “Do you feel you could’ve been happier in life,” the poet Larkin said, “No, not without being someone else.” Thus, purely on average, I would say I’ve been happy. Happy enough, at least, to be Frank Bascombe and not someone else. And until late days that has been more than satisfactory for getting along.

Recently, however, since my surviving son, Paul Bascombe, who’s 47, became sick and presenting well-distinguished symptoms of ALS (Lou Gehrig’s disease—though there’s speculation the Iron Horse really didn’t have it but had something else), the subject of happiness has required more of my attention.

* * *

FOR THE LAST EIGHTEEN MONTHS I HAVE HELD A PART-TIME job at House Whisperers, in Haddam, New Jersey, where I live a solitary, senior, house-and-library-card-holder’s life. House Whisperers is a boutique realty entity nestled within a larger, vertically integrated realty entity owned outright by my former employee Mike Mahoney, from my—and our—roaring ’90s house-seller days on the Jersey Shore. A certified Tibetan—he long ago changed his name from Lobsang Dhargey to “something more Irish”—Mike got seriously rich by noticing a new market of well-financed Tibetan investors itchy to buy distressed New Jersey beach property left behind by the latest hurricane. (Getting rich almost always involves recognizing a market before the other guy, though who knew Tibetans had that kind of liquidity, or how they came by it?)

From selling distressed beach holdings, Mike moved swiftly using his newfound asset position to leveraging the purchase of hundreds of once-regular family homes—in Topeka, Ashtabula, Cedar Rapids, and Caruthersville, Georgia—residences which had become problematic for their owners due to tax liens, deferred maintenance, owner-infirmity, fixed-income woes, unpaid alimony, etc. These houses he fixed—and still fixes—up on the cheap using outsourced construction crews, assigning their upkeep to maintenance companies he owns, then securitizes the buildings into widgets he sells as shares on the Tokyo exchange to anybody (often other Tibetans) ready to take a risk. After which he rents them—sometimes back to their prior owners. Every bit of this shenanigan is perfectly legal following “the lost decade of housing,” when the banking sector went prospecting for richer seams. HSP, Mike’s umbrella company is called. Himalayan Solutions Partners. (There are no partners.)

House Whisperers, where I nominally work, is Mike’s separate vest-pocket “niche” project whereby he locates and services high-end home-buyer clients who for their own reasons desire complete, BPSS-level anonymity when purchasing a home. There are plenty of people at all stages of the purchase process, right up to and past the point of sale, who simply don’t want the world to know their beeswax: people who want to buy a house then never live in it, visit it, or even go inside; people who want a house for Grampa Beppo until he “passes” and the will clears probate. Or people who want to buy a house to actually live in, but are famous rock stars, disgraced politicians or Russian dissidents who don’t like publicity or for a clamor to be made. House Whisperers reaches out to this market for a hefty fee. (I’m not talking here about people in the witness protection program or convicted weenie-wavers who can’t find refuge in the general population. These cases are handled by government agencies and don’t involve our type of clients.)

I, years ago, let my own realtor’s ticket lapse, but I have been willing to come on board with Mike to jolt myself awake and out of my house in the aftermath of divorce and my second wife, Sally Caldwell, deciding to dedicate her life to one of service by counseling the grieving on distant shores (where a whole lot of grieving presumably goes on). She has recently taken orders as a lay nun, so a happy reconfiguring of our married life is likely not in sight.

Our small House Whisperers’ office occupies second-floor space on Haddam Square above Hulett’s shoes, across from the August Inn. My job there is really only a semi-job, not the gig economy, but not exactly not. I do little more, in truth, than answer the phone and pass along private contact info to our agency higher-ups. My minimal duties, however, afford as one of their side-attractions the chance to dispense granular, ground-level, real-time real-estate intel to people who’ve misunderstood our internet grille, which states we are “Confidential Consultants Offering Unique Home-Buying Strategies To An Uncommon Clientele.” Citizens who (incorrectly) believe this describes them, routinely call me up seeking the lowdown on the commonest nuts-and-bolts real estate quandaries, which I’m only too happy to help them resolve based on years of experience: “How” (for instance) “does a reverse mortgage really work, and at age 92 with co-morbidities, should I jump into one?” No. “What’s the downside on Chinese drywall for my mother-in-law apartment?” Lawsuits await. “Where’s the breakeven for the fixer-upper I’m about to drop on the rental market but that needs new soffits?” When was it ever not a landlord’s market? Make money by spending money.

Most of this information you can get out of the New York Times. Only people don’t want to be bothered—which is why the rest of us have jobs. Plus, most citizens, even in high-end Haddam, don’t read newspapers anyway.

Mike Mahoney, my would-be boss, is as ever a semi-lovable, quasi-honest entrepreneurial dynamo who believes that in all of his money-making forays he’s being natively “responsive” to the suffering of others by relieving them of their encumbrances—their homes—all of it in accordance with some Dharmic dictum found in a bardo somewhere. I am sympathetic to him if only because he risks his skinny Tibetan ass on longshots and wins. And yet. On my shady block of Wilson Lane, the old ether of true residence has all but burned off now—as with many close-in neighborhoods across the land—leaving the door ajar to absentee owners, private-equity snap-ups, Airbnbs and executive apartments, where, before, citizen pharmacists, teachers, librarians and seminary profs paid the taxes and rightly took pride. It’s rare anymore to know who lives next door to you. If you died in one of these not-quite domiciles, no wreaths would appear on the door, no pastor call, no neighbors would show up with a hot dish. In my day, I marketed these houses like flapjacks. But always to humans who wanted to live in them, raise children, celebrate birthdays and holidays, get divorced. And die—mostly happy.

* * *

LAST OCTOBER, AS I SAT AT MY HOUSE WHISPERER’S DESK LOOKING out the window onto the Boro Green, where two young girls in gym shorts were hanging banners for Oktoberfest, something quite unusual happened to me. Entirely without knocking, across the threshold of my tiny office walked my mother, who as far as I knew had been dead fifty-six years. Not my actual mother. But her twin, if all those years hadn’t intervened, and if my mother had had a twin—which she didn’t.

From behind my desk I must’ve gaped like a drunk man. My mouth may actually have fallen open. I heeled my chair backwards in alarm, since I felt I was possibly having a stroke. “You don’t look very happy to see me,” my mother said—or the woman who looked like her the last time I saw her alive. 1965. This person gazed at me mock seriously, then smiled an enigmatic smile. She was sixty (near my mother’s age when she died) and possessed my mother’s complex mirthful face and dense silver hair done in a pageboy, as well as her pert little features that made her seem vivacious and onto whatever foolishness you were advertising.

“I’m sorry,” I said, reclaiming a relieved smile. “Not many people come in without appointments. You remind me of someone I loved very much who died a long time ago.” These words I blurted as might happen in a dream.

“Uh-oh, that old story,” the woman said, skeptically. “Well, I’m not your ex-wife Delores, or your second wife, if that’s who I look like. My husband would get a kick outa you. I’m looking for the dentist’s office. Dr. Calderon. I may have come in the wrong entry. They got the signs all screwed up by the shoe store.” She opened a glittering regiment of choppers. “These are brand-new implants,” she said. “I’m transitioning back to a real dentist.”

“Okay.” Calderon had been my dentist for 35 years, should’ve retired a decade ago but doesn’t have anything better to do. I hadn’t visited him in a while and needed a crown redo. “He’s in number twelve. Back down to the street and turn left. It’s the next entry beyond the shoe store.” I reoffered her my recovered smile, but my heart was pounding.

“What happens in here,” the woman said, looking around. “What’s a house whisperer? Are you a private detective?”

“No. Real estate,” I said.

“Oh, okay.” She raveled her mouth. “Cute name. So who was it I look so much like?”

“My mother.” I didn’t want to admit it. Who knows why?

“Oooo. Really? That’s so sweet. Does it make you happy to see her again? Me, I mean. Sometimes I see deceased people in my dreams. It always thrills me. For a while anyway.”

“Well, yes,” I said. “It does.” It did.

“See, you can defeat death just by dreaming. My mom’s still alive, and she’s a terror. Still in Manalapan. Does her own shopping. Drives her little Kia. I don’t see her, but my sister does.”

“That’s good.”

“Oh, well,” my mother said. “We don’t get to choose our parents, do we? They don’t choose us, either. So. It works out.”

“No, we don’t. I mean I guess it does.”

“We probably wouldn’t choose the same ones, would we?” My mother was in my little office, speaking these words to me. I might very well have lost consciousness or started baying.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Yeeees, you do. But I get it,” the woman said. “I . . . get it. You’re real busy. You have a blessed day. Okay? Meanwhile I’m at the dentist. What’s your name?”

“Frank,” I said. I started to say just “Bascombe.”

“Okay, Frank. Try to remember the kind of September.” With those words—one of which was my name—my mother walked out the door, closed it behind her and was gone. Like a ghost.

* * *

THIS WAS AS MUCH AS IT TOOK TO INSERT “HAPPINESS” INTO MY brain, where it had not been for a long time. Old people—I’m seventy-four—can quit thinking about being happy altogether (the way the frog in the saucepan doesn’t think about the water slowly getting hot until it’s time for frog soup). If anyone had asked me if I was happy, I’d have said, “Absolutely. Happy as they come. Money in the bank.” But if that same person had asked what makes me so happy, or what does happy feel like, I might’ve had a harder time. Happy wasn’t part of my everyday lexis the way a hundred happy-neutral signifiers were (such as, I still hear well; my tires are properly rotated; no one’s robbed me so far today).

Here, though, was my “mother” saying to me, “You don’t look happy” (to see me). And, “Are you happy to see your mother?” I was, it just didn’t show. Often, when I have a new picture taken at the DMV, the woman behind the camera says, “Give us a big smile, Mr. Bascombe, so the cops won’t arrest you.” I always have to say, “I thought I was smiling.”

When my actual mother was dying in an early-days hospice facility in Skokie, and I was a junior at Michigan, riding the New York Central to visit her on weekends—the chagrin of seeing her sunken and denatured was immense—she one day, out of her morphine haze just snapped awake with me standing beside her bed, full of dread and awe. I was not certain she knew I was me, and literally staggered back in alarm. Her dark eyes were rounded and staring up as if she saw a specter, her nostrils flared as if breathing brimstone billows, her lips flattened together in ferocious, marshalled effort. She all at once shouted out at me, “I only have one thing to say to you, buster!” “What is it?” I said, trembling, scared shitless and full of dismay. I might even have shouted back at her, I was so terrified. “Are you happy?” she said accusingly. “Your father was a very happy man. He was a fantastic golfer. Are you?” She didn’t mean was I a fantastic golfer (I’m not a golfer at all), but was I happy? It seemed the most important thing in the world to her at that incomparable moment—important enough to bring her back from oblivion to put the question to me directly. (She died the next day after lunch.) “You must be,” she said terrifyingly. “It’s everything. You must be happy.” “I am,” I said, quaking—though I might’ve said, “Okay, then I am,” as in, “If you want me to be, I will be.” I was lying. I was anything but happy. My mother was dying in front of me—a momentous and bad thing; I wasn’t doing well in school; I had no girlfriend or any hope for one; I was anticipating entering the Marines after graduation to escape my life by fighting in Asia. What was there to be happy about? There were other things I might’ve said to her, querulous, young-man things like “What do you mean by happy?” “Why would you ask me that?” “I’m not really sure.” But she was on her deathbed, so I said yes.

“Good. I’m so glad,” my mother said. “I was hoping you were. I’ve been worried sick about it. Now. Let me get some sleep. I have a long way to go.”

Which she didn’t. She fell back almost lifeless into her pillow. I’m not sure she spoke to me again, although supposedly we never forget people’s last words spoken only to us. But I may have. It was a long time ago.

* * *

ANOTHER SIGNIFICANT OCCURRENCE, LIBERATING HAPPINESS from cold storage and inserting it into the forefront of my brain, came at an event last summer. In June, I decided to attend a reunion of the Gulf Pines Military Academy (Lonesome Pines) class of ’63, on the frowsy Gulf Coast of Mississippi. Our get-togethers had formerly been held on the old parade grounds. But in the past decade and a half—during which the school was sold to a religious cult, then resold, then razed to make way for a casino parking lot—our convenings have taken place on the oak-shaded grounds of Jefferson Davis’s ancestral home, which was itself blown to matchsticks by Hurricane Katrina, though most of the big oaks, doggedly hanging onto their Spanish moss, were spared. I’ve attended these reunions a few times over the years and have always gone away feeling perplexed but half elated. Perplexed because most of my classmates were hard-core dipshits, and encountering them years on, in their muted, undemonstrative, heavy-footed, slightly antagonistic, often dilapidated states, served only to attest that exceeding one’s beginnings was entirely a matter of dumb luck. Many of our classmates had gone off to Vietnam and come home bemused, spiritually-wizened, prematurely timeworn (those who hadn’t been blown to smithereens or half blown to smithereens). Most of us had been scattered by fate out across the continent to become John Deere salesmen, gym teachers, male nurses, abstract metal sculptors in Hayden Lake, or, like me, a real estate specialist in New Jersey. A few had managed to make a mint using native wizardry fueled largely by defeat and anger. But these were the ones I didn’t talk to since their life story is the only story they know.

On the upbeat side, I felt it might be invigorating to square up and shake hands with a few of these fellow wayfarers—none of whom I really remembered—if only because of a book review I’d read in the New York Times. This was a review of a novel by a famous female writer with three names, a novel that followed the life of a character who’d lost all long-term memory (which could seem like a blessing, but not in this book). What the reviewer said about the novel had struck a resonant chime in my brain. She seemed to like the novel in a grudging way, and to substantiate her liking it, wrote: “What kind of person can we say we are if we lack the ability to string together a cohesive personal narrative?” This was meant to be praise.

Everything’s, of course, a narrative these days. And I didn’t particularly give a shit about mine. It’s widely acknowledged that people live longer and stay happier the more stuff they can forget or ignore. Plus, my view of my personal narrative wouldn’t agree with most other people’s views of it—my two ex-wives, and my two surviving children, who may believe they’re, in part, victims of “my narrative.” Unlike the character in the novel, I was happy to turn loose much of my narrative, since it often kept me awake at night and made me unhappy.

But the reunion invitation came coincidentally just at the moment I’d picked up the Book Review. (Our reasons for going to reunions never represent our best selves.) And on a perverse whim I decided that if I flew down in steamy late August, postured around Jeff Davis’s shaded lawn in the blazing heat, mingled, bumped elbows, clapped shoulders, talked out of my chest, nodded and guffawed, even shed a tear with all the former dipshits, I might actually come away with a reflected and clearer sense of “what kind of person I was” as my narrative neared its finish line. (I also acknowledge this may have been a disguised excuse to get out of Haddam in the summer dog days, when our realty business goes into a sleep mode.)

Fewer and fewer old classmates attend these dreary functions. This one was number fifty-six, and even fewer of our original cadre were there—just the smattering who live nearby or in New Orleans or Pensacola: people who had nothing else to do on a summer Saturday and didn’t want to sit home and watch baseball on TV. Long metal folding tables with blue-and-white butcher paper (the school colors) had been set up. Plenty of folding chairs were supplied because a lot of us can’t stand for long. Someone had shelled out money for lite fare—chilled shrimp, warm slaw, spud salad and watermelon. Plus a long corrugated tub of iced brewskis. There were maybe thirty of our bunch from a class of seventy. Nothing outsized was planned—just two hours of consuming the grub, maybe talk to someone (but not necessarily), down a beer or two, wander over to the Gulf Shores Casino across the highway, play the slots for an hour, then disappear.

And what I thought we’d all do was precisely what we all did: edgily surveil each other, make halting eye contact, then pull away; belly forth with a hand out, then fade again, nod, half smile, fake a laugh, try to work out who somebody was and how they’d survived the time since our 50th (which I’d attended and enjoyed because my wife Sally had come along and declared it and all my classmates to be “a hoot”). Words—very few—were found and uttered. Departures from life were noddingly conceded. Compliments and congenialities were sparingly sown about—how one “looked,” what another had suffered and recovered well-enough from; where another’s kids now called home, when one’s wife had died (my first one only two years ago). No politics were risked, no talk of whatever war was being fought, nothing sexual or even semi-jocular ventured. The prospects of the Ole Miss and LSU and Bama squads were fleetingly, unemotionally broached. The food vanished first. Then the beer. Then so did we all—without my having learned anything about my narrative or what kind of person I was except I didn’t feel I was much like any of them, which I’d suspected anyway.

All save for one exchange—a strange, unexpected, and revelatory almost-conversation I had with Pug Minokur, once of Ferriday, Louisiana, hometown of the old cousin-schtupping hillbilly Jerry Lee, and a tough town on its best day. Pug—easily recognizable because he hadn’t changed a jot—was standing by a big live oak all by his lonesome, beer in hand, clad in a pair of dopey tan walking shorts, an open-collar white shirt, long dingleberry-black-nylon socks and white patent leather slip-ons. To me, he seemed stranded and in need of someone to penetrate his isolation, offer up a word, save the moment since the festivities were by then drawing to an end. Pug’s expression was without animation. Only, when he saw me, his eyes lit up and he smiled as if ready to share some innocuous fellow feeling before trudging off home. And I possessed the very ball we could get rolling, if briefly. Lifetimes ago, in the dimness of 1961, Pug had been the star on the Gulf Pines Fighting Seamen basketball team. A five-ten, shifty, streak-shooting hard-nosed point guard, Pug could’ve eventually gone over to Baton Rouge and started as a Tiger freshman, except for his penchant for breaking into suburban houses and stealing items he had no use for and which he instantly threw in the Mississippi River—before he got caught. Misfortune landed Pug not on the glittering road to LSU, but into Lonesome Pines, where a lot of the cadet corps were budding felons given a last chance by a juvenile judge who didn’t want to go to the trouble of incarcerating them or sending them off to die in a combat zone. As an alienated, sports-inept townie who boarded-in, I for a brief moment fantasized my chance at school success to be (unaccountably) winning a place on the basketball team. I was nearly six feet—which was my only basketball aptitude. I was sadly slow-footed, foul-prone and clumsy, couldn’t jump above my high-tops, and couldn’t make the simplest layup or close-in jumper. However, I proved useful, along with a couple of other “oafs” as “dummy team” members. We were never allowed to play in actual games, only—by Shug Borthwick, the old Seamen coach—to be stationed in vaguely basketball stances on the practice court, spots opposing players would occupy in real contests, and then do nothing but be driven around, shot over, screened and occasionally knocked flat by anybody on the varsity who decided that might be fun. Pug was our captain—a dashing, menacing figure in school blues wearing a brazen #1 on his jersey. He had never spoken to me and apparently saw no reason to. Once he had flashed past me in my frozen pick-setter’s stance near the baseline and managed to elbow me savagely in the sternum—hard enough to make me fear he’d bruised my heart. This was deeply humiliating. I, of course, did my best to display no emotion, give no satisfaction away, suck it up, absorb Pug’s best shot and say nothing. Though secretly I wanted to crawl away and die, never suit up again or see a basketball.

The next day, though, while my dummy team was “practicing,” which meant rebounding and feeding ball after ball to the varsity heroes who were busy perfecting their two-handers and hook shots, and couldn’t possibly get balls for themselves, Pug came up to me and said, “Charlie” (he thought my name was Charlie), “I think you should stick it out. You’re tall enough and plenty tough enough. If you work hard on your fundamentals over the summer, you can earn a spot on the big team next year. I’ll put in a word with Coach if you want me to.” “I’d really like that, Pug,” I said cravenly, “you’re a great player.” “I know,” Pug said. “But we all have greatness in us, Charlie. I’m sure you do.” And that was that.

Nothing—I can say it still without doubt—had ever meant as much to me as these few unwarranted, in all likelihood insincere words of semi-praise. Pug walked away—I watched—went straight over and said some possibly similar words to Coach Borthwick. Both of them turned to look at me snaring rebounds and trying not to get hit in the head. I believed Pug had done what he’d said he’d do. Next year, possibly, I could be living, thriving, excelling on a whole new plane of existence (because there was no doubt that through the summer I would work my bones to sawdust on the fundamentals, whatever they were). This new life would be glamorized not by dummy team mortifications (dummy uniforms did not even have numbers) but by a whole new metric of points scored and real rebounds collected—not the way I’d been fielding them, like a fucking automaton.

That none of this ever occurred, that by the time next season came around I’d become a neophyte sports scribe on the Poop Deck, the school newspaper, and never spoke another word to Pug Minokur (though I wrote about him as if he was Bob Cousey), never shot another basket except with my two sons on different backboards in different towns, at different stages of life—none of that mattered a tinker’s tootle. I’d heard what I’d heard. An oath had been sworn. My future had been lined out for basketball glory—should I desire it. Which, as it happened, I didn’t. Pug Minokur had come through when it counted. He was a giant, as tough and agile as they came, owned the heart of a warrior, but could still stoop to help another boy when that boy needed a word of fellowship and bucking up. Even if it was total bullshit.

These were sentiments I never expressed to Pug in those raddled days. I was embarrassed not to have “come out” the following year and to have chosen noncontact play on the Poop Deck. Pug never seemed to notice me or recognize me again (Ole Charlie). We’d had our one shining moment and would have no more.

Until the reunion.

It was clearly Pug I spied, in spite of years: same scrunched forehead, same out-of-date flattop and undersized chin, as if that part of his face had been economized-on by his maker. A boy with Pug’s features would once have been deemed “cute” by a high school girl who wanted credit for going out with a sports giant. But as a seventy-four-year-old retired Safelite assistant store manager from Bastrop, Pug looked only like a sad little redneck porch jockey who used to have a lot of friends.

But I was not going to let such an unpromising affect deter me. If my goal in coming to this half-ass reunion was to certify something preservable about myself, then memorialize it (“Bascombe wasn’t so bad, or not all that bad, anyway”), this would be my chance to do the right thing. Justice delayed but not denied for all eternity.

I made my way across the sweltering St. Augustine to where Pug was leaned against one of the survivor oaks. His expression had already changed. He was now staring into some eternity, features undisturbed, his creased and shiny knees slightly bent below the hem of his walking shorts and above his socks, as if for balance. His eyes fixed on me as I approached, yet seemed not to include me. His can of Schlitz had not risen toward his lips, only hung at his side.

“Pug?” I said, extending a hand in his direction. “Franky Bascombe. I was your biggest fan back in ’61. I saw you play for Birmingham Lutheran in ’64 when you ran Huntsville Normal out of their building and poured in thirty.” He’d eventually played—and starred—for some dink-ass sub-division-three school, then went in the Navy.

Pug’s small, dark bullet eyes registered now and held me, as if I was someone speaking from a distance but possibly not to him. He did not shake my hand, so I withdrew it.

Pug was never a person of words. The ones he’d spoken to me when he’d said I should stick it out, hone my skills because we all contained greatness, etc.—words I was here to commemorate as a small but crucial life-changer for me and that I appreciated to this moment—these were the only words Pug ever spoke to me, though I’d devoted thousands to him in print.

“I’ve got something I want to thank you for, Pug,” I said. Pug’s real name was Rodney Jr. He looked much more like a Rodney Jr. now—in his high-waisted shorts, black socks and little strip mall haircut. I still knew something about white southerners; that Pug’s uncommunicative, wall-you-out stare was his “Pug look.” It was how Pug was; it was the face he greeted the world with since the cheering had stopped and all that was left was replacing cracked windshields and going home to supper for all the years down the line. Were he to speak, he might put in peril the smidgen that was left of the old Pug. Which was not what I wanted. “I’m probably overstepping my boundaries here, Pug,” I quickly said, with a shoe-salesman’s grin—ready to retreat. It was brutally hot. I was sweating rivers through my madras shirt, though Pug was seemingly not hot at all. Something kept him cool. The Gulf out across Highway 90 was baked and gray and densified like mud. Far out, tiny swimmers’ heads were bobbing. A confederate flag hung lank against a dismal pole where the old, traitorous president’s former estate had stood.

“You have to understand,” Pug said calmly, as if he and I’d been gabbing like magpies about tempered-tinted window treatments so you don’t roast on your vacation drive down to Weeki Wachee.

“What is it, Pug?” He was looking straight at me, face soft and pliant and full of some emotion he’d abandoned his usual noncommunicator’s self to try to express. And of course, I saw then. Realized. Understood. Fool, fool, fool. Me.

“I’m really happy,” Pug said and smiled, revealing his little, ranked, square discolored teeth. His dark eyes shone. I’d said nothing of significance and would not now. “It’s been a wonderful, wonderful life, Franky” (not Charlie), Pug said. “And all of you shouldn’t have gone to this trouble. I have . . .” He stopped and looked hard at me as if I’d interrupted him. His eyes blinked; his little mouth formed a semblance of a smile. He nodded. “I get it,” Pug said, like the woman who looked like my mother would say to me six weeks later. “I get it.” Pug looked amazed. “That little bitty clock doesn’t work unless you plug it in, does it?” he said. “So . . .” Which was the totality of what Pug and I would be allotted that day. Or ever. I’d thanked him—for a life of memories. I took his amazingly soft, amazingly small and once skillful hand—his shooting hand—and gave it a gentle pumping for old times’ sake. A teenage boy—his grandson, a young Pugster—was right then coming up to us, speaking soft words, which Pug didn’t reply to. He nodded at me. Then the two of them walked away together toward where the cars were all parked in the griddling sun.

About which there’s little more to say. How does an idea, long dormant, revive and parade its bright banner into life as a fully renewed goal? To be happy—before the gray curtain comes down. Or at least to consider why you’re not, if you’re not. And whether it’s worth the bother to worry about. Which I contend it is. It is worth worrying about—though I’m certain of little else. But to go out the door, as my mother knew and as even Pug Minokur “knew” (if he knew anything), and not bother with being happy is to give life less than its full due. Which, after all, is what we’re here for. To give life its full due, no matter what kind of person we are. Or am I wrong?





Part I





One

Rochester, Minnesota. Blear season of the Lupercal. Saints, bloody martyrs and sacrifice. Promise of fertile Spring in the frozen heart of winter. Valentine’s Day, three days hence.

I’m driving with my son Paul Bascombe to the Comanche Mall for the Tuesday noon matinée at the Northern Lights Octoplex. The defroster is huffing, wipers whapping. It’s snowing like Anchorage. Paul stares out, saying little. His right hand, I believe, may be trembling and also his knees inside his sweatpants. We have not taken in a matinée together since he was a sweet but disorderly twelve-year-old. As said, he is now forty-seven and not well.

Today’s movie excursion, however, signals for me a positivist, nostalgic reprise of my own long-ago Saturdays in the chilled, funked dark of the old Bay View Biloxi, bingeing candy through four features, four shorts, six cartoons and a talent show. Then staggering, cotton-eyed, out into the queasy-hot coastal late day, feeling life could never again be this good. Possibly I was right.

Schedulers at Naldo Exhibitors (home offices, Mendota)—eight screens rarely showing films anyone would pay to see—are today offering up a feast of “Cupid’s Week Specials” to lure shut-ins and old nostalgics out into the bruising cold and into otherwise vacant seats. My son is more or less a shut-in. I, the old nostalgic. Though I don’t believe nostalgia to be my core worldview.

Screen eight is of minimal interest to me but appeals to my son, who claims to “love” The St. Valentine’s Day Massacre, the Roger Corman splatter-rama from ’67, which he considers “a riot and a classic.” He also wants to stay for Picnic at Hanging Rock on screen six—the title he finds “interesting,” though neither of us knows anything about it except that it’s Australian and may have a Valentine’s tie-in. Because of our daily need to consume time, he is willing to impose it on me. In this way he is not so different from when he was twelve.

Outside, at the intersection of South Broadway and State Highway 14, it is five below and sky-less, a big Alberta Clipper slinging ice needles and buckshot snow, causing my Civic to quake under its blusters. Minnesotans take this all in stride. “It’s a dry cold,” “we dress for it,” “we were born driving on ice,” “it can always get worse.” As a decades-long Jerseyite, only here now to escort my son through his experimental ALS protocol at Mayo, I’m most at home in the meliorative, mid-seaboard succession—one season barely distinguishable from the next. In New Jersey no one talks about the weather—floating along within it like goldfish. Minnesota though, you have to give credit to. It takes freezing people’s asses as serious business.

Today is commencing a high-stress/high-priority week for my son—and me. We have been in Rochester at the Clinic for two months, since before Christmas, while he’s been enrolled in an experimental drug study—a Phase 1 “regenerative trial” in the Department of Neurology—which I don’t understand very well but which his doctors colorfully refer to as “Medical Pioneers at the Borders of Science.” His particular drug sports a bombastic name that sounds like “Cyclotron,” which, once inside his body, allows his doctors to isolate and study crucial things (proteins) and eliminate crucial others having to do with why his disease progresses when other people’s don’t. Not much is known about what disposes a person to ALS, only what happens when you get it, so that if the study finds nothing, that will be something. His “treatment” is guaranteed not to save him or even make him better since his diagnosis has come too late (a good reason not to get involved). His entry evaluation indexed him as “high-qualified” for being studied, and even before we were out of the office, he’d announced he was in. “It’s my legacy,” he said, back in my car, though he believes, as I do, that legacies are a crock of shit. His ALS variant is brain-related, not spine-related, and therefore is quicker about its dirty business. His degree of neuro-degeneration was already far along at diagnosis, though he could live for years. Most patients have symptoms for longer than they know. Paul, in fact, until his workup, thought (and hoped) he had Lyme disease.

In the Clinic with his “team”—doctors, nurses, therapists, masseuses, counselors, facilitators, minders, all provided by his Mayo study—Paul has jettisoned his life-long exterior of screwy-inscrutable inwardness. In the books I’ve read, this conversion to extrovert has its own clinical moniker—“idiopathic self-objectification.” Suffering a fierce and always fatal disease has, these books argue, offered him a special self, and “freed” him—I’m not sure from or for what: possibly not to worry about the rest of his life. To me, and for the good, he seems not so much possessed by his “situation” as in possession of it, become its living exponent and barker. With his care team, he’s as jovial as a game-show host, regaling them with his unique views on everything. (We all have to have a team now.) They refer to him as “Handsome” or “Professor Bascombe” or “Lover Boy,” while Paul refers to ALS as “Al’s” (as in Al’s bar), and death as “acing the final,” “buying the farm,” “purchasing the real estate” or just his “magic number” (as in “my magic number is six months at best”). He’s also of late become regrettably preoccupied by the life and music of the pint-size cockney songster Anthony Newley, who’s been dead for thirty years. When we’re alone, he can and will peel off unnerving karaoke renditions of “There’s No Such Thing as Love,” “The Candy Man,” and “Who Can I Turn To?”—“. . . with yew on a nyew dah-aye”—which I put up with but often have to make him stop. “It stabilizes me,” he says, “to channel a persona who’s (or was) not dying.” His doctors insist it’s good for him. Music Assisted Relaxation. It just sometimes drives me crazy.

Paul doesn’t, in fact, think of himself as a patient, a sufferer or a living statistic, but as an amateur “scientist” objectifying a defective body that happens to be his—all for the benefit of unnamed others. Like a car that’s broken but can still be driven. More than once he’s observed to me he was “surprised” it was taking him this long to die. Though statistically it’s not.

I have so far not observed him to exhibit much fear of death’s approach. He seems more intrigued than concerned. (I, in fact, envy the peerlessness of his experience without envying the experience, itself.) Occasionally he expresses misgivings about suffering—what I most fear for him. Though sometimes I think that my son enduring an extravagantly fatal disease has not so much to do with death (unusual man that he is) but with seizing an opportunity to perform a difficult trick extremely well—a magic trick—that can only be performed once. Someone who did not know him might say he was coming to grips with life by preparing for a good death, as the Buddhists say: the white and red essences meeting at the heart. But I can say with certainty that he is all about a good life and not one jot about a good death (whatever that could be). In my solitary-silent moments, I do not cherish the thought that my son’s fatal disease may be one of his life’s high points, and sometimes ask myself: Have his forty-seven breathing years added up to enough of life? I know the standard answer. Though my heart’s answer is (strange, for a man who never hopes), I hope so. It is merely unfortunate that his good life will not now be a very long one.

* * *

THIS VALENTINE’S WEEK IS OF SUCH HIGH EMOTIONAL PORTENT because tomorrow at ten I am driving Paul to the Clinic for the last of his scheduled visits—the “Medical Pioneers Borders of Science Appreciation Meet & Greet,” where the Pioneers in the drug study (there were originally eight Pioneers, but one was lost) will be neurologically welcomed, thanked, celebrated, flattered, given a gift, then sent away for “long-term follow-up” by the doctors. It is an unwieldy “graduation,” since he’s dying. (No one’s supposed to say he’s dying, though he of course does, and so do I, in order that living have a chance to compete in real time with its enemy on a level playing field.) Paul is dogged in his enthusiasm for the Pioneers. Though in a father’s way, I worry that in him flickers an ineradicable hope that something in his two-month study will be miraculously unearthed such that something, something, something can be done to something something else and the worst something be avoided—which it won’t. I fear this forecastable failure—the fate of us all—will set loose in him a great, honking, spirituo-psychic crash-in which will sink him. And me as well. Doctors are skilled at dispensing unhappy news, and have perfected “delivery strategies” taught at Hopkins and Yale, allowing them to avert their gaze when the world goes ass-up for the patient. But as his caregiver, I must defend him against such plummets. Though I happen to believe there’s plenty to be said for a robust state of denial about many things—death being high on the list.

I have thus devised as a coping strategy, for Paul and me to embark after tomorrow’s “coming-out” upon a semi-epic, driving trip westward. Latter-day Lewises and latter-day Clarks, spiriting out across wintry Minnesota, and beyond to prairied South Dakota, all the way to Mount Rushmore (where I myself visited, with my parents, in 1954), an improbable destination, improbably embarked on in the heart of winter, but possibly one Paul will find “hilarious” and capable of dousing his dreads and dismays that nothing can be done for him. It is the best I can do—the art of the saved moment being the only art I’m even halfway accomplished at, and even though I don’t know what we do afterward. Come back to here? Drive to New Jersey? Fly to the Seychelles? He is so far skeptical about such a trip, and about me, and about most everything since these are likely his last choosings. Yet I would save my son from any harm I could, even if I can’t finally outwit the worst.

* * *

TRAFFIC NEARING OUR TURN INTO THE COMANCHE MALL IS bump ’n’ stop, bump ’n’ go. We are stalled on Rochester’s crowded “miracle mile,” though no one’s honking. Minnesotans are self-conscious about their horns, whereas we Jerseyites consider horns to be musical instruments. Yellow-flashing salt trucks are clogging things up ahead, plus the cops have someone pulled over, not giving a rat’s ass about blocking the box, their blue-blinking cruisers leaving us all stacked in front of Babies R Us. Paul and I are behind a pickup, which seems to be full of broken hockey sticks. Being newcomers to town, I’ve allowed for extra time.

Paul has so far not passed the morning well—struggling with his shirt buttons and teeth-brushing, teetering like a vaudevillian on a tightrope when he wobbled to the car, and taking too long in the bathroom. (I had to knock twice, which made him growl through the door, “I’m taking a dump, it’s not that easy.”) We were up early so he could attend his Clinic exit interview with Dr. Oakes, his neurologist (grinning, freckle-faced, redheaded semi-beauty from Menominee, schooled at Stanford). Paul’s final infusion was yesterday, and every Tuesday—today—he’s invited in to “review his experiences”: How things feel in his body, how he’s tolerating the Riluzole he takes to slow his disease onset (it blurs his vision, makes his heart beat fast, and he pisses more—but doesn’t get better), and how he’s seeing life-in-general (better than I am). On his Clinic days he routinely strives to project a robust well-being, likes to “doll up” as if he and Dr. Oakes are having a date. This morning at home, though, his voice was “thinner” and higher-pitched, symptomology Dr. O will have noticed, noted and remarked on, though Paul hasn’t mentioned anything to me. At his stage of disease progress—middle stage—his voice box muscles are fading because nerves in his brain are dying. One day he will simply stop talking. And at some point, all muscles will cease translating messages from his brain—even though his brain will valiantly continue sending them. After which he will—to all but the philosophically inclined—cease to “be.” This is a subject we haven’t been successful in broaching, but will need to try soon.

After ten minutes of gridlock, we are turned into the Comanche Mall parking lot, which is vaster than most towns’ corporate limits, and where it’s snowing beebees. Plows are banging—cars and pedestrians skittering away from the flashing, pinging, scraping panzers spewing snow, dozing shopping carts, lost merchandise, compact cars, pets and children out to the snow Matterhorn behind Sears, where it’ll stay frozen ’til summer. Snowplows rule this latitude, the bearded-burly meth-enflamed drivers granting lenience to no one.

The Northern Lights Octoplex, where we’re headed, is on the mall backside beyond a towering Scheels hunting-&-fishing pagoda and a defunct Penneys. Paul has his metal tripod cane—more practical for the snow than his walker, though his walker is better at keeping him from stumbling and breaking his face, which he almost did this morning. Cold for some reason doesn’t bother him the way it bothers me, though he is approaching the frontier between when he can walk and when he won’t walk again. For many ALS-sufferers this can signal the dark passage from an already-assaulted estimation of themselves to something worse. I’m not sure how he will tolerate this. He is hard to calculate.

In the car, he has Anthony Newley going on his iPhone, which he “wears” in a goofy sequined plastic belt holster—Bluetooth earbuds in. He is staring silently at the mall tundra as if from an airplane. Something in his conversation with Dr. Oakes this morning has left him abstracted. Doctors of terminal patients must be doughty truth-tellers, respecting a sacred bond of candor with those they assist out of life. Except, of course, they can’t win. Any untenanted word, an “and” instead of a “but,” the wrong placement of a “very” or a “possibly” or an “in my view,” and the well-adjusted sarcoma sufferer or kidney transplanter goes flailing off into unreachable despond. All progress abandoned. I will try to ask him about this if a moment presents, though typically he admits nothing.

On our drive to the mall, his only moments of animation have been when we passed his two favorite commercial establishments—Little Pharma Drug and Free Will Dry Cleaners. Both caused him to look appraisingly at me as we went by, as if we savored a secret but must not speak of it. For all of life, our father-son discourse has been encoded and elliptical—sustained, on-topic converse being simply not our way. Sometimes to the point of silence. It cannot be that unusual.

Free Will cleaners had red hearts swagged across its window and the stenciled words “Lint Free or Dye,” which pleased him.

“Do you happen to know,” he asked, without taking his ear appliances out, “the most common men’s trouser size.”

“I don’t,” I said, minding the traffic and snow.

“Thirty-four regular.” He took in an unexpressive breath and let it out. I could hear a Tony Newley song buzzing in his ears. He said nothing else.

When Paul was in St. Jehoshaphat’s in Connecticut (his name for the second-rate prep school his mother and I put him in) and well on his way to a life of unusualness, she and I had him in and out of numberless therapists’ offices, testing institutes and holistic Maine summer camps, assessing whether he was locked in some syndrome or spectrum or “osis” and could be helped by whatever ministering-to might’ve been available in the long-ago ’80s. He didn’t “blend.” He was cheerful and polite but didn’t make (many) friends. His career goal was to be a ventriloquist. He didn’t care about sports. He was left-handed. He stuttered. He exhibited vague rotating symptoms of Tourette’s, OCD, possibly attention deficit. Nothing was deemed clinically “wrong.” His IQ was a respectable 112 (better than mine and his mother’s, but well below his sister’s). He wasn’t harming himself or others, didn’t masturbate excessively, wasn’t fascinated by fire, wasn’t failing school. His behavior—often standing smiling Cheshire-like at things that weren’t funny to anybody else—was, in Dr. Wolfgang Stopler’s view, “not really that weird,” given divorce, his brother’s death, puberty’s onslaught. His mother and I didn’t agree with this diagnosis, but took solace that we’d made an effort, and that there was not much else we could do—since we liked him and didn’t want to do much more anyway. Let him live his life. We didn’t know someday he’d have ALS.

The other thing Paul said this morning as we were encountering mall traffic, snow peppering the windshield like gravel, was, “How do you feel about missing Vietnam?”

I had to turn to look at him. “Do what?”

“How do you feel about missing Vietnam?” His nose was running. He wiped it with his sleeve and fingered the silver stud he’s had implanted in his left earlobe since he’s been at Mayo.

“Why the hell are you asking me that?”

“I just wondered.” Tick-tocking his head back and forth to Anthony Newley in both ears.

Paul was wearing his “sick suit.” Gray sweats, generous around the ass so as not to further impede his already impeded mobility. He’d changed clothes after his exit interview (when he’d worn a button-down Brooks Oxford, a cranberry V-neck, chinos and Chinese Weejuns—all to impress Dr. Oakes. This was my exact uniform in the Sigma Chi house in Ann Arbor, circa 1964, and pretty much my current caregiver’s mufti). Paul has added poundage since being diagnosed and now has a soft, rounded affect. He’s always worn glasses and has been losing hair for a decade, which makes him resemble the old porn-pone Larry Flynt—not a good look. He has short, warty fingers and, since determined to be ill, has developed a refrigerator-interior skin tone, and sometimes exudes a tangy metal smell, possibly from his medication. He’s always curled his tongue up inside his mouth, extending the gray-pink underpart past his lips—which I identify as exertion. In the car beside me, in his Kansas City Chiefs red, hooded, long-boy Super-Bowl parka over his sweats, his special Swiss shoes designed for Al’s patients, and knitted mittens his mother made for him when he was a teen, he looked like a papoose.

“Is that what’s going on in your brain? You’re thinking about Vietnam?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m happy I missed Vietnam.” Wipers were noisily swatting snow. “You wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t. You could be a little Vietnamese boy.”

I knew he loved this idea but didn’t answer.

“Has it been like a barrier?” Paul thinks (sometimes obsessively) in terms of barriers; reluctances in ourselves that prevent us from doing all the dynamic things we want to do: Play the harmonica. Juggle. Do a backflip off the high board. None of which he could ever do. All achievement, to him, requires crossing thresholds that are painful. For instance, he is in fact a fair-to-poor ventriloquist, owns a professional-grade dummy with orange hair, a loud, checked hacking jacket, and stupid googly blue eyes. “Otto”—who he’s brought along with us to Minnesota. Learning ventriloquism, which he did in high school, required powerful internal barriers be exceeded. It took him years, though he still moves his lips to make Otto talk—which he’s aware of. His sister thinks Otto’s creepy and won’t tolerate the sight of him. Which makes Paul delirious.

“It hasn’t been a barrier for me at all,” I answered about Vietnam. The blue police flasher was flicking through the snow swarming the windshield. Some poor Somali was surrendering his license through his window as we inched past. “I didn’t choose not to go to Vietnam,” I said. “I got sick and was discharged. The Marines didn’t want me. I felt sorry at the time but not for long. The war was terrible. You were born the year it ended.”

“I just wondered if it created a syndrome like mine.”

“Like yours? What’s yours? You don’t have a syndrome. You’ve got something else.”

“Right.” His heavy pink tongue became visible, denoting new exertion.

“Do you mean like survivor’s guilt?” I said.

“I don’t know. No. Survivor’s guilt’s bullshit.” He asked me a week ago what was the modern equivalent of “the invisible man”—another of his movie favorites. Claude Rains, Gloria Stuart, et al. I didn’t know. “An Al’s survivor,” he said. “Someone who doesn’t exist.” His mouth had wrinkled, then he looked away.

“Look,” I said irritably as we passed the police cruiser, “missing getting blown up in Vietnam hasn’t prevented anything. Okay? I’ve done everything I’ve wanted to do. Including being here now. Right?” He didn’t like it when I got annoyed with him.

“Yeah.”

“And if I live longer than you do—which I might not—I won’t feel guilty about that either.” This he liked, since outliving him is almost a certainty.

“So. Are you like glad I’m here?” Inside his Chiefs parka, he fattened his cheeks since he knew my answer required artfulness. It was his way of “self-locating,” which the doctors say he should do.

“Yes and also no,” I said. “I’m not glad you’re right here. In Rochester. I wish we were on a beach in the Maldives. But otherwise, yes. I’m glad you’re here. I’m glad I’m here. I’m glad you’re alive. I mostly always have been.”

“Okay.” He stared ahead, tongue still slightly extruded. Yes and no answers are his favorites.

“This, by the way,” I said, still irritated, “is completely idiotic, okay? I love you.” It’s never a bad idea to include these words in case he might think being sick is a barrier to love. I wasn’t sure he heard me with his Bluetooth in.

“That’s good,” he said. “You can’t let that genie out of the bottle though, Lawrence.” He is on guard against all sentimentalities, being patronized, any melodrama or matters of the heart—which he hates and can be cruel about. Since we’ve been at Mayo he has begun calling me Lawrence, for Lawrence Nightingale.

“It’s a cunning stunt,” I say to end this.

“Yeah. You said it,” he said, and looked back out into the snowy, congested traffic.

* * *

BY THE TIME WE’RE INTO A DISABLED SLOT AND CAN STRUGGLE through sputtering snow to the mall’s west entrance—Paul, employing his cane with difficulty—all chances of seeing a movie are ended. A protest is underway at the inside entrance to the Octoplex. A line of noisy exhorters—mostly women in down parkas, a couple of RC priests, a chubby man in a pink cupid body suit with little wings, a few seniors in leisure attire and one or two school-age girls—has linked arms in a human chain across the theatre’s doors and ticket window, barring all entry. Including ours. We have virtual tickets bought online, but the protestors are barricading everything, jigging placards up and down, waving and shouting. VALENTINES MEANS SPOUSAL ABUSE TO ME, VALENTINES DEMEANS WOMEN AND LOVE, MY HEART IS ALREADY BROKEN, VALENTINE SURVIVOR, CUPID SUCKS. A frowning white-haired woman in a bright orange snow parka and wielding a bullhorn is getting a chant going. VILE, MYSOGYNIST CRAP, one sign declares, referring, I suppose to The Valentine’s Day Massacre, which isn’t all that wrong, though I don’t recall any women being machine-gunned, only Mick hooligans who’d be gunned down anyway.

Paul and I are stopped at the periphery of bundled-up spectators, who seem amused but not involved. “I guess you can protest two goats fucking if you want to,” someone observes.

“What’s this happy horseshit?” Paul growls, glasses fogged by the interior mall weather. In his long-boy coat and red balaclava and weaving on his tripod, he looks like a grizzled street person—which has been his look since he’s been sick. “Everybody’s a fuckin’ survivor,” he says.

“Let me see about this.”

“Yeah. I’ve got your back, Lawrence.” Almost losing his balance on his cane.

A weedy-looking young man in a white shirt and string tie stands behind the blocked, glass cinema doors
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