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TO FRASER NELSON AND ALL MY OTHER COURAGEOUS COLLEAGUES AT THE SPECTATOR, WHOSE EDITORS NEVER DELETE MY JOKES.



CONTENTS

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

INTRODUCTION

PART I: THE PRIVATE SECTOR

Women of Letters Talk for Ubud Readers and Writers Festival, Indonesia, 2013 

“Putting Away Childish Things,” Sermon in Manchester, England, 2013 

“Terminal Friendship,” The Guardian, 2010 

“My Teenage Diary,” The Guardian, 2015 

“The Big Story,” Financial Times, 2013 

Greg Shriver’s Memorial Tribute, Durham, North Carolina, 2009 

PART II: “WHAT DID YOU DO IN THE WAR, MOMMY?”

“Fiction and Identity Politics,” Brisbane Writers Festival Opening Address, 2016 

“Liberals Now Defy the Etymology of the Word,” The New York Times, 2016 

“Writers Blocked,” Prospect, 2018 

“Cruel and Unusual Punishment,” Harper’s Magazine, 2019 

“Lefty Lingo,” Harper’s Magazine, 2019 

PART III: CONFESSIONS OF AN EXPAT

“Bye-Bye Belfast,” 1997 

“No Exit,” Harper’s Magazine, 2019 

“Patrios,” Harper’s Magazine, 2019 

PART IV: GETTING THE BLOOD RUNNING

“Ode to the Hacker,” Prospect, 2011 

“London’s Unofficial Olympic Sport,” The Atlantic, 2012 

“Your Gym Routine Is Worthless,” Unherd.com Review-Essay on Alison Bechdel’s The Secret to Superhuman Strength, 2021 

PART V: AGAINST THE GRAIN

“I Am Not a Kook,” The New York Times, 2016 

“Ikea’s Real Genius,” The Spectator, 2018 

“Our Institutions No Longer Understand What They Are For,” The Spectator, 2018 

“Dear WriteNow,” The Spectator, 2018 

“He, She, and It,” Prospect, 2016 

 “A Monumental Matter,” The Spectator, 2017 

“Would You Want London to Be Overrun by Americans like Me?,” The Spectator, 2021 

“The Criminalization of Making Money,” New Criterion, 2010 

“Quote-Unquote,” The Wall Street Journal, 2008 

“Lionel Shriver Is Grateful for Pandemic Quarantine (No She Isn’t),” Los Angeles Times, 2020 

PART VI: END PAPERS

“In Defense of Death,” Population and Development Review, 2010 

 “I Was Poor, but I Was Happy,” The Guardian, 2014 

 “Friendship Agonistes,” Prospect, 2011 

“‘I’ll Never Put Up with Life in a Care Home,’ and Other Lies We Tell Ourselves,” The Observer, 2021 

“Just Because We’ve Been OK Doesn’t Mean We’ll Stay That Way,” Ramsay Centre Virtual Address, 2020 

“Catastrophizing Is My Idea of a Good Time,” The Spectator, 2018 

“The Nobody at Cannes,” Standpoint, 2011 

“Semantic Drift,” Harper’s Magazine, 2019 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

BONUS ESSAY: “Western Society is Built on Stigma,” UnHerd, 2023

About the Author

Also by Lionel Shriver

About the Publisher


   
INTRODUCTION

When I first dove into this project, I was no little horrified to discover what a vast clatter of nonfiction cluttered my hard drive. I could fill out dozens of volumes this size—though don’t worry, I’m not that sadistic.

The standards I’ve applied to the selection of these essays are loose: these pieces have stuck in my mind; they continue to pertain to the present; I can still stand to read them. Regarding three picks in particular, a fourth stipulation: after publication, they brought hell and damnation down on my head.

I came to journalism through the back door. I needed to augment meager earnings as a novelist. To that end, I recorded three-minute editorials for BBC Radio Ulster for several years in Belfast, where I also became point woman for op-eds on the Troubles for The Wall Street Journal. The latter comment pieces led to two three-month full-time stints on the editorial page of The Wall Street Journal Europe. Yet early on, it was obvious I wasn’t just doing this stuff for money. I was enjoying myself. I was developing a new muscle. From the start, I especially relished supporting points of view that were underexpressed, unpopular, or downright dangerous.

Thus I was a monthly columnist for the British magazine Standpoint for five years, and with great pleasure I’ve written a fortnightly column for the London-based weekly The Spectator from 2017 onward. Journalism has been good discipline for me. Meeting tight deadlines has meant learning not to faff about, as the Brits would say. Filing to exact wordage—subjugating content to the geometrical demands of the rectangle—can often entail slaying favorite passages. Journalists can’t afford to be precious.

I’ve been warned that my parallel nonfiction career has probably done my reputation as a fiction writer no favors, especially since my opinions often lie several bricks wide of the Overton window. But it’s too late for regrets. The fact that Shriver supported Brexit, dislikes affirmative action, opposes lockdowns for the suppression of disease, abhors soaring national debts, defends free speech even when people use it to say something unpleasant, and resists uncontrolled mass immigration is already lodged in the public record. Readers who don’t share these views could credibly enjoy my novels, which I hope don’t err on the polemical side, as they might also appreciate large sections of this collection that address other matters. Still, I don’t apologize for these positions, especially as the preponderance of my literary colleagues lean far to the political left, and the world of letters could sorely use counterbalance.

I’m not a natural activist. I don’t go to protests or join advocacy groups. Yet in the last several years, holding the line on a range of issues has achieved a sense of urgency. In standing up to the illiberalism that has gripped so many Western institutions during the last decade, I have plenty of stalwart company in the nonfiction realm. But fellow fiction writers who’ve stuck their necks out to defend the freedoms on which our occupation depends have been disappointingly thin on the ground.

American by birth, I’ve lived the majority of my adult life in the United Kingdom, so numerous pieces here were written for British publications. I’ve regularized the spelling (American), but I’ve retained any number of British expressions and locutions (“in future”; “in hospital”), as over the years they’ve become my expressions and locutions. The topics these essays address should be broadly germane to readers in both countries. While most of this collection was previously published, readers would have considerable difficulty locating these thirty-five best-of essays in the morass of nearly a million Google hits on my name. I’ve clawed through the crammed closet of my hard drive, so you don’t have to.




   
THE PRIVATE SECTOR

[PART I]




   
WOMEN OF LETTERS TALK FOR UBUD READERS AND WRITERS FESTIVAL

INDONESIA, 2013


Dear Lionel,

I bet you’re surprised to hear from me. But I’m at a literary festival in Bali—yes, Bali—and I’ve been asked to address the “time it didn’t work out.” In your case, it “didn’t work out” for twelve solid years. “It,” of course, being your career.

You’re sure to find it astonishing that I look back on the murky period in which you’re still mired with nostalgia. After all, you’re often depressed. You’ve written book after book, and no one cares. Barely a soul has ever heard of you. In the rare instances that you attend social occasions, then claim you’re a novelist, you often invite the withering inquiry, “Oh? Have you published anything?”

It’s humiliating. But you suck at socializing, so you’re better off staying home. Granted, it’s naive to encourage anyone to ignore what other people think; everyone cares what people think. But from childhood, you’ve cared a smidgeon less about others’ opinions of you than your peers do, and comparative obliviousness lends you an advantage. Indeed, a word of warning: in future, you will be awash in other people’s opinions of you, not all of them kind, and even the fawning variety will become a curse. For now, glory in your anonymity. Being a nobody is fabulous. Other people stay out of your business. They leave you alone.

We now own a small house in London. By contrast, for most of our personal Dark Ages, you’ve been ensconced in the attic of a grand but disheveled Victorian manor in Northern Ireland. The Belfast flat is funky, furnished with motley castoffs from Oxfam, with slanted ceilings and lousy little gas room heaters that give off a funny smell. But though you’re only renting, you have a more profound sense of ownership of 19 Notting Hill than we now have of the London semidetached to which we hold the deed. Your garret on Notting Hill is a weird nest in a weird city, but you have fully possessed both house and town. You give loud dinner parties for good friends, served on chipped, charity shop Victorian crockery. Mornings, you close your study door, switch on the reeking gas fire, draw the drapes, and pull up a chair to your tiny Toshiba laptop—to crawl into your own little world within your own little world. You realize that we still have dreams about Notting Hill? Because it was deeply our house. Now we’re that much closer to death, it’s now that we feel we’re only renting.

OK, you’re just short of broke, but you get by, even if you sometimes resort to Bulgarian wine. Your rent is derisory. Sod restaurants; you’d rather grill your own fish and not overcook it. You’ve no interest in clothes. You cobble together plane fare if there’s somewhere you need to go. So what exactly must you do without?

I’ll let you in on a secret: our income is more “comfortable” now, but nothing’s changed. We still prefer to eat at home. We still buy quick-sale vegetables at the supermarket, because frugality is a state of mind—one suspicious of haughty entitlement and realistic about self-indulgence, since most pampering doesn’t work. Our pleasures will remain simple, like most true pleasures: other writers’ novels; three hours of tennis on affordable courts; popcorn, as close as a snack can get to free; sleep, which is free. With more money, you’d just be flummoxed, as we are now, by what to buy. Enjoy, then, your ingenious scrimping, the game of it. Know that in time you will be better rewarded for the fruits of your labors, and it won’t matter.

Let’s not forget, either, that during your slog in the literary trenches you have also fallen deeply in love at last. After squandering your affections on a string of cads, you finally love a man for who he is, and not some silly simulacrum you made up. (In our youth, we had a weakness for false gods—for idols of our concoction, who bore little resemblance to the disappointments next to us in bed.) This man also knows who you are and loves you anyway. On your typical evening, you watch a rented video of The Basketball Diaries while nestled in the arms of a smart, funny, faithful, and handsome man—so who cares if the wine is Bulgarian?

So blissful is your duo that I’m reluctant to share the news that after nine delightful years you’ll part. I worry that I just broke your heart. Worse, you will break his heart, and even now I may never have forgiven us for this carelessness, which continues to cast doubt on whether we constitute a “good person.” But a measure of self-mistrust has served us well. Besides, many years ago our father announced that love is the one arena in which it pays to be selfish. There, permission to be a complete jerk from your own dad. Trust that your current paramour’s successor will reap the benefit of your self-reproach. You will prove a loyal wife. And falling in love twice is a lot of times.

Most of all, you have your work. That may sound pretentious, but aside from finding a hand to hold all you’ve really ever cared about is writing books. You can concentrate. Those rejections your agent keeps faxing may be disagreeable, but the writing of the novels themselves is still a joy. The life you signed up for is private.

Oh, you’ll doubtless greet advance notice that your career will soon pick up as good news—and I’m glad if being wise to a little impending recognition cheers you up. But hold the champagne. We will merely swap one set of problems for another. The new problems aren’t superior to the old ones, either. On the contrary, the problems that confront a so-called successful author may be grimmer than the travails you face now.

For these days we’re constantly interrupted. We’re ceaselessly asked to write book reviews, support charities, appear in festivals, or open libraries. To give interviews or do photo shoots. If that sounds glamorous, it’s not. It’s a pain in the arse. Where before we floated on a sea of solitude, now we’re jostled by a crowd every morning we access our email queue. (What is email? Oh, my dear, you’ll find out all too well in time.) It’s official: We’re incredibly lucky. We’re not allowed to feel sorry for ourselves. But the right to self-pity should be enshrined in the Constitution.

As a consequence of this distraction, it now takes twice as long to write a book. Half of our time is consumed by selling it.

It really is better, if we’re going to bother to write the things, for other people to read them. It’s probably better not to live in such near destitution that a broken toaster plunges the household into hysteria. And it’s nice to have a bit more to do with other people; we feel like part of something larger now. It’s even good for our work that from time to time we talk to someone else.

But because all that comes later, you need to appreciate what you already have. You may be embarrassed at parties because no one has ever heard of you, and repeated rejection of your manuscripts is tough. Still, looking back on the years you’re living now, I realize that they constituted our prime. Why, in a novel you haven’t written yet, you will craft the following passage: “Happiness is almost definitionally a condition of which you are not aware at the time. To inhabit your own contentment is to be wholly present, with no orbiting satellite to take clinical readings of the state of the planet. Conventionally, you grow conscious of happiness at the very point that it begins to elude you. When not misused to talk yourself into something—when not a lie—the h-word is a classification applied in retrospect. It is a bracketing assessment, a label only decisively pasted onto an era once it is over.”

In other words: you’re far less miserable than you think.

Warmly,

Lionel





   
“PUTTING AWAY CHILDISH THINGS”

SERMON IN MANCHESTER, ENGLAND, 2013


[In recent times, secularism has become a standard default and no longer seems especially rebellious, much less brave. But in my childhood and adolescence of the 1960s and early ’70s, pushing back against the indoctrination of organized religion still required guts—especially as I was a “PK,” or Preacher’s Kid. Because resistance trains the soul just as it develops muscles in athletics, being raised in a faith I came to reject probably did me a favor. This early practice in challenging received wisdom later proved a useful rehearsal for challenging some of the left-wing truisms in which I was also marinated growing up.

Thus I hesitated when approached to give a sermon, of all things. But delivering this oration, I discovered that the cadences of theological exhortation run in my blood: the rises and descents, the pauses, the elongations of vowels, the incantatory repetitions, the landings of sentences in a plaintive minor key. Although I’m usually a second-rate mimic, impersonation of my father at the pulpit turned out to be effortless, not to mention hilarious. Lo and behold, I made a cracking minister! Yet rather than go for parody, I found myself employing that liturgical lilt in all sincerity. Moving that congregation with rhetorical tools that were my birthright, I started to realize what my father got out of delivering all those sermons. Even in a deconsecrated church, uplifting that audience provided a sensation of enormous power, but a power to all appearances not derived from ego. Quite a trick, that.]



“When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man, I put away childish things.”

Who has become a “man”? In this instance, a woman. And what “childish thing” might we put away today? The very vehicle driving the survival of this passage by the apostle Paul for two thousand years: religion. Behold, then, the antisermon sermon.

Truthfully, I put away the “childish thing” of the Presbyterian Church when still a child. As I grew more vocal in my family about not sharing my parents’ religious convictions, my mother chided that on occasion it was normal—if always upsetting—to “question your faith.” But I’m not sure I ever had a faith to question. I cannot recall ever swallowing without reservation the creed that I was fed from toddlerhood. I never sensed the presence of a Being looking out for me who was not one of my parents, any more than I ever believed in Santa Claus, who was my parents. There was always a little confusion about deity in our household anyway—where in practical and emotional terms, “God the Father” usually went by the shorter appellation “Father.”

I do not understand religious faith. When it has been explained to me, I have been able to construe only that “belief” distinguishes itself from “knowledge” by being something you realize is far-fetched and unsupported by any evidence, and you profess it anyway. Mind, I won’t try to sell you on the idea that I’m still profoundly “spiritual”—not a word I quite understand either, except as a lower grade of “religious” that commits you to nothing in particular while still making you unaccountably annoying at dinner parties. Ardent believers might pity me for this hole in my soul, which impoverishes my inner world, separates me from the communion of the devout, and denies me the comforts of a personal relationship with God and the promise of life everlasting. There may be none so blind as those who will not see, but so far I haven’t felt deprived.

As well as a philosophical position, my alienation from religious faith is a personal matter. Both my parents have dedicated themselves professionally to Christianity. My mother was a researcher for the Presbyterian Church and later an executive in America’s National Council of Churches. My father graduated from a seminary in Richmond, Virginia, and earned a doctorate from Harvard Divinity School—though it jars on my ear now that Harvard would have a school of God. He was a pastor in the small town where I was born, then an assistant minister at the church where my family worshipped. He became an academic in the religion department of North Carolina State, then in the divinity school at Emory University in Atlanta. The pinnacle of his career was becoming the president of a storied, liberally minded ecumenical institution in New York City, Union Theological Seminary, for sixteen years. I relate these achievements with a conflicted mixture of bewilderment and pride.

So you can imagine that I was raised up to the eyeballs in church. My brothers and I were compelled to attend Sunday school and worship services every week. We were roped into Bible school every summer. Joining the church in my early teens was a requirement. My parents’ friends and colleagues were all ministers, church officers, biblical scholars, and theologians. Whenever my family took holidays—which nearly always involved my father’s attendance at some religious conference—we spent our leisure time visiting churches. Indeed, my parents’ boxes of slides include few images of my brothers and me growing up. It was a standing joke with my younger brother that whenever my father snapped a picture—of a church, of course—he’d wave at us kids to get out of the way.

To my sorrow, at a midpoint in my childhood our father abandoned his animated after-dinner readings of the storybooks we adored—C. S. Lewis’s Narnia series, The Wind in the Willows, All Hallows’ Eve—and read from the Bible instead. One of my more consternating memories is of one Sunday in junior high. I had an essay due at school the next day, composition of which I was obliged to put aside. My father had suddenly got a bee in his bonnet, and I had to read the book of Luke from start to finish that very afternoon.

Because my resistance to religious dogma began at an early age, I wiled away many a Sunday morning as a kid playing hangman or tic-tac-toe on the order of service with my younger brother, slipping the program between us while trying to avoid our mother’s sharp eye. I performed tiny, unperceived acts of defiance, like keeping my eyes open during prayers. As the assumption endured that we kids would simply adopt our parents’ catechism without ever being asked, my defiance grew more overt. I would refuse to recite the Apostles’ Creed—though I would at least, to keep from embarrassing my parents, stand with the congregation. I often declined to sing the hymns, which in some ways was a shame, since they were the only part of a service that I enjoyed. When I was very young I was mostly bored, but by prepubescence I was furious, and spent the whole interminable hour seething in my pew. It enraged me that I wasn’t allowed my own views. It enraged me that I was supposed to publicly proclaim my belief in “the Holy Ghost, the holy Catholic Church, the communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and the life everlasting” when I believed in no such fictions. By the time I was twelve, my father had to drag me into the car on Sunday mornings literally by the hair.

Yet I confess that when my own father assumed the pulpit I was transfixed. I loved the often funny or touching anecdotes that illustrated his sermons. He was a fine orator, able to bend his tone into a musically ministerial minor key, using the rise and fall of a line to land with a poignancy that raised the hairs on my neck. When he lifted his hand over the congregation in benediction—The Lord shall preserve thy going out and thy coming in from this time forth—he made me feel protected, blessed, and safe. He’s always been a handsome man, six feet tall with a square JFK jaw and the same glinting, faraway hazel eyes that he handed on to me; watching his formidable figure sweep down the aisle in a flowing black robe at the end of the service induced both an awe and a self-congratulatory sense of being well connected: my father was the man. Why, I have continued to find my father’s public oratory moving, resonant, and trenchant throughout my adulthood, even as my ideological opposition to the institution to which he’s devoted his life has grown only more entrenched.

As for why I have so little patience for religion, I don’t want to pull a Richard Dawkins here, since Britain’s most famous contemporary atheist can put off audiences with a caustic contempt for belief in fairy tales. I couldn’t hope to match the eloquence of the late Christopher Hitchens in his debate with Tony Blair, in which Hitchens railed forcefully against the idea of any benevolent, all-powerful God who would allow the wickedness and undeserved suffering that permeates human affairs. So I will try to be succinct:

False certainty creates refuge from an ambiguity that is intrinsic to this life as I understand it. Surely that ambiguity provides one of life’s great pleasures: contemplating the enigma of “what is this universe we’re a part of?” and “what are we supposed to do here?” Religion is flattening and anthropocentric; it makes the world too known and so too small. The stories on which most religions are based are patently incredible—sons of God born of virgins and angels descending from the heavens—making religious belief indistinguishable from superstition. Thus religion represents to me an earlier evolutionary stage. It is a calcification of our forefathers’ efforts to explain the world with magic—so maybe the “man” in First Corinthians who must put away childish things is more generally the human race. Worse, faith has divided more than united peoples historically, and for centuries has driven wars across Europe and the Middle East, while today fundamentalist Islam motivates delusional young men to enter bustling marketplaces, strapped with bombs. Faith is used to raise one group above all others, because in contrast to dehumanized “infidels” these chosen people have exclusive access to the so-called truth. Religion often imposes oppressive, joyless practical restrictions on its adherents, when life is hard enough—restrictions frequently placed most onerously on women. Religions are prone to obsess narrowly about sex, thereby casting “morality” as farcically petty.

Because I have no visceral grasp of faith, few characters in my novels profess religious beliefs—which, considering many of them are American, is demographically perverse. But for me to craft a character with strong religious convictions is to make that character unfathomable to me. An equally conspicuous omission: despite the subject matter having saturated my upbringing, I have never written fiction that wrestles with religion. To take on any larger issue in a novel, an author should give expression to rounded, often opposing views, and my views on religion are two-dimensional. I could never write a novel about faith without becoming more sympathetic with faith—more sympathetic with people who espouse faith, and with the inclination to faith.

Yet privately I have struggled with a religious conundrum for most of my life. I’ve great respect for my parents, for their fine characters of course, but also for their intellects. These are very smart people. They have high IQs. So how could they possibly believe that Jesus Christ is the son of God, born of the virgin Mary? Given his academic achievements, what inspired my gifted father, with a smorgasbord of challenging disciplines at his fingertips, to get a doctorate in divinity? How has this sharp, insightful couple, deeply engaged by international politics, not shared my perception that churches have riven the peoples of this earth far more than brought them together? In college, my father was a history major. I don’t get it.

Just now, however, I am not in the mood for exasperation. I’m sorry to report that my father is gravely ill. At eighty-five, he may not be much longer with us. I face the prospect of losing him, and my frustration melts away. At such a somber juncture, I yearn to locate where the callings of a seminary president emeritus and his apostate daughter the novelist might intersect.

Both literature and liturgy celebrate the power of The Word—written, spoken, and sung. The cadences of the Apostles’ Creed—from thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead—still give me chills. Familiar hymns uplift me—“A mighty fortress is our God, a bulwark never failing …” Some hymns can make me cry—which is as much as I could hope to accomplish with any novel. Honed by generations, the incantations of religious ceremonies can transport even us disaffected folk, and I am grateful, ironically, to have been steeped in these traditions, to which I continue to respond, for if I hadn’t grown up with these sounds in my ears I doubt I’d find them quite so moving.

Fiction and religion alike grapple with difficult moral choices. My father and I have both made a living from exploring the consequences of one’s actions, and from groping to construct what constitutes a good life, a just life, a worthwhile life. Much of what my father has deployed religion to pursue I also celebrate—civil rights, the redress of political injustice but also the setting aside of historical grudges—as I have addressed in my own work the mysterious origins of evil, the iniquities of American health care, or the puzzle of how much we’re obliged to personally forfeit for single members of our families. To a surprising extent, Christian values are my values, and in its own conniving, underhanded way my secular writing also elevates love, decency, charity, loyalty, responsibility, sacrifice, clemency, and the Protestant work ethic.

Both good books lowercase and the Good Book in capital letters push readers to dig below the surface, to find deeper wells of experience beneath remembering to buy butter at the supermarket and ferrying the kids to school. Clerics and fiction writers alike urge their audiences to feel more profoundly, to achieve perspective, to empathize with their neighbors, to think—although novelists may do a slightly better job at getting readerships to question received wisdom and challenge authority, if only because religion is hawking received wisdom, and ecclesiastical representatives of established churches are authorities.

My father and I are both preachers of a sort, and we have both been drawn to vocations that are pastoral. In the course of his duties as minister and educator, my father has comforted the bereaved, counseled the confused, and tried to pass on what wisdom he has gleaned in the form of text, private guidance, and sermons like this one. (Well. Not that much like this one.) In the best of my own work, I hope I have also helped my readership to better understand themselves and their brethren, to accept their disappointments, to inhabit their joys, to examine the darker corners of their characters where malice, envy, spite, and selfishness hide, to face death, and to relish the infernal complexity of life on this planet in the meantime.

In different manners, ministers and purveyors of less sacred texts both foster community. Humanists are often criticized for not offering the social solace of the church. Yet the readership of a particular book constitutes an ad hoc fellowship, a group of people with a common experience through which they can exchange ideas and connect with one another—although I’m leery of putting a worldwide church on a par with a book club. For that matter, I’ll grant religious affiliation this advantage: the many fellow congregants who have supported my parents during my father’s accelerating infirmity—by buying groceries or offering lifts to hospital—embrace a doctrine that defines care of the sick as an obligation, one that secular friends would be too free to regard as a choice. As a rare cleric in my 2010 novel, So Much for That, explains to his son, who is dismayed by the near-universal desertion of friends and family during his wife’s losing battle with cancer, “Your secular friends only have their own consciences to prod them, and that’s not always enough. There’s no substitute for deeply held beliefs, son. They call you to your finest self. Tending the sick is hard work, and it’s not always pretty. When you’re relying on some flimsy notion that coming by with a casserole would be thoughtful, that tuna bake may not make it to the oven.”

Most of all, of course, religious and secular literature are both intimately involved with story. I’d be the first to admit that the story of Jesus—from dangerous popularity to persecution, crucifixion, and resurrection—is a compelling narrative. In fact, I had to laugh at myself for finishing the entire first draft of my second novel, Checker and the Derailleurs, before I realized that I’d stolen the plot wholesale from the New Testament. So maybe my father’s forcing me to read the book of Luke in a sitting at the age of thirteen wasn’t wasted on me after all.

Yet fiction and religion do part ways in one crucial respect: I know, and my readers know, that my stories are made up. Indeed, the most destructive interpretations of sacred texts are literal. Fundamentalist readings of the Bible or the Koran insist that stories that could be illuminating as metaphors happened in exactly this way and represent the irrefutable, factual truth. Literalism leads to inflexibility and fanaticism. Certitude about the truth of stories that are scientifically impossible encourages an irrationality that spreads to everything, and that starts ominously to resemble mental illness.

Now, I’ve never been sure whether my intelligent father believes that Jesus of Nazareth was physically raised from the dead, or if he thinks instead that Christ’s teachings live on after him and that’s pretty much the same thing. I don’t know if my father believes in the literal truth of Christ’s feeding the five thousand with five loaves and two fishes, or if he imagines that more importantly the Redeemer fed his flock in a metaphysical sense.

But I’m not sure it matters. I will always find my father’s choice of occupation curious. Yet while I may have concluded that the influence of religion on human affairs has been on balance malign, my father and I have both struggled to be good: to be good writers, good leaders, good thinkers, good citizens; to be good children and, in his case, with remarkable success, a good parent. We have both struggled to discern what it means to be good, which is not a simple matter, as my father would readily agree. I resemble my father, and other religious people, who are also struggling to be good, and also struggling to understand what it means to be good, far more than I differ from them.

Thus maybe the “childish thing” that we secularists need to “put away” in adulthood is our ridicule, our hostility, our incomprehension—our beloved bafflement that anyone buys this twaddle. Maybe we need to put away the atheist’s belief in a superior access to the “truth,” which can duplicate the very false certainty, and the very claim to membership of a privileged elect, that as religion’s antagonists we would disavow. For too long, I have personally depended on rejection of faith as a substitute for faith, and as I advance into my own old age it would behoove me to shift my focus from what I don’t believe to what I do. Surely it’s time to release those bitter memories of being dragged to church by the hair. How much better with my father in the twilight of his life to seize not on what divides us, but on what we share.



   
“TERMINAL FRIENDSHIP”

THE GUARDIAN, 2010

I met Terri Gelenian in the early 1980s at an arts camp in Connecticut. We were both in the metalsmithing workshop, and this sharply featured, appealingly surly Armenian taught me some new tricks. Her specialty was rivets and other “cold connections,” an apt expression in her case. She was a willful, stubborn woman, more fiercely so than I first realized; twenty-five years later, I’d discover just how defiant my closest girlfriend could be, even in the face of the undeniable.

Terri was full of the contradictions that always captivate me in people: inclined to bear grudges but incredibly generous (often rocking up with gifts for no reason; why, I still have half a dozen pairs of her shoes). Harsh but warm. Prone to depression but with a flair for festivity. I conjure her scowling down the pavement and rolling in laughter with equal ease. She was tortured and brooding; she was terribly kind. And she was a serious artist in the best sense: not pretentious, but determined to craft interesting work well.

Back in Queens, where we both lived in our mid-twenties, we found common cause in our improbable aspirations. She wanted to become a famous artist, I a famous novelist—but Terri had then sold next to nothing, and I’d not published more than my phone number. It was a big, indifferent world out there, and an ally was crucial. We’d conspire over a six-pack in my tiny one-bedroom apartment, jovially certain that we’d still be best friends when we were “cancerous old bags.” It was a running gag. We thought it was funny.

Beware the jokes of your heedless, immortal youth. Fast-forward through two and a half decades, during which Terri and I survived abusive boyfriends, marital problems, professional setbacks, my expatriation to the United Kingdom and her exile to New Jersey, Terri’s painful endometriosis and four failed IVF treatments, as well as, of course, each other. During my regular summer migration to New York in 2005, Terri shared her perplexity that she’d been running a low-grade fever for weeks. I said it sounded like a tenacious virus. But shortly thereafter she rang from hospital.

She was being tested for a range of ailments, the most far-fetched of these a rare disease called mesothelioma. Thus it was quite a shock when the doctors confirmed that peritoneal mesothelioma was exactly what she had—almost certainly caused by exposure to the asbestos that laced metalsmithing materials when she was in art school. Her husband, Paul, reported grimly that the average survival rate for this ravaging cancer was a single year.

Terri was only fifty, and the timing was tragic for other reasons, too. From frustration, malaise, and exactingly high standards, through most of her career she had underproduced. Yet in recent years something had loosened up, and her output had accelerated. Better still, she was at last imbuing her creations with the feeling they’d sometimes lacked, the most touching of which was an elegy to her unavailing IVF treatments. She was finally pulling in big commissions, one of which was about to go on display at the V&A. At the same time, her brooding demeanor had brightened; she’d grown more outgoing, energetic, and relaxed. Almost … happy. Well, so much for that.

On the heels of her diagnosis, I was doting. I’m not tooting my own horn. I suspect being a paragon at the very start of a loved one’s illness is pretty much the form. We’re on the phone daily. We stop by often; we bring freshly baked scones. We follow every medical twist and turn. And we’re inclined to rash promises. With a flinch, I recall declaring before Terri’s surgery that I’d be willing to move into their house in New Jersey for weeks at a time! I’d be at her beck and call, running errands, preparing meals, and filling prescriptions.

Useful tip: If someone close to you falls gravely ill, at the outset, in the first flush of anguish and desperation to help? Watch the mouth.

For the timing of Terri’s cancer was terrible for me as well. A month after her diagnosis, I was intending to return home to London, where a host of professional commitments could not (or so it seemed) be reneged upon. Although for most of my literary career I’d scribbled in obscurity, my prospects were suddenly looking up. My seventh novel had inexplicably hit the bestseller list in Britain and subsequently won the Orange Prize earlier that summer. (I still have the droll good-luck package Terri and Paul delivered when I made the short list: orange marmalade, orange candles, orange oil.) For the first time, I faced a smorgasbord of opportunities—festival gigs, bookstore appearances, feature assignments—and I was in the middle of a new novel.

However reluctantly, I flew back to London. After Terri’s surgery, Paul phoned with the lowdown: the surgeons had discovered a patch of aggressive “sarcomatoid” cells, which meant Terri’s prognosis was bleak.

I will give myself this grudging credit: I did fly back to visit Terri for Thanksgiving that November, and for a while I kept in faithful touch, ringing weekly and following every grisly detail of her punishing chemotherapy. But this is not a boast about what a wonderful friend I was in Terri’s time of need. This is a mea culpa.

Little by little, I’d notice that it had been a fortnight since I’d rung New Jersey. I’d kick myself. But some book review would be due that afternoon, so I’d vow to ring tomorrow. Time and again some immediate task would seem more urgent, and I’d tell myself that I should ring Terri when I was settled and concentrated. Watch out whenever you “tell yourself” anything; it’s the red flag of self-deceit. Long hours of being “settled and concentrated” mysteriously failed to manifest themselves.

I stuck a Post-it note on the edge of my desk: RING TERRI! Over the months, the note faded, much like my resolve. On the too-rare occasions I acted on the reminder, I had to put a mental gun to my head. But why? This was one of my closest friends, and she was dying. While she was still on this earth, why was I not battling to maximize every moment? Surely the problem should have been my ringing too often, whizzing back to the States too many times, making a pest of myself.

Granted, our conversations were sometimes awkward. My own life had never gone more swimmingly, while Terri’s was circling the drain. I was embarrassed. I found myself editing from our discussions anything I’d done that was exciting or fun. When I returned from an author’s tour of Sweden, I portrayed the trip as a drag. This sort of cover-up reliably backfired. So I felt sorry for myself—for going to Sweden! When Terri could rarely leave the house.

I make no apologies for this, since this is what novelists do: at some midpoint in Terri’s decline, I decided that my next novel would draw on this encounter with cancer. At least I had the humanity to refrain from taking notes during our phone calls, thereby relinquishing many a “telling detail” and much “great material.” Consequently, I had to do an enormous amount of research on mesothelioma later, and this is what I do apologize for: not having done all those Web searches on her treatments—the surgery, the drugs, the side effects—when Terri was still suffering through them. Now I’m mortified to have Googled “mesothelioma” only when the search was for a book.

When I returned to the United States that second summer, Terri had alarmingly deteriorated. Thin to start with, she’d lost weight. She was gaunt and weak, her skin tinged a dark, unsettling orange: a chemo tan. It was obvious where this was headed. But whenever anyone acted as if she wasn’t going to make it, Terri grew enraged. She resented the “sentimental” testimonials her friends and relatives recited at her bedside; she thought they were delivering a death sentence. Though she wouldn’t have put it that way. I wonder if throughout her illness I ever heard her say the word “death” aloud.

On this one count alone could I blame Terri herself for my increasingly deficient friendship. Her refusal to admit she was dying meant that we couldn’t ever talk about the macabre elephant in the room. Pretending that the treatments were working and she was going to come through this injected an artifice in our relationship at odds with the confidences we’d shared for twenty-five years. Days I did visit, afternoons I did ring, we’d end up talking, lamely, about recipes. Indeed, on a brief trip from London back to New York in November 2006, I visited Terri in New Jersey; it was the last time I’d ever see her, and I knew this instinctively at the time. Yet we spent an appalling proportion of that final visit talking about mashed potatoes.

When her husband rang me in London a few days later with the news, he was consumed with a steely rage. Obviously, Paul was angry that he’d lost his wife. But he was also angry at other people. Oh, he expressed his disgust in general terms, as a disillusionment with the human race, a good riddance to our whole species. But I knew what he meant. Paul’s fury was aimed at Terri’s friends and family, who had almost universally made themselves scarce for months. His fury was also aimed at me.

I thought I deserved it. I had visited, some. I had rung up, some. But not nearly often enough, and in truth one of my best friends perishing before my eyes had instilled a deep aversion, an instinctive avoidance, a desperation to flee.

It would be a far better thing if I were a lone shithead amid an ocean of altruists. And surely some folks really do step up to the plate when a friend or relative falls mortally ill—wonderful people who keep popping by with scones to the very last day. I have a new admiration for such stalwarts, as well as a new appreciation for the Christian duty to “visit the sick.” Yet I fear this suddenly-remembering-somewhere-you-gotta-be is a common failing of our time. In fearing and avoiding death, we fear and avoid the dying.

I’ll risk sounding preachy, since I’ve paid for my sermon with a regret that never leaves me. Most of us will experience the afflictions of our nearest and dearest perhaps multiple times before we’re faced with a deadly diagnosis of our own. So be mindful. Disease is frightening. It’s unpleasant. It reminds us of everything we try not to think about on our own accounts. A biological instinct to steer clear of contagion can kick in even with diseases like cancer that we understand rationally aren’t communicable. So the urge to avoid sick people runs very deep. Notice it. Then overcome it. There will always be something you’d rather do than confront the agony, anxiety, and exile of serious illness, and these alternative endeavors seem terribly pressing in the moment: replacing the printer cartridge, catching up on urgent work-related email. But nothing is more pressing than someone you love who’s suffering, and whose continuing existence you can no longer take for granted. So never vow to ring “tomorrow.” Pick up the bloody phone.



   
“MY TEENAGE DIARY”

THE GUARDIAN, 2015


[The radio appearance I mention in this essay kicked off the sole instance of my trending on Twitter because the social media crowd liked something.]



In my teens, I eyed my adulthood with trepidation, as if stalked by a stranger—one who would seize control as if by demonic possession and regard my fledgling incarnation with contempt. I was terrified of growing up to become the anti-me, maturing into a woman whom I would not recognize, and who wouldn’t recognize her younger self. I doubt I was alone as a teenager in seeing adulthood as a lurking betrayal, an impending death. That may be one reason why teen suicide rates are so high: for many adolescents, growing up presents itself as a form of bereavement anyway, so it seems as if there’s nothing to lose.

Asked to fill the painfully comic Radio 4 slot My Teenage Diary, I scrambled into my attic recently to dig up the damp, furry-cardboard covers of the journals I began keeping when I was twelve. Before rereading them for the first time in forty-some years, I worried that I would be embarrassed. Instead, I was infuriated.

I didn’t write entries with nearly the faithfulness that I remembered, and I recorded all the wrong things. I often omitted the date. I rarely described what happened: what people said, where I was, what awful incident had driven me despairingly to this notebook. No, what I mostly wrote down was feelings.

Sod the feelings
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