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In the Beginning


First, there is darkness.  In the beginning there is always the darkness.


My brother the doctor called me yesterday to tell me about my Uncle Jack.  After years of remission, Jack’s colon cancer has reasserted itself.  He has a year, at most.  My brother is very clinical in his description of Jack’s condition.  Emotional involvement has been trained out of him, or is at least suspended for the moment.  He might as well be discussing cuts of beef.


Still, I am glad for my brother’s frankness.  There is some comfort in knowing the facts, in not being the victim of a mysterious unknown.  


I hang up the phone, and already memories are rushing at me.  Uncle Jack standing over my makeshift sales counter, handing me fifty cents for the Reader’s Digests I rescued from the trash, the same ones he tossed out the night before. Jack letting me test out his vibrating lounge chair. Jack giving me a jackknife to hang on the belt of my cub scout uniform.


I haven’t thought about those things in years. In fact, I haven’t thought about Jack in years.  And that bothers me. He is my father’s youngest brother, and my only real tie to my father’s childhood.  How could life have swept me along so fast, leaving Jack so far behind in a backwater of memory?  And so I am a little ashamed. I should have kept in touch, should have been a better nephew.  It bothers me to have so much life ahead of me when Uncle Jack has so little.


It’s not right.


Jack remains upbeat and is happy to be out of the hospital after all the tests. He feels good.  I should pick up the phone and call him. But I decide to wait a few days until he has settled back into the routine of retired life.


Other images rush at me.  I see Breaker Morant, the film about Australian commandos on trial for atrocities during the Boer War.  The British government wants to end the bloodshed and is eager to win over the South African government by prosecuting three of its own soldiers.  A display of impartial justice might hasten the peace process.  The soldiers are guilty of nothing except following orders, though they cannot prove their innocence because their commanding officer has been killed during a raid.  They are all condemned to death, but one of the soldiers is well connected and his sentence is commuted to “life in penal servitude.”  He survives to write a book called Scapegoats of the Empire.  The other two are to be shot at dawn the next day.


The main character, Lt. Harry Morant, breaker of horses and woman’s hearts, is one of the two soldiers who are unconnected.  He remains upbeat, and is happy to be out of the courthouse after all the legal clatter clawing. To comfort his doomed comrade, he explains that every life ends in a dreadful execution, and that theirs will just be sooner than most.  And I can’t help wondering who got the worst of the bargain, the two soldiers who were shot or the one who lived to write the book about it?


In high school I had a friend named Jack, although I never connected him with my Uncle before. But his face looms before me now, drifting along with Uncle Jack’s in the same swirl of memories.  Not to confuse him with my Uncle, I’ll call him John.


John and I had an alphabetical friendship. Our teachers sat us in rows according to our last names.  I sat behind John in most of our classes.  John was a kid from Jamaica Plain and I was a kid from Hyde Park.  Those who know anything about Boston and its neighborhoods know that Jamaica Plain and Hyde Park do not easily mix.


But John and I got along because we had something in common.  We were both the oldest sons of career police officers, and we had a lot of the same authority problems to work out.  We channeled our aggression into one-on-one basketball games played in the schoolyard every morning. John would always beat me, but that just made me want to play him harder the next time.


John was a “pothead.”   I was not.  In fact, I was very much not.  Marijuana was something I knew little about, not by conscious choice as much as by lack of access.  Beer was the drug of choice in my neighborhood, and grass was just not my thing. But one day John and I bridged our differences by deciding to cut school and take the train into the Public Gardens, where we would drop acid.  Taking LSD was not something to be done on a whim, but John was very excited about the plan.  He made all the arrangements, did all the buying. Our friendship was intensified by our drug pact.


When the day came, John was the one who had second thoughts.  “You’re not ready for this,” he told me.  “You might freak out.” He took the tabs out of his pocket and threw them into the water by the Swan Boats in the Public Gardens.  And that was it.  We went back to school and never talked about dropping acid again.  We still played one-on-one in the morning, until the day I finally beat John.  Graduation came and went, and I did not see John anymore.


A few months later I learned that John was killed in a freak accident.  He was riding along Washington Street, under the elevated train in Jamaica Plain, when he swerved to avoid a pedestrian and fell off his bike, striking his head on the curb.  He lapsed into a coma and died several days later.  I learned about his death too late to attend his funeral. I don’t know where he is buried.


But I think about him often, and wonder why he is dead and I am alive.  What was the purpose of John’s life?  To stop a foolish seventeen-year-old from blowing his brains out on LSD?  And what is the purpose of my life?  To absent myself from felicity awhile to tell John’s story?  No life can be distilled into any one thing. The meaning of John’s life lies outside me, is part of the mysterious unknown.  I am lucky to have known John during the short time we walked the planet together.  And so it is with my Uncle Jack, whose life means so many things to so many other people. I am lucky to have known him, to have memories that keep him alive in my head and heart.


The Anglo-Saxons had a sharp image for life’s brevity.  To them, life was a bird that flew in one end of the drinking hall, and out the other. Gone. Just like that. It’s not right. Compared to a sequoia tree, we don’t last very long.  Our lives are interwoven with death. Nothing can change that. 


I have doubts about an afterlife.  I struggle with the concept.  It’s not that I’m a cynic or that I’ve embraced despair.  It’s just that this life seems like such a miracle that it’s almost too much to hope for something else after it.  In the cosmic sperm and egg lottery, we are already winners.  It’s hard to consider how easily we might never have existed at all.


So I can see what else is troubling me about John and Uncle Jack.  I am interwoven with them.  Their mortality is my own.  What is it that surrounds the little dream I call my life?  Eternal bliss?  The mysterious unknown?  Darkness?


Whatever it is, my doubt or belief in it does not alter its reality.  I accept the lesson of nature, that night retreats before the light of the rising sun. Darkness is cast off.  So I baptize myself in dawn, and rise to a new day.

Metaphors are not good armor against broken hearts, cancer, or trying to pay the mortgage.  But I have no control over the shadows life casts across my path. I can only hope to react to them in a constructive way.


A friend of mine likes to say that every day above ground is a good one.  I agree.  Each day, another piece of my life rushes toward eternity.  Some day it will all end in a dreadful execution, and on that day I want it said of me that I was loyal, I was loved, and that I did my best to raise a candle against the darkness.

Rain Drop

How much of life is like a raindrop,

Gathering itself under a gutter until

Finally

Bulgingly

Inevitably

It plummets to earth

With due gravity,

An inexplicable

Splat

Suggested Reading

Genesis 1, 2:1-4

Reflection

How do I view my life?

What one image stands out for me as representing my life?  

How is my present consistent with my past?

What do I see in my future?

