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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening. Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengräber, and I’m the Director of Public Programs at the New York Public Library, Director of LIVE from the New York Library. As you know, my goal here at the Library is simply to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution dance, and when I’m successful to make it levitate. This event tonight with Mark Salzman, An Atheist in Free Fall, is the last in a series of five events we have hosted in conjunction with the exhibition Three Faiths, which explains the music you heard before, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, which opened on October 22nd and closes on Sunday, February 27th. The five LIVE events have included the Reverend Al Sharpton, Slavoj Zizek, Karen Armstrong, Reza Aslan, and tonight, to my great joy, Mark Salzman, An Atheist in Free Fall. Our series have been generously supported by the Carnegie Corporation of New York, which I wish to wholeheartedly thank. If for some reason you have not visited this magnificent Three Faiths exhibition, which is free and open to the public, I urge you to go and see it. It is upstairs on view in the Gottesman Exhibition Hall. It is simply exquisite. 

Later this season, LIVE from the New York Public Library will present David Brooks, Elizabeth Gilbert; Chris Blackwell, the founder of Island Records; Howard Jacobson, this year’s winner of the Booker Prize; and together with the PEN World Voices festival, the Nobel Prize laureate Wole Soyinka will close the weeklong festival with the Arthur Miller Lecture preceded by a conversation that I will hold with literary critic giant Harold Bloom. Do also come and hear Ralph Nader talk to Ted Turner and other philanthropists about giving back the billions he and others have made. And also Atul Gawande will talk on the 28th of April about death. So there’s a lot to look forward to this spring—LIVE this season. 

If we are lucky this season we will have the pleasure also of welcoming Sarah—now I can’t remember who we will have, (laughter) but we will have the pleasure of welcoming—I’ve got something wrong in my notes here, I wrote, “we will have the pleasure of welcoming Sarah Palin,” (laughter) but it isn’t Sarah Palin—who imitates Sarah Palin? Tina Fey! We will have the pleasure of welcoming Tina Fey, (applause) excuse me. And we will perhaps have the pleasure of welcoming Sarah Palin. (laughter) Last fall we did have the pleasure of welcoming Keith Richards and Jay-Z. So do become a Friend of the Library if you wish to hear Sarah Palin—no—for just forty dollars a year. Join the LIVE e-mail list and enjoy this season. 

It is a great pleasure to be welcoming Mark Salzman tonight. The long version of his biography reads as such. He is an award-winning novelist and nonfiction author who has written on a variety of subjects, from a graceful novel about a Carmelite nun’s ecstatic visions and crisis of faith and a memoir about growing up a misfit in a Connecticut suburb. As a boy, Salzman aspired to be a Kung Fu master, but it was his proficiency on the cello that facilitated his acceptance to Yale at the age of 16. At Yale, he majored in Chinese language and philosophy, which eventually led him to mainland China, where he taught English for two years and studied martial arts. His first memoir, Iron and Silk, was inspired by those years. Salzman’s other acclaimed memoirs are True Notebooks and Lost in Place: Growing Up Absurd in Suburbia. His novels are The Laughing Sutra, The Soloist, and Lying Awake. 

Despite pursuing a career in writing, Salzman never gave up music. His cello playing can be heard on the soundtrack of several films, including the Academy Award–winning documentary Breathing Lessons: The Life and Work of Mark O’Brien, and he has played with Yo-Yo Ma and pianist Emanuel Ax at Lincoln Center. Mark Salzman is the recent recipient of the Algonquin West Hollywood Literary Award. 

Tonight Mark will perform and his performance is entitled An Atheist in Free Fall: A Partly Comic Performance. He is about to tell us a sad story with a happy ending. On this journey we will find out—I’m preparing you now—what kind of a person gets panic attacks when they meditate, can an atheist have a mystical experience, and most importantly, listen carefully, do dogs bark on purpose? 

With Wendy Kopp and Malcolm Gladwell, we started a tradition, that of introducing the speakers briefly, which I have not done. In ten words or less, a haiku, I have asked them to define themselves. Gladwell gave me two options: nine words or seven. The nine words was, “Malcolm Gladwell sleeps, reads, writes, visits libraries, drinks coffee.” The seven words was “Father said ‘anything but journalism.’ I rebelled.” (laughter) Mark Salzman, who is much more exacting, gave me ten words: “Tonight’s speaker assumes no responsibility whatsoever. Please enjoy the show.” Ladies and gentlemen, Mark Salzman.

(applause)

(“Living on a Prayer” plays.)

MARK SALZMAN: Get set up here. Thank you so much for coming. I don’t get out much, so when I do I really enjoy it. Paul—forgive me, I’m just going to do this while I say something. Paul was asking me earlier if I felt nervous at all. We were sitting back there and I confessed, “No, I’m a nervous—I’m an anxious person by temperament, and a lot of things do make me anxious, but, weirdly enough, this is not one of them.” I guess I’m a ham, is probably the reason but for some reason this situation is better than any drug for me. I wish it happened more often. 

Anyway, I have a story for you tonight, but before I get to it, I have a confession to make. For nearly four decades I was a spiritual seeker, and that’s a painful thing for me to have to admit, because I was raised by atheists, and I’ve always thought of myself as one. People with my credentials aren’t supposed to become spiritual seekers. We’re supposed to have evolved beyond the need for comforting but unverifiable beliefs, but without comforting beliefs, I had no antidote for anguish, and in the end anguish defeated me. If Laura Hillenbrand had to write my story, she would call it Broken. 

Now, “anguish” can mean a lot of things, so I’m going to use a definition that I found on a European existentialist website. I’m not an existentialist, by the way. I found the website by accident. I was searching for porn. (laughter) I typed in the keywords “French” and “mysterious” and I got photos of Jean-Paul Sartre. (laughter) But this site defines it like this: Anguish: a negative feeling arising from the experience of human freedom and responsibility. The inherent insecurity we feel over the consequences of our actions. There’s a film that I’ve seen dozens of times with my kids. It’s called The Iron Giant, I don’t know how many of you—it’s an animated film—it’s just wonderful, and I never tire of it, and there’s a scene in it where a little ten-year-old boy says to a giant robot who wants to be human, “You are who you choose to be,” and it’s an irresistible sentiment, especially when expressed by animated ten-year-old boys who are staring up the barrels of thirty-foot cannons, but in actual life choosing who to be and what to do can seem like daunting challenges, and here’s I think why. If you screw up, you’re really screwed. It’s your life. It’s kind of your main project. 

Well, two years ago, after a painful events I had what in the old days would have been called a nervous breakdown. I’m sure there’s a better term for it now, but I’m too cheap to consult a shrink so I don’t know what it is. Just at a moment when I thought things couldn’t get worse, I had what I’m going to call a religious experience. But don’t worry, I’m not going to deliver a sermon. The content of my epiphany, as you will see, pretty much ensures that I will not be launching a career as a spiritual director anytime soon. 

I’m going to be telling you a story that ends with a dog, and that’s a bonus if you like dogs. If you don’t like dogs, you’re my kind of person, and you’ll soon be glad you don’t own mine, but, because it ends with a story about a dog, I want to begin by introducing you to a pair of fish. I’m not terribly—well, it’s symmetry, you know, it’s a narrative device. I looked it up on Wikipedia. (laughter) I’m not terribly enthusiastic about pets but my wife is, and the point of telling you this story will be to illustrate some of the differences between her and me. In 1989, when we were married, Jessica said she wanted a saltwater fish tank. Now, at that point I’d already said yes to the cat, so I figured, fine, bring on the fish. Maybe the smell of the ocean will cancel out the smell of the kitty litter. “But it’s your tank, you have to clean it.” So she got this this fifty-gallon tank and she put a couple of anemones in it and a pair of clownfish, and this was before Nemo, you know. I’d never seen any of these things before. They’re beautiful things, but the thing is, there’s not much more you can do with a fish but stare at it, right, so after a few months, the novelty wore off and the tank kind of got scummy. She did clean it, but not as often as the guys at the pet store had recommended. 

After ten years, the tank was pretty much opaque, I asked her if it would be okay to give the fish away, you know, find another—Well, Jessica wouldn’t hear of it. When Jessica gets a pet, she never gives up on it, ever. She’s like that Woody character in the Toy Story movies. So, twenty years after we bought these things, we found the second clownfish floating upside down in the algae. Now, every time one of our finned or furred or feathered friends dies, a part of me dies with them. The annoyed part. (laughter) So when Jessica said that she was not going to replace these fish and that we could retire the tank, I reacted like—you know the movie Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, remember when Charlie opens the ticket and the grandpa who hasn’t gotten out of bed for twenty years goes “Yippee!” That was my reaction. 

But four days later I noticed that the aquarium lights were still on, and the filters were still running. I thought, “Is she observing a mourning period, or has she changed her mind?” So I asked as gently as I could, “Can I help drain the water?” and she said, “No, we can’t do that yet.” I said, “Well, why not?” And she said, “Well, there are still snails in it.” (laughter) Now, I think it’s endearing that Jessica rescues slugs from sidewalks and she won’t let me kill spiders or wasps that are drinking from the swimming pool when the kids are swimming in it, but this was going too far, and anticipating my objections, she said, “I’ll find homes for the snails when I have time, but right now I don’t have time.” 

And I couldn’t argue with the “not having time” part because at that point she was supporting our family of four with basically no help from me. I had spent six years writing a novel, and my publisher had rejected it, all three drafts of it. So finding adoptive homes for her snails was the least I could do. So I called around, and I fished the snails out, put them in a container, drove them to an aquarium shop, the owner was happy to accept them, and I came home and I made us cocktails, and I said, “Cheers. I found homes for all three snails.” And she said, “There were four snails in there.” (laughter) 

All right, what can we learn from the clownfish snail incident? Mainly, I think that it’s our kids got better DNA from Jessica than from me. Okay, let’s run a comparison. Jessica’s circle of empathy is so wide that it includes even snails. That’s an admirable trait. I think of snails as plants with shells. Jessica gets what she wants—an enviable trait. I raise the white flag and then negotiate terms, an inferior strategy. She earns more than I do, an unsettling trait. I claim that it doesn’t bother me, but my nose grows, and other parts of me shrink every time I say it. And, finally, she has ballast. Nobody needs to tell her what to do with snails or how to vote or how to make a film or how to raise children. She figures these things out on her own without a whole lot of fuss or indecision. Something keeps her on an even keel no matter how rough the seas get. She has total confidence in her internal navigation system. She has faith, in other words, in herself and in people like me, which somehow compels us to carry out her wishes. I wanted to chuck the fourth snail down the hill, but I couldn’t, and I took it the next day to the shop. 

Now, if you ask her where that faith comes from, she’ll tell you she has no idea. If you ask her parents, they’ll say she just came that way, it’s just installed at the factory, no additional software required. And that, if you ask me, is the trait that separates those fortunate souls who lead charmed, purpose-driven, productive lives from those of us who are screwed. 

If the Salzman family had a coat of arms, it would be a shield, and it would have a face on it, and the face would look worried. (laughter) Jessica once said to me, “Mark, you were raised by rabbits.” And she’s right. Our whiskers tremble when we ponder our uncertain futures. Our claws are useless for fighting. We live in fear, and I’ll tell you what it is we’re most afraid of. It’s that in the end we’ll have spent our lives on a treadmill of worry and wasted effort, it will have been for nothing, and it will our own damn fault for not figuring out how to get off it. 

One night in 1972, my father and brother came into my bedroom and said, “You have got to see what’s on television. This is so funny you’ve never seen anything like it. It’s a movie about a Chinese guy who wears a dress and kicks like a girl, so I joined them on the couch, and I do not exaggerate when I tell you that by the end of that movie, my life had been changed forever. The movie was Kung Fu. The main character was Kwai Chang Caine an orphan who achieved perfect enlightenment in the Shaolin temple, a Zen Buddhist monastery in China. 

Now, this character was slight of build, soft-spoken, about as aggressive as a rosebush, but he was untroubled. Nothing could rattle him, and when push came to shove, he could kick ass like nobody’s business. Now, this guy didn’t seem to have ballast in the sense that my wife does. If anything it seemed as if he had unloaded so much psychological cargo that he’d become as buoyant as a cork. He was just bobbing on the surface. No storm or wave could capsize him. He seemed happy to go wherever the current took him. Well, seeing this character on our little black-and-white set, I felt the way the apostles must have felt when they first met Jesus. I said to my dad, “I have to become a Shaolin monk,” and he looked at me as if I’d said I wanted to run away and join Cirque du Soleil, and he said, “Not till you finish high school.” (laughter)  
Well, if I couldn’t go to the Shaolin temple, I would bring the Shaolin temple to me, so I turned our basement into a Chinese monastery. I burned so much incense that I could not see my hand in front of my face. I asked my parents if I could shave my head, and they said, “not till you finish high school,” (laughter) so I ordered from the back of a comic book, something called a surprise Bald Head Wig, which I put on (laughter) every day, and I made a uniform. I had a pair of green pajamas, and I dyed them black, but the dye didn’t come out very well, it came out this awful olive-purple, and I tied it with my dad’s red bathrobe sash, so with the purple and the red sash and the head I looked like an eggplant wrapped for Christmas. (laughter) I walked to school barefoot every day to overcome pain. My mother found out about the barefoot, she made me promise to wear shoes. I said “yes,” so I cut the soles out of the bottom. (laughter) Just be glad I’m not your kid is all I can say. 
Altogether my bid for enlightenment led me to spend twelve years obsessively studying Chinese language, philosophy, literature, martial arts, all of it. But in the end, instead of turning me into an untroubled sage, this effort succeeded only in turning me into someone who could have been raised by Chinese rabbits. (laughter) 

In hindsight, I think I know why it didn’t work. If your problem that you feel that is something wrong with you as naturally stand, I can’t think of any surer way to perpetuate that problem than by telling yourself that the solution to it is to become someone else. The very decision to seek enlightenment—it confirms your identity as someone faulty or incomplete, and the more strenuous your efforts become to forge yourself into someone better, wiser, more compassionate, or more calm, the more conditioned you become to seeing yourself as a permanent work in progress. Instead of making peace with my humanity, which is what I’m sure Buddhism is supposed to be about, I was waging war on it. I was trying to become superhumanly detached rather than fully human. 
Before I leave my incense-burning days altogether, I want to share with you one story from the classical Chinese canon, it’s from the Tao De Ching, it’s a third century B.C. Taoist text. And this story sums up all that I loved and still love about Asian philosophy, but what’s missing from this story is the one thing that I needed to become one with the universe. So here’s the story. A fisherman. It’s a river. He has it all to himself, there’s no one else on it. He decides to take a nap. So he ties his boat to a willow tree. He takes off his jacket. He rolls it up as a pillow. He lies down. It’s a beautiful day. He’s just about to fall asleep when BAM! Another boat runs into his. Well, he’s pissed, right? He’s thinking, “This whole river. There’s my boat. What idiot would run into me?” So he sits up, ready to chew out this fool, and he sees that the other boat that hit him is empty. It must have come untied from where it was. It’s an empty boat. There’s no one in it to blame. As soon as he sees that, his anger vanishes. He shoves it off, and he lies down, and he goes to sleep, and that’s the story. 
Now I feel that that story describes exactly how I felt an enlightened person should respond to all of life’s difficulties, ups and downs, with a sense of relief, a sense of equanimity, but what it doesn’t tell you is what should he have done if he had sat up and there was somebody else in the boat, or worse, what if he sat up and saw it was his own boat that had run into someone else’s? He was the idiot that should have tied a better knot or slept in a pagoda instead of a junk. What would he do with his anger then? 
Well, after abandoning my search for enlightenment, I finally got a lucky break. I discovered writing. Writing is an ideal occupation for rabbits, because, one, it gives you an excuse to stay in your burrow all day, and, two, it allows you to explore problems like fear and anguish without having to solve them. (laughter) Well, it would be nice, but you don’t have to. Writers don’t have to have ballast. In fact, the more vulnerable and unstable you feel, the more you have to write about. And I had a lot to write about, so writing became my profession for seventeen years. I wrote six books, and then we had kids. 
Now, for the first dozen years of our marriage, I was vehemently opposed to the idea of  having children. I did not want them. Partly, it was because I thought it would be like having pets, only worse. And look at what kids do. They text, they tweet, they play Grand Theft Auto. Why would I want one of those in the house? But there was also a documentary I’d seen about a species of wasp where the female lays the eggs in the male’s body, and the grubs hatch there and eat their way out until there’s nothing left but a husk. Now, that’s a red flag. (laughter) But those weren’t the main thing. The main thing was fear. I was afraid that having children, falling in love with them, and then seeing them suffer, having to watch them suffer would be more than I could bear. If I couldn’t get off of the treadmill that I described earlier, how could I stand to watch my kids take my place on it. That’s just me. What about my kids? Okay, pretty soon the population’s going to be what, eight billion, ten billion, the ice caps are going to melt, the aquifers are drying up, the oil’s going to dry up, pretty soon we’ll all be breathing pure carbon dioxide. Why would anyone want to be dragged kicking and screaming into this world just in time for the apocalypse? 
As I mentioned earlier, I married someone who gets her way. So I raised the white flag, and I said, “All right. I will yield to the maternal instinct. But two conditions.” Then my two conditions. I said, “One, I don’t want to change diapers, and, two, I want to rent an office outside of the house and work there five days a week,” because I just knew I could not write and have kids in the house, because noise bothers me, chaos bothers me, I like peace. So, I could see myself almost as an old-fashioned dad, right? I could see myself coming home at dinner, “hi, kids!” read to them before bed, then on the weekends maybe take them to the park, the museum, that kind of thing. But I could not see myself as a modern, involved dad. I’d see these guys at the farmers’ market and in airplanes, (laughter) with diaper bags hung over his shoulder. Bottles of sunblock in one hand, SPF one million, (laughter) a sippy cup in the other, pushing nine hundred dollar titanium strollers that have GPS things in front and a toddler sitting inside going, “I wanted apple juice! I didn’t want grape juice!” God, I just could not see myself in that role. 
Jessica accepted my two conditions, and, then, I will tell you, and this is the honest truth, the moment the delivery room nurse handed our daughter to me and I felt the weight of her body in my hands, and one of her hands bumped into my pinky and it closed on it and squeezed. At that moment I forgot about the ice caps, the aquifers, fuck the oil, (laughter) I changed my mind about diapers, and I never mentioned renting an office again. I was instantaneously, utterly smitten. I suppose this is why there are six billion of us, right? 
From that moment on, changing diapers, bottle feedings, burping, baths, anything that didn’t require nipples, I did it. And it was the best job I ever had. My mother told me right before she died that the happiest years of her life were the years she spent raising my brother, my sister, and me, when we were very small. And she said it was because there was no other time in her life when she felt so needed and so useful. So if feeling needed and useful blow your dress up, you’re probably going to enjoy raising small kids. I did. All I can tell you is I was born to burp babies. 
But after a year and a half of feeling that needed and that useful, I began to long for little breaks from the parenting routine, I wanted to read something other than board books. And I did get the itch to write again, and I had an idea for a novel I was so excited about. It was going to be set in the thirteenth century, the height of the Mongol invasion period. It was going to be about a European who’s captured by the Mongols in Eastern Europe and dragged back as a slave, but he has to fight his way back, and ooh, I was so excited about it, and here’s how I did it. I would write—I set my alarm, I got up at four-thirty in the morning, and I wrote for an hour before Eva woke up, five-thirty. Then her afternoon nap—I had another hour. Now, two hours may not sound like much but I knew it was possible to write a novel this way because I’d read in People magazine that J. K. Rowling had done it. (laughter)

And it worked pretty well. The first two years I got near the end of a manuscript, but then our second daughter was born, and I discovered that having two kids doesn’t actually double the amount of parent work you have, it kind of squares the amount of work. So I got slowed down. But even so I persisted. Then I started writing in—there was an upstairs closet in my daughter Eva’s preschool, so I’d work there. I got good at writing in the parking lot at Gymboree, anywhere I could, even if only fifteen minutes at a time. And after three years I had a novel, and I sent it to my editor. I just couldn’t wait to hear her say, “How did you do it?” 
Well, I got a letter back, a long letter back, and basically the response was, “This is not good.” And it was—you know, the criticisms—it was not cosmetic; these were major, major criticisms. It was so devastating that I felt, there is no way—this is not something I can fix, this not something I can just change this, do this, add this. I had to just toss out the whole thing and start from scratch. So I started all over. New main character, new plot. And I wrote another novel, and I sent it after two years, and I got this reaction was even worse than the first one. Well, I did it again. Third novel, third novel. New character, new plot. Wrote it. Came back, worse than the first two. 
Now, at—that’s when my whiskers began to tremble, because I’d been working for six years on it, I had nothing to show for it, and I’d been paid for advance for it in 2003 and by then it was gone, of course. J. K. Rowling is not an actual person. (laughter) She is a literary hoax. She’s the invention of a group of English professors at Cambridge who played Dungeons and Dragons together for thirty years and one of them said one day, “I know, let’s write a book that every boy on earth will want to read.” “Brilliant! And let’s say that it was written by a single mom. Then women will buy it, too!” (laughter) Like my mother before me, I discovered that I can’t have it all. She was a concert pianist. Her career ended the day I was born. It’s not that I had lost the ability to write, it’s that I had lost the ability to write well. Which is worse, because if you can’t write at all, everyone feels sorry for you. “Writer’s block.” If you write badly, nobody feels sorry for you. (laughter) They just wish you’d get your shit together. (laughter) 
Meanwhile, Jessica was working fourteen-hour days, and I was feeling increasingly guilty, but also jealous because while she is making things, films, finishing them, they’re being seen and appreciated, and she was having daily interaction with other adults and conversations that weren’t about eating vegetables. I was home every day without the company of other adults, doing tasks that are mostly repetitive, that are never truly finished, and hardly even get noticed. In other words, I was doing what virtually every woman who has ever lived has done, and although I could certainly appreciate the value of what a stay-at-home parent does, I had come to understand why my mother always kept a bottle of vodka hidden in a shoebox in the closet. (laughter) I keep mine out in the open, because when I need Daddy’s little helper, it’s all I can do to unscrew the cap, never mind scrounge through the sneakers. 
This is how I explain it to friends, bartenders, anyone who will listen. If you’re a writer, and books is what you write, you’re like a chef whose signature dish must be slow-cooked for several years, then finished at high heat, usually for several months. Now, the slow-cooking part, I was able to do and be a stay-at-home parent at the same time, but it was that second part, where the heat goes way up and you can’t take your eye off the stove for a minute. That’s what I couldn’t do and be on call at the nursery at the same time. Now, I understand that in the greater scheme of things, what I do as a parent is more important than what I do as a writer. Now, if you’re Tolstoy, that’s one thing, but if you’re me—And I know that kids do eventually grow up and move out. Most kids eventually do grow up and move out. (laughter) So, parenthood needn’t be a permanent obstacle to creative fulfillment, but there are some things that you can’t rationalize away, and fear and frustration are two of them. 
So, the anxiety that is my birthright reared its rabbit-shaped head, about the time that third manuscript was rejected, and that is exactly the time when one night at dinner Jessica looked across the dinner table at me—she had the girls on either side of her—and said, “Mark, our kids need a dog.” As a compromise, I suggested that we invest in a realistic battery-operated dog puppet. That’s how we handled the horse question, and it’s worked beautifully. Nobody would ever guess that the pony in Eva’s room isn’t real. But Jessica insisted, “No, our daughters must not have a dog puppet. All their friends have real dogs, how will that work?” And that’s right. All of their friends do have real dogs. Every family in our school district has a dog, and I know this because every single one of them barks at me when I take my walk. And there is no sound on earth I hate more than the sound of a barking dog. I’ll take anything else—give me a car alarm, give me a jet engine right there, anything but that yapping. 
So I said, “No. I’ve been a good sport about the fish, the snails, the finches, the parrotlet, the Chinese robin, the two guinea pigs, the three cats, but I drew the line at dogs. No, this is not negotiable. Jessica was not raised by rabbits. She was raised by animal-loving Asiatic eagles, (laughter) and eagles protect their young, and our young needed a dog. Nothing obstructs her will, because she’s never met a problem she couldn’t solve. She researches, she considers, she debates, she decides, and then she tells me what we’ve decided to do. (laughter) 

In this case, we decided to adopt a pre-trained adult dog from a shelter. She had gone online and found an outfit that caters to clients that don’t have the time to housebreak or train a puppy. Or where you have a couple where one spouse feels that dogs are noble, affectionate, loyal creatures, and every child should have the experience of growing up with one, whereas the other spouse maybe feels that they are spastic, filth-producing parasites. What they do is, they’re professional dog trainers. They scour their North Carolina neighborhoods for shelters, humane society, pounds, all those things, for suitable dogs. Dogs with good temperaments. They temporary adopt them, they train them for twelve weeks and then they deliver them to their permanent adoptive homes, and their idea—it’s a very good one—is that a well-behaved dog is a lot less likely to be abandoned a second time. 
Our dog, Jessica assured me, would not jump, it would not chase, it would not sniff human asses. It would not lunge at human crotches. This wonder hound, we would give it a home, and in return it would play dead all day and night and everyone would be happy. (laughter) And how could I say no? I thought of the consequences if I hold out. Jessica’s mother, so this is my mother-in-law, she was raised by a mother who would not allow her kids to have pets, and poor mother-in-law at that time, called Connie, was heartbroken, so as an adult she compensated. She got pets, and, now, to this day my mother-in-law and father-in-law, they have, let me see if I get this straight now. They’ve got a giant golden retriever, they’ve got some cats—that’s a fluid thing—they’ve got a fish tank. They have three peacocks. They have a rooster, that’s good in the morning. (crows) And the roosters by the way—it’s one male and two females, and the two females will not mate with the male, so the male, what’s left of its tail shakes out and goes (makes feeble, plaintive crow). They have seven or eight chickens, four geese and a duck. And there was no way I was going to let this happen to my kids or their future neighbors. So I caved on the dog issue. 
About a month after I caved on the dog issue, but this is before the dog arrived— remember we’ve got twelve weeks of, you know, whatever it is they do—I woke up in the middle of the night, it was about two in the morning. And I felt something was wrong with my breathing. I could breathe deeply, but there wasn’t enough air in the air, if you’ve ever slept at high altitude, you know what I mean. It was thin—and then it was if someone had fired a gun right next to my head, and there was just an explosion of adrenaline, came from the center of my chest. It was so powerful it propelled me out of bed, I crashed into a wall, my heart rate went up three times, it went up to something like 160 beats a minute. My vision went blurry, my arms and legs went numb, and my chest started to feel tight, I felt something closing down, and my left hand started to close up. And I thought, “I’m forty-nine years old, I’ve got two young daughters, and I’m having a heart attack. Shit.” 
Now, I was not thinking clearly, so I went—my first thought was, “I must not wake Jessica and the girls. They’ll be scared.” (laughter) So I went out to the living room, and I found a cordless phone. I held it in my good hand, and I thought, “If I think I’m going to black out, I will have time to dial 911. I’ll fall down, they will trace it to our house, the ambulance will come, they will do what they have to do, they will take me away and the girls won’t have to know about it until the morning, when it’s just—things look better in the day.” 
So I stood out there with this phone until dawn, and once it got light, I drove myself to the hospital. At the hospital, they hooked me up to machines, and they were able to tell me right away that I wasn’t having a heart attack at that moment, but they listened. Clearly something wasn’t right, ’cause the beat was all out, and they detected a murmur so they referred me to a cardiologist. And so began a two-week ordeal of medical tests, procedures. During that time, well, they were trying to figure out well was it a heart-valve defect, was it a thyroid imbalance, or was it a brain tumor? So these were the possibilities, and as I’m waiting for the results to come in, these episodes kept coming, first maybe every four hours and then sometimes two in an hour, there was no pattern to them. Sometimes they happened when I was taking a walk, they could happen when I was reading to the girls, they woke me out of a deep sleep, but the worst of them came when I tried to either do tai chi or meditate, and when I was most relaxed that’s when all the sudden, boom—this adrenaline would just explode out and all this crazy stuff would happen. So that seemed to rule out anxiety as the cause, because they would happen when I was most relaxed. 
Well, on the thirteenth day, these were going around the clock, so I wasn’t getting sleep, it was truly exhausting and frightening. On the thirteenth day, they were coming every seven to eight minutes, and they were so intense I really did think I was going to lose consciousness at any moment, so I ended up at the hospital a second time. This time, the doctor looked at me, he was able to see all the tests that I’d been run through all came back negative, he looked at me, and he said, “Oh, very simply you’re having panic attacks. Very common now with the recession and all.” I said, “Hold on, there must be some mistake. Have you Googled me? I’m Mr. Nonwestern Philosophy. I have meditated and done tai chi for thirty-six years. I have embraced my inner female and balanced by yin and yang by giving up a career to be a stay-at-home parent, and I’m not afraid of elevators or crossing bridges. Suggest something else.” 
Well, he was unmoved by my credentials. He wrote out a prescription for fifteen tablets of a tranquilizer, and he told me to follow up, meaning consult a shrink. So I went to the pharmacy and I took this pill and fifteen minutes later I felt completely normal. So I went to my local bookstore, and I bought a book on panic disorders and I read it, and to my dismay I found that this book described my symptoms and my personality with eerie precision. Did you know that many panic attack sufferers tend to be highly intelligent and creative, with control issues? 
Well, I learned from there that while for some people, panic attacks are triggered by specific circumstances, you know, bridges, elevators, or having to speak in front of crowds at prestigious libraries, for other people, these things come out of the blue. They’re completely unexpected. They call them spontaneous panic attacks. There’s no telling where they’ll come. But, for people like us, we may function normally under stressful circumstances. It’s when the stress is relieved that all this crazy stuff starts happening. That’s why, for us, deliberate relaxation exercises like meditation, yoga, tai chi, don’t work. In fact, they’re the worst thing you can do. So I read on—“well, what I do then?” And it says, “For people like you, what you have to do is you have to understand that if trying to relax doesn’t work, you have to stop trying. You really do. You have to first of all get used to the idea that they’re not fatal. As awful as they are they’re not fatal, and you have to just let them run through you. You have to take an attitude that, ‘I am powerless,’ let it happen, and paradoxically letting it happen sees to reduce the intensity and the frequency of them. So, armed with this knowledge and my fourteen remaining tablets of lorazepam I set out to cure myself of this affliction. And after about a month, I was shaky but stable, and the attacks had ceased. 
Now, ideally at that time, I would have had a month, say, just to relax, to gain my confidence because when you have panic attacks you feel as if you are losing your mind and the most disturbing thing about it is you don’t know if it’s ever going to come back. Ideally, I would have had a time to get used to the idea that it has come back, but that’s not how it worked out. My brother Eric, who lives in Connecticut, gave me a call early one morning, and this is exactly a month after my second visit to the hospital, to say that our younger sister, Rachel, who also lived in Connecticut, who has two daughters the same ages as mine, was in the hospital. She had entered the hospital, she was feeling real severe flu symptoms, went to see her doctor, and the doctor examined her, and said, “you have pneumonia. I suggest you check yourself into the hospital.” She went to the hospital and they said, “yeah, you have double pneumonia,” so they checked her in right away to the intensive care unit, started her on antibiotics, and as you’d expect in a young woman, healthy, she responded well, so after two or three days she then was moved to a regular room. 
But then, that night, her condition suddenly deteriorated again, and that’s when my brother called me. The doctors were thinking that maybe she had contracted an exotic virus on a recent trip to Panama, so they were sending out samples to labs all over, meanwhile she’s in the intensive care unit, so my brother called and he said, “Listen, I hope I’m not jumping the gun here, but if there’s any way in the world you can get out here, I think now would be a good time.” 
So I got—this is when it’s good to be married to an eagle. I woke Jessica, I told her what was happening. Eight minutes later, she had a seat on a plane for me that day and a rental car set up. So I flew from LA to New York. When I landed, I called my brother, he said, well, “Rachel’s been stable all day, I think the crisis has passed.” “Good.” So I was driving up north, and I was thinking, “This is what I’m going to do. I’m going to offer to move into Rachel’s house and just stay there until she recovers, and I’ll do my Mr. Mom thing there. Who could be better qualified? I’ve already had eight years’ experience, right? She has two daughters.” So, I felt, as bad as the situation was, I took some satisfaction from thinking I was able to do something for my sister that not many brothers could. Right? I could cook for them, clean for them, do their hair, baths, send them to school, make sure they do their recorder, all that kind of thing. 
Now, this is the one part of this story that I truly don’t enjoy having to tell, and it is the one part you will truly not enjoy having to hear, so I’m going to describe it very, very briefly. It turned out that my sister did not have an exotic virus from panama. She had entered the hospital with influenza, the flu, but on her third day there she was infected with staph. I don’t know if some of you are probably familiar with this. It is a highly antibiotic-resistant bacteria that is endemic in hospitals, and it went from her lungs to her kidneys, and her kidneys failed and they put her on dialysis. Then it moved to her liver, and her liver failed, and three weeks later she was gone. 
I stayed for an extra week. Well, I should tell you that my father, my brother, my brother-in-law, and I made the decision together to remove her from life support, and I will tell you that the hardest part of that experience was not having to watch my sister lose her life. It was having to watch her daughters receive the news. I stayed on an extra week after that for the memorial service, and then I went home, and when I went home I’d been away for more than a month. When I got there my wife and daughters were there at the airport to pick me up, and, as you can imagine, I was very, very happy to see them. Especially I was happy to see them together. We drove home, and now I’ll give you a heads-up. The story at this point takes an abrupt turn toward the absurd. Can you guess who greeted me when I got home? (laughter)
Our dog had arrived two weeks earlier. Her reaction, upon seeing me, was to explode in a series of earsplitting desperate alarm barks and to scurry back and forth in what I can only describe as a fight-and-flight response. (laughter) This dog could, as promised, obey twelve commands in Dutch and German (laughter) but apparently the one command it had never been taught was “Shut the fuck up.” (laughter) 

Dog people tell me she’s attractive. They tell me that she looks like a gigantic West Highland white terrier. She’s a mutt. We don’t know what she’s made of. Brimstone. She is shaggy. She is white. She has one blue eye and one brown, and that led Jessica and the girls to name her Bowie, after David Bowie, the musician who has one brown eye and one blue eye, and whose music I’ve never liked. (laughter) Bowie just apparently must have been abused by a man, because Bowie is terrified of men, and she was most terrified of me. She stood ready to defend her territory against intruders, and as far as she was concerned, I was an intruder. 
I’m a mild-mannered guy. I don’t think anyone would dispute that. Anger has never been my issue. Anxiety is my issue. I have other issues. Anger’s never been one of them until that day, but the sight and sound of that fifty-pound four-legged burglar alarm telling me to get off her territory pissed me off. All my stress, my fear, my grief, my frustration, it all turned into rage. Like I had never felt this before, and I didn’t need a doctor to tell me it wasn’t healthy. I was shaking all over, so I went, and of course I can’t show it to the daughters, right? This is their new dog. “Daddy! Don’t you love Bowie? Don’t you love Bowie?” “I guess I love Bowie.” I went to my room and just shook, and from that day on every time the doorbell rang, every time the mailman came, the FedEx guy, anyone  who would come to our house to visit, anyone even walk at the end of the driveway there, the dog would blow up, and every time the dog blew up, I just didn’t know what to do with myself. 
The most impressive display of barking came three days after I came home. Eva our daughter’s guitar teacher came for his lesson. Kevin is the sweetest man you’ll ever meet. He’s also African American. We learned that day that when Bowie sees a black guy she goes ballistic. Tell me what’s wrong with this picture. Dark-skinned music teacher arrives for the lesson. Trained dog from North Carolina goes apeshit. White owner struggles to control the dog by issuing commands in German. (laughter) (shouts commands in German) It was horrible. It’s a Ben Stiller movie. 
So I came undone that summer. I just came undone. Every day, every morning I would get up before dawn, I would go out in the backyard and think with my coffee, “Today. Today, it’s going to be better. It’s going to turn around,” but then, of course, (barks) and then the kids would get up, and the chaos familiar to any parent of young kids would begin. The kids would bicker. We would run out of milk. I would open the pantry to get the cereal and there would be ants in it. The toilet would back up. There would always be something. And by ten every morning I felt I couldn’t stand another minute of it, but there were still ten hours to go. And finally, at bedtime, I’d put the girls to bed, and I wanted to go to bed at eight thirty, but I had to walk the dog, because if I didn’t walk the dog, she would shit in the house. So I would have to go outside with Bowie and watch her—well, her expression is kind of like this, (laughter) and she would go outside and then make that posture dogs make, and then I would have to pick it up and put it in a bag. 
Jessica could see I was in trouble. She said to me one day, “I have an idea,” and it was the best idea as far as I’m concerned in the history of humankind. We have a dear friend who has a house up in Idaho, his name is Greg Carr. She said, “Call Greg, find out if you can stay in his house. Go there for ten days. Drive there. Make it a whole vacation. Do whatever you want. Relax. You need a vacation. I will take care of the girls, I’ll take care of everything.” It was the most precious gift anyone has ever offered me, but there was a catch, and the catch didn’t come from her side, it came from me. I felt that I could not relax up there if I knew she was having to work full time, take care of the girls, and take care of the new dog all at once. It didn’t seem right. She’d had to do that for a month when my sister was dying. So I offered to take the dog with me. (laughter)
I saw it as a positive opportunity. I figured, well, maybe, if we’re in a quiet place—Greg’s house is quiet. It doesn’t even have mail delivery. The mail is delivered to a box a mile away. No one comes there. The phone doesn’t ring. I thought, if there’s nothing there to upset her, and if I’m not having to be a grieving brother, a stalled writer, and a stay-at-home dad all at once, we’ll both calm down, and maybe we’ll bond the way we’re supposed to. So I put her in the car, and we drove to Idaho and it started really well. For the first four days she was content to sleep curled up at my feet, and I sat in a chair and I did nothing. I didn’t read, I didn’t write, I did nothing. I drank a little, but I did nothing else, (laughter) and it was glorious. I felt more relaxed, more calm than I had in months, maybe even years. 
On the fifth day, I was sitting in my chair with my glass of wine next to me, Bowie curled up. And then Bowie sat up, and then she started to wobble, and then she did something so strange I had no mental context for it whatsoever. She rose up on her hind legs like a circus performer, with her front paws in front of her, and then went stiff and fell over backwards like a tree, landed flat on her back with all four limbs in the air. It was so much like a parody of death I thought that’s what it must be. Her former owners, before abandoning her, must have taught her this trick while they were waiting for their methamphetamines to cook. (laughter) “Play dead.” 
But then she keeled over to one side and all this mucus and vomit poured out of her mouth and I realized that it was not a trick. Now, for a moment, just a moment, “yippee!” But then I remembered, before I’d left for Idaho, not one but several friends had said, “You’re joking. You’d better take good care of that dog, because it’s going to look really funny if Angry Dad takes the dog for a thousand-mile ‘vacation.’” (laughter) And I tried to picture myself saying to the girls, “and then, girls, she just stood up and died.” (laughter) 

So I got that dog to a vet fast. The vet examined her and he said, “Well, it looks like either a seizure or a stroke, hard to say. To find out would be very expensive.” He said, really, because then she started to come out of it, she was then conscious. He said, “What I would normally do is I would observe her for twenty-four hours here, but unfortunately my daughter’s getting married tonight, so I have to leave town, so I think the best thing for you to do is take the dog back with you to where you’re staying and just keep a close eye on her for the next twenty-four hours, and if she has another event, there’s an animal hospital in Hailey, you can take her there.” 
So I took Bowie back to the house and that night I did not have the heart to make her sleep downstairs as I usually did. I put her doggie bed at the foot of the bed I was sleeping in and I let her sleep there, but I couldn’t sleep, because her breathing there was something wrong with her breathing, she was panting, and it reminded me of the sound that my sister had made when they had to switch oxygen masks, my mother six years earlier died of lung cancer, and so there was the breathing, gasping, my first panic attack started with breathing, so what happened is the sound of the dog’s breathing began to trigger the racing thoughts, and before long I knew I was going to have a panic attack. You can feel it coming, it’s like a train coming, so and there’s nothing I can do about it. So I turned on the light and I decided, “I will just stare at the ceiling, it’s just going to happen.” 
And then something completely unexpected happened. Bowie broke wind. (laughter) Now, I’m not talking about a little toot. (laughter) This sounded like a three-hundred-pound man sat down hard on a fifty-pound fur-covered whoopee cushion, and the whoopee cushion had been pumped full of methane. (laughter) At first I was just—I thought, “Can’t I get a break? I’m having a panic attack here. Could you fart somewhere else?” Then I realized dogs don’t fart on purpose. It’s not her fault. And then she did it again. (laughter) And then I just had to laugh. This was the soundtrack to my personal crisis, a farting terrier. And that’s the moment when I had the idea that changed the way I feel about dogs, and here it is. I thought, “Bowie is an empty boat.” 
You remember the story I told you about the boats, right? The man sees that it’s empty and—now, here’s what I meant by that. I don’t mean to suggest that Bowie’s a robot, a lifeless automaton like the pony in Eva’s room. No. Dogs are sentient beings. They have feelings. They have minds. What I mean is that Bowie’s mind operates as spontaneously as her bowels. Her moods, her intentions, her actions, are determined by circumstance in the same way that the motions of an empty boat are determined by circumstance. And by circumstance, I mean the sum of all past and present conditions affecting her. So, biological design—the fact that she’s a dog. Individual genetic inheritance, her temperament, the eyes—prior conditioning, all the experiences she’s had in all her life that would affect her responses, and then present environment what’s going on right now outside and within her. 
When Bowie barks, pees in the house, or freaks out, or farts, she’s not exercising what you or I would call free will. She’s not morally responsible for what she does. She can only do what in some sense she must given the circumstances presented to her. And here’s the feel-good part of it. If she can only do what she must, for all practical purposes that’s the same as saying that she’s always doing the best she can. And as soon as I thought of her in that way, my annoyance vanished. My anger disappeared. 
Then, she farted a third time, (laughter) and by then I was laughing so hard that my panic attack symptoms were gone, and that’s when the idea came to me that changed the way I feel about humans. And here it is. I thought, “Bowie’s not the only empty boat in this room. Count me in.” Now, I understand that that’s not the kind of epiphany that gets you elected to public office. If Winston Churchill had said, “We are all empty boats,” instead of “We shall never surrender,” England probably would have gone the way of Poland and France, but if I’m right and we are empty boats Winston really had no choice to say what he did, and so I don’t lose sleep over it, but I don’t want you to lose sleep over it, either. I’m not claiming to have glimpsed the Truth with a capital T. 
The point of view I’m about to describe is logically self-negating, it is empirically unverifiable, and it is morally indefensible, but it is aesthetically pleasing, which is more than I can say for my last three novels, so I’m going to throw it out there and hope you don’t run me out of town with pitchforks and torches. Okay. How can a person be compared to an empty boat? An empty boat—and here I mean an actual one, not a metaphorical one—an empty boat does not have a soul. Most people today would agree with that, but five thousand years ago I bet you could have found a lot of people who would have disagreed with that. People in those days didn’t hesitate to project spiritual agency onto objects if the behavior of those objects was complex and unpredictable and if it affected them in harmful or beneficial ways. 
Today, we no longer believe in volcano gods or spirits that dwell inside thunderclouds because we’ve accepted that the behavior of those things can be explained by physical circumstances alone, but when the behavior of an object, living or not, becomes so complex and unpredictable that we can no longer explain it mechanistically, then opinions begin to differ. Then we think maybe something that is not simply physical is going on. Maybe something, well, if it seems intentional, someone had to intend for it to happen. If someone intended for it to happen, that means this can’t be explained by random—it can’t be like monkeys and typewriters, right? Someone must be responsible. Something supernatural must be at work, and by supernatural I don’t mean just sort of like magic like rabbits out of a hat. I mean something that transcends or overrides natural law. 
Well, if you’re a spiritual person, you call that “spirit.” You know, what is it? Spirit. Spirit is what God is made of. Spirit is what the soul is made of. It’s what we’re partly made of. If you’re an atheist, you don’t believe in any gods at all. To us, the concept of an invisible ghost that permeates matter and enjoys autonomous control over itself and its environment, it sounds magical, quaint, and obsolete, except when we project that concept onto our own bodies, call it the human mind, and describe it as the source of human freedom and responsibility. Then the concept of an invisible ghost that permeates matter, that enjoys control over itself and its environment, sounds perfectly reasonable. 
I hope this isn’t dull. Not only that, we expect this invisible ghost, whether you call it the soul or the more scientific-sounding ego, we expect it to perform at a high level. We expect it to lead us out of ignorance, laziness, sin, and misery to a promised land of wisdom, self-discipline, virtue, and success. If we feel that our ghost is not performing well, we punish it with reproach, guilt, shame, regret, and we have a word to describe this massive edifice of ghostly effort and judgment, and appropriately enough it’s a term we usually associate with drama and fiction. We call it “character.” 
We call it character. If, however, this invisible ghost is not real, if it is an illusion, then this character that we feel our lives depend on, our lives must depend on something else. I had a friend, who from the time he was about nine hours old, wanted his driver’s license and when he was sixteen he was just overcome with joy, and so every day after school he would take his parents’ car out for an hour’s drive on the back roads of Westport. He was lucky enough to have parents whose car was a 1966 Austin-Healey convertible. Now, being a sixteen-year-old male driving an English sports car, one can assume he drove above posted speed limits at all times. He made an interesting discovery. At the end of each of these excursions, he noticed that the muscles in his rear end were sore. So he paid closer attention to his body as he drove, and he made this discovery that whenever he was going around turns, he tightened the muscles in his rear end, and he said he realized the reason was that he had this feeling that if he grabbed the seat tightly with his ass, that would keep the wheels on the road. (laughter) Now, that relationship between effort and control turned out to be an illusion, and once he saw the error in his thinking, he was able to relax the muscles in his rear end, and the pain in his ass vanished. (laughter)
On the night of the farting dog, I became convinced that my sense of conscious will, my assumption that the source of my choices, my decisions, and my actions must be my thoughts, my mind, and that these thoughts can and should be flexed intentionally like a muscle to produce intentional, you know, optimal results. I became convinced that that view was a spectacular compelling illusion, and in its place I had the vivid sensation that the source of my choices, my actions, and even my thoughts is fully unconscious and automatic. 
So, here’s how I describe it. This is my version of the Serenity Prayer. I jotted these things down that night so I would never forget it. Laugh if you must when you hear this, I’ll be the first to admit it sounds like the lyrics to a Pink Floyd song, but as Popeye used to say, I am what I am. This is what it is. This is what I think this all means. We are not the authors of our life narratives. We are the audience for them. The author must be the cosmos as a whole, the vast field of matter and energy of which we are a small part. We do not determine what happens to us. We find out what happens to us. We do what we must as we fall through time, which is the same as saying we are doing the best we can always. 
Now, for me, believing that somehow we are all doing the best we can, whether we intend it or not or whether we like it or not, has turned out to be my antidote for anguish. It is my comforting but unverifiable belief. I no longer feel I bear sole responsibility for who I am or what I become. I feel that I share responsibility for that with something infinitely larger than my conscious self, and that thought comforts me, and I think I know why that thought comforts me, and I brought a visual aid. Didn’t the Unabomber do this sort of thing? Let’s hope not. Anxiety equals fear times responsibility squared. What this means is anxiety is what you feel when your fear of what may happen or what has happened is amplified by your sense that you are personally responsible for it and is then multiplied by thinking about it over and over and over and over until you become sick. 
Now, my fourth-grade daughter who knows more about math than I do thanks to the mountains of homework she gets, thanks to our current national obsession with not falling behind the Chinese on standardized tests, which I think we don’t have to worry about. We don’t have to worry about how our kids do on those tests. Alice Chua’s kids are going to take those tests for us. (laughter) America will be fine. She—my daughter tells me that if the value of either of these integers is reduced, the value of this will be correspondingly reduced. Fear, instinctive fear I don’t think there’s much you can do about that without drugs, but if your sense of responsibility is reduced, theoretically your level of anxiety should go down and I honestly think that’s what happened to me that night. 
Now, with my powers of clairvoyance, I sense someone thinking loudly right now, “wait a minute, haven’t you just described the formula for producing a deadbeat?” As in, less responsibility times less anxiety equals less child support? And I will acknowledge that is a fair—I think that’s a fair critique. I have probably just described a process through which a person gives in to a selfish impulse and then rationalizes it. And the best example I can think of of that is from West Side Story. Remember the song “Gee, Officer Krupke,” where the teenage, you know, delinquents, are trying to convince the cop not to arrest them because they’re making excuses. I’m not going to sing it, but I just brought some of the lyrics, for those of you who aren’t familiar with it. These are these juvenile delinquents. “Dear kindly Officer Krupke, you gotta understand. It’s just our bringing upke that gets us out of hand. Our mothers are all junkies, our fathers are all drunks. Golly Moses Sergeant Krupke naturally we’re punks. Gee, Officer Krupke, my father’s a bastard, my ma’s an SOB, my grandpa’s always plastered, my grandma pushes tea. My sister wears a moustache, my brother wears a dress, goodness gracious, that’s why I’m a mess.” 
So, yes, a person could conceivably reduce their sense of responsibility, reduce their anxiety and have increased chances of singing and dancing in musicals, (laughter) which in my view does count as an antisocial act, but I could also—unless you’re Christopher Walken or John Lithgow, that’s my personal theory—but I could also have just described the process through which a person gives in to a selfless impulse. For example—responding to a sense of a calling, yielding or surrendering to an artistic inspiration, acknowledging the role of a higher power in one’s life, or falling, as opposed to climbing, in love. 
I don’t think that although earlier I described this view as morally indefensible, and it is, but I think another phrase I might use is it’s morally neutral. I experienced a dramatic reduction in inner conflict that night. When a person experiences a dramatic reduction in inner conflict, the consequences can be good or bad. I don’t think there’s an algorithm to predict. I think it’s neutral. It’s like knowledge; you can do good or bad things with it. I don’t think that the question has to be, “Is it right or wrong to believe that you are who you choose to be or not believe it?” I think an equally valid question can be, “Is your belief about your own power and autonomy sustainable or is it tearing you apart?” 
Now, two years have passed since my epiphany in Idaho, and, so far, having the sense that I’m on cosmic autopilot has worked pretty well for me. I haven’t had any panic attacks, I haven’t started any forest fires, I haven’t fondled any buttocks without asking first, I still change the oil in the minivan every three thousand miles. Jessica, bless her heart, says I can believe whatever I want to as long as I don’t expect the cosmos to make breakfast for the kids in the morning. And, although it doesn’t come through in this talk, I’m saving it for another, I guess, in addition to having a whole lot of ballast, Jessica has a terrific sense of humor and she’s been very tolerant of my closeted soul-searching for now twenty-six years, so I just want to take this opportunity to say I forgive her for all the pets, and I just hope she can forgive me for looking so bright-eyed and bushy-tailed when the pets reach their expiration dates. 
Bowie has not reached her expiration date. She recovered fully from whatever it was that happened to her. I will probably never feel about the dog the way my daughters do, but she could do a lot worse than to have me as her human companion. I walk her twice a day, I feed her, I pet her, I rub her tummy, I throw her ball, and in return she lets me know when black guys invade our territory. (laughter) For a pair of empty boats tethered together, we’re doing pretty well, and that’s the strange but happy ending. Thank you.

(applause)
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