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You have t o love t his line from t he Abbot t  Labs pamphlet  on coronary
art ery disease, one of  t he part ing gi s t he charge nurse present s t o you
a er you’ve had a heart  at t ack: “The f irst  sympt om of heart  disease is
sudden deat h.” It ’s among a f lurry of  st at ement s about  your condit ion,
which, even t hough it ’s only now mat erialized, you realize you’ve always
had. Had you died, you would have had none of  t he secondary sympt oms
like agonizing chest  pain and claust rophobic fear. But  t hanks t o t he cat h
lab and t he cardiologist s and your good fort une t o be only a mile from
t he hospit al, you didn’t  die. You’re st ill kicking, albeit  pinned bet ween
“it ’s here” and “what  do I do next ?” One t hing’s cert ain: you’ve been
ret urned t o your sense of  wonder, now more sharply t eleological t han
ever. The unanswerable quest ions st art  t o queue. Is it  possible t o move
before t he bullet ’s impact ? Halfway from t he bridge t o t he wat er, will
your regret  reverse t he plunge? (Shouldn’t  it  be the first symptom of
suicide is sudden death?) These indirect ions, which you haven’t  had t he
luxury of  cont ending wit h unt il now, init iat e you int o a new drama, t he
comedy of blood. You awake t o t he pat ient ’s lot , which is t o face (or not )
t his conundrum: as t he language of  t reat ment  and recovery, of  advice
and [End Page 25] a ert hought , of  lyric and lament  claims t o embody
t he disease, t he disease, living on in you, art iculat es somet hing else
ent irely.

Reading on, you f ind anot her of  t he pamphlet ’s gems: “It  is possible t o
have a heart  at t ack”—and, I would add, die—“wit hout  experiencing any
sympt oms.” Wit h t hat  f irst  at t ack f ive years ago, an assault  t hrust  at  me
from wit hin (t he opposit e of  t he knife my ex-wife once aimed at  my gut ),
I drove myself—st ricken, doubled-over—t o Urgent  Care where t he
cardiologist  who st abilized me an hour lat er phrased it  so: “You were
dying. Did you know t hat ?” I underst ood t he st at ement , t he quest ion. I
was t hankful t o hear him say were, which confirmed I’d made it . But  did I
know I was dying? In what  way might  I have known it ? I sensed my deat h
may have been happening, may have been approaching. And I suppose I
realized I was dying. That ’s why I rushed in for help. But  in t he moment  I
was dying, I didn’t  know I was. The answer is no, I didn’t  know t hat . I only
knew it  because t he cardiologist  t old me I was. Ex post facto. So it



doesn’t  count , t his (useless) adage t hat  sudden deat h will kill you. It ’s
merely one of  t he disease’s more devious ironies. Despit e what  t hose
“sent  back: he’s not  done wit h me yet ” best sellers say, I doubt  t here’s an
a erdeat h (t he euphemism is a erlife) where you wake up and say, I just
had a heart  at t ack t hat  killed me. I doubt  t here’s a heaven, or hell, or
limbo in which you or I are judged or carry on. There is only what  we
project  or predict  about  each of  our ends.

I want  neit her. I want  t o experience my end as mindfully as I can. I admit
t hat  I’m as likely as you are t o project  some post -Eart h Eden in which,
even for a moment , I might  awake t o t he magist erial inconsequent ialit y
of my demise. Such mindfulness reminds me t o list en again t o t he old
Blind Willie McTell t une: “You just  well t o get  ready, you got  t o die” and it s
refrain, You can’t tell the minute or the hour. Knowing well what  you don’t
know is a lat er, koan-like sympt om of heart  disease. You leave t he
hospit al, art eries reopened, blood coursing again, wit h a new sensibilit y,
whose vit alit y soon slips int o despair—t hat  you are more lost  t han alive,
and t his is how it ’s supposed t o be because your end-of-life childhood
has just  begun.
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