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Last week my colleague David Brooks made a request I couldn’t 
refuse. He asked people over seventy to “write a brief report on your 
life so far, an evaluation of what you did well, of what you did not  
do well, and what you learned along the way.” Well, here I am, report-
ing in.

My father was an immigrant from Poland, a taciturn, massive man 
who began with nothing and became a major force in the plumbing 
and heating industry. Once when I locked myself in the bathroom 
because I had done something bad— I had either set a fire under the 
gas tank of a car parked in a vacant lot or pushed my baby sister’s 
carriage off the porch with her in it, I can’t remember which— he 
knocked down the door with a single blow of his fist. My mother was 
a volatile woman with a fierce but untutored intelligence and a need 
to control everything. She and I were engaged in a contest of wills 
until the day she died after having, willfully, refused treatment for 
congestive heart failure.

We were far from well off— I still remember the eight- dollar sec-
ondhand bike I got as a birthday present; I loved it— but we were, 
like everyone else we knew, upwardly mobile, and that meant col-
lege, even though no one in my family had ever been there. I was not 
bookish; I spent most of my time playing sports badly, playing cards a 
little better, and lusting after girls and cars. But I was lucky, and that, 
I believe, made all the difference.

My first and decisive bit of luck (in addition to having parents who 
wanted their children to succeed) was to have had Sarah Flanagan as 
an English teacher in high school. It was the time when adults were 
asking me a terrifying question: “What are you going to be?” or, in 
another version, “What are you going to do with your life?” The im-
plication was that I was not yet anything and that, unless something 
happened quickly, my life would come to naught.

What happened was that Miss Flanagan told me, not in so many 
words, that writing papers about poems was something I was good 
at, and since I was desperate to be good at something, I took what she 
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said to heart and began to think of myself as someone who could at 
least do that.

My next bit of luck was to have had Maurice Johnson as an English 
teacher at the University of Pennsylvania (one of only two schools 
that admitted me). Johnson was an urbane man of dry wit who of-
fered me a model of what the academic life might be like, if I could 
only learn to dress better and develop a taste for irony. ( To this day 
I never get it.)

Luck followed me to Yale graduate school (where I was admitted, 
I was told, as an experiment; Penn was a bit below Yale’s standards) 
in the form of three of my classmates, a. Bartlett Giamatti, richard 
Lanham, and Michael O’Loughlin, men of enormous learning and lit-
erary sophistication who gave the gift of their friendship to a rube 
from Providence, rhode Island. Many years later, when I met another 
classmate at a professional meeting, she exclaimed, “Who would 
have thought back then that you of all people would make it?”

The crowning piece of luck— I am still speaking only of my pro-
fessional life— was to enter the job market in 1962, when higher edu-
cation was expanding and everyone I knew had at least three offers 
at good schools. ( We thought this moment would go on forever, but 
it never came again.) I chose Uc Berkeley, in large part because my 
first wife was willing to go there, and found myself in a department 
becoming more prominent by the day; all I had to do was go along for 
the ride.

So that’s what I did well. I arrived at places at the right time and 
had enough sense to seize the opportunities that were presented to 
me; and that continued to be the case in a succession of appoint-
ments, book projects, administrative positions, even the opportunity 
to write for this newspaper, which came about one day in 1995 when 
out of the blue someone from the op- ed page called and asked if I 
would write something. as usual, I didn’t have the slightest idea of 
what to do, but I said yes anyway to this newest piece of luck.

What I didn’t do so well, and haven’t yet done, was figure out how 
to be at ease in the world. I noticed something about myself when I 
was married to my first wife, an excellent cook and hostess who knew 
how to throw a party. My main job was to dole out the drinks, which 
I liked to do because I could stand behind the bar and never have 
to really talk to anyone. (“Do you want ice with that?”) My happiest 
moment, and the moment I was looking forward to all evening, was 
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when the party was over and failure of any number of kinds had been 
avoided once again.

If you regard each human interaction as an occasion for perfor-
mance, your concern and attention will be focused on how well or 
badly you’re doing and not on the people you’re doing it with. This 
turned out to be true for me in the classroom, on vacations, at con-
ferences, in department meetings, at family gatherings, at concerts, 
in museums, at weddings, even at the movies. always I have one eye 
on the clock and at least a part of the other on whether I’m doing my 
part or holding my own; and always there is a sigh of relief at the end. 
Whew, got through that one!

It may be unnecessary to say so, but this way of interacting or, 
rather, not interacting does not augur well for intimate relationships. 
If you characteristically withhold yourself, keep yourself in reserve, 
refuse to risk yourself, those you live with are not going to be getting 
from you what they need. So my first wife didn’t get what she needed 
and neither, in her early years, did my daughter. Typically, I escaped 
to work and a structured environment where the roles are prepack-
aged and you can ride the rails of scripted routines without having to 
display or respond to actual feelings.

I’ve tried to do better in my second marriage, and I have done bet-
ter with my daughter now that she is an adult who draws sustenance 
from other sources and doesn’t need everything I don’t have to give. 
But I’m still overscheduling myself and trying as hard as I can to make 
sure that I have absolutely no time for thinking seriously about life, 
never mind reporting on it.

and what have I learned along the way? Three things, closely re-
lated. The first is that people are often in pain; their lives are shad-
owed by memories and anticipations of inadequacy, and they are al-
ways afraid that the next moment will bring disaster or exposure. You 
can see it in their faces, and that is especially true of children who 
have not yet learned how to pretend that everything is all right and 
who are acutely aware of the precariousness of their situations.

The second thing I have learned is that the people who are most 
in pain are the people who act most badly; the worse people behave, 
the more they are in pain. They’re asking for help, although the form 
of the request is such that they are likely never to get it.

The third thing I have learned follows from the other two. It is 
the necessity of generosity. I suppose it is a form of the golden rule: 
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if you want them to be generous to you, be generous to them. The 
rule acknowledges the fellowship of fragility we all share. In your 
worst moments— which may appear superficially to be your best mo-
ments— what you need most of all is the sympathetic recognition of 
someone who says, if only in a small smile or half- nod, yes, I have 
been there too, and I too have tried to shore up my insecurity with 
exhibitions of pettiness, bluster, overconfidence, petulance, and im-
patience. It’s not, “But for the grace of God that could be me”; it’s, 
“Even with the grace of God, that will be, and has been, me.”
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