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I wrote my will yesterday. It was something
my financial adviser recommended I do the
past three visits; instead of facing his chiding
another time, I decided to finally hire a lawyer
and perform the deed. I think I was putting it
off for a reason: I didn’t want to face my own
mortality.

As it is for most people, the knowledge
that I would die came to me as a shock, and
arrived with the death of a relative. I was six
years old when my grandfather passed away,
and I found him very dead in his coffin. I
touched his hand, and the rough skin I always
felt as sandpapery had undergone some em-
balming transformation. Now it was moist
and cold.

I remember straining to reach God after-
ward, calling upon all my fervent resources to
make contact. I failed. There was only one
thing to do: I resolved to forget the matter en-
tirely. Strange thing for a future doctor, I
know, but ignoring death was much more
comfortable than attempting one-sided con-
versations with God in the dark, conversations
that inevitably reinforced a fear that, in the
middle of the night, became intolerable.
Whenever my morbid ruminations reached
that pitch, I’d crawl into my parents’ bed for
reassurance that I wasn’t alone.

At six, I didn’t have to worry about other
people. I worried only about myself. Now that
I’m an adult with a family, I worry about my
daughter and what she’d do without a Dad,
and with jealous pangs wonder if my wife
would find another mate.

The process of bequeathing my assets has
been chastening. I look at our mortgage and
shudder; if I died today I wouldn’t be leaving
much, just an old car, debt, and unfulfilled
promises. The objects that matter don’t really
need to be put in a will, anyway. I like to think
my wife would pack them up in a box and show
them to our daughter when she came of age.

There’s the signed first edition of Philip
Larkin’s High Windows, much-thumbed and
loved; perhaps from it she’ll acquire a sense of
my own resignation toward life. There’s my
work desk’s hockey player lava lamp; I’d like it
to portray a dogged unfashionability as well as
a sense of humour. Then there’s the picture of
my wife and me embracing during our
courtship; I’d like my little girl to have an idea
of what we looked like when we were young
and childless. I’m in jeans, my future wife’s in
pink shorts, but still the picture has a kind of
déclassé grandeur about it. Against the back-
drop of Atlantic coastline, we smile rich un-
complicated smiles that are far away from the
dour pragmatism of wills or even the risky op-
timism of marriage. Smiles that might even be
called expectant.

Perhaps I’m investing too much emotional
value in inanimate objects, but since these are
the things that mean most to me, I trust they
will mean something to her. When the funeral
is over, she might need occasional reminders
that she was loved by a father who once read
sad, ironic poetry by the light of a lava lamp.
And that she’s not alone, either.
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