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My youngest son’s phone was stolen from him.  He rued that he would no longer have the 

picture of him riding one of our horses, or the picture of him holding the antique pistol his dad 

had built and that he himself shot.  These pictures meant much to him, but the attitude he 

presented regarding their loss—at least the attitude he presented to me—was one of resignation. 

Calm resignation. 

 

Over the years, my sons’ computers have suddenly died.  When they let me know of their 

disconnection, they voice regret that documents and pictures were lost.  But their sadness or 

irritation is quite brief.  They are resigned.  “This happens.”  They purchase another computer; 

they don’t look back.  They don’t dwell on the loss of ideas they explored or developed, 

compositions they created, photographs they accumulated.  It is as if they are thinking, “More of 

these will come.” 

 

As an adjunct at the university, I shared an office with Simon, also an adjunct but one who was 

also finishing his master’s thesis.  One quiet afternoon, as I graded papers, Simon clacked away 

at the extensive thesis.  After about an hour, the lights in our old castle of a building dimmed, 

flickered, dimmed, and died.  We sat in silence, and soon the electricity returned.  My office 

mate said, “I can’t find my thesis.” 

 

“When was the last time you saved?” I asked. 

 

“Not today,” was his response. 

 

He called IT services.  They worked for some time and then delivered the grim news that all was 

lost.  “Oh well,” said Simon. 

 

“Oh well?  What are you going to do, Simon?”  

 

“I have a few months left.  I can start over.” 

 

I felt sick for him.  He gathered his pack and pleasantly wished me a good evening. 

 

During my study as an MFA candidate, I had the delightful opportunity to meet and talk at some 

length with Pico Iyer, the essayist.  As we snacked one evening on the generous spread of food 

provided by the department in Pico’s honor, he told me of the sudden swarm of police into his 

California neighborhood on a hot, dry, and windy night.  Their sole objective was to evacuate the 

residents as a wildfire edged closer.  When Pico and his neighbors were allowed to return to 

survey what remained, Pico stood on the street and stared at what had been his house—gray, 

crumbled outer walls sculpted by the conflagration into what resembled the ruins of an ancient 

castle.  He said to me, “My manuscript was nearly completed.  Now it was ashes.”   

 

Indeed, I felt a shiver of horror.  What do you do at that point?  You can’t start over.  You can’t 

re-create.  All is lost.  “What did you do?” I whispered. 



He sighed grandly and said, “I told myself that it wasn’t meant to be.”  He paused, smiled, said, 

“I started something completely different.” 

 

I remembered Pico’s story not long ago, when our computer—which houses all of my writing—

suddenly, wickedly flashed the message FATAL SYSTEM ERROR.  What else could we 

assume but that the computer was dead, forever.  The moment that I read those words, I realized 

that I had not—as I always do, since my computer is a very old machine—backed up onto a 

thumb drive a piece I had just finished.  I did not rue.  I panicked, I cried, I swore at myself.  I 

shrieked, “It was the best thing I’ve ever written, and now it’s lost.  All is lost!”   

 

The happy ending is that many years ago, I chose to marry a stable, logical, and intelligent man.  

As I staggered dramatically through the house, he sat down at the computer and intrepidly tapped 

keys, wandering with trust through the cyber maze made available to him.  Eventually he was 

told that something was happening, and he believed that it was.  He found his book and settled 

into his favorite reading chair.  Not long after, we both heard the sweet melody that has always 

indicated that our ancient computer will grace us with one more day of service.  John calmly 

said, “Hey, there we go.”  

 

While he had been traveling through the computer, I had thrown myself at my writing desk and 

poured onto paper everything that I could recall from the work that I believed was the best I’d 

ever written.  All was fragmented, confused, nonsensical.  I’d like to say that this exercise-in-

panic hurled me into prose that was indeed better than the lost work, and was truly—now!—the 

best I’ve ever written.  It didn’t; it wasn’t.  Lucky for me, the computer still clung to what I had 

completed a day earlier.  I wept with relief.   

 

The difference between me and Pico is that I lack confidence that I can ever start afresh once 

something is lost.  In the past, items inadvertently misplaced or tossed in the trash resulted in my 

abandoning the project and plunging into despair.  I have a hard time accepting loss of anything 

material and, now, cyber.  I cling to everything.  Whereas Pico felt that confidence, and whereas 

my sons—and those of his generation—place little stock in the object itself and much more in 

the memories that they can still hold to, I lack the ability to do either.  My children have grown 

up in a time that believes that “nothing is permanent.”  Clicking a SAVE key is temporary, 

tenuous, unreliable.  Yet, they SAVE, and if it doesn’t do its job, that is life. 

 

My sons save photos to their phones.  When the phones die, the photos die.  They seem to be 

okay with that.  I snap a photo, save it to a thumb drive, take the thumb drive to Walmart, print 

out the picture, place it in a scrapbook.  I saved, and continue to save, far too many mementos 

from my sons’ lives.  These keepsakes are stored safely in plastic containers.  Click. SAVE. 

 

I may someday stand on a street and view the crumbled, ash-stained outer walls.  What ever will 

I do then?        

   

 


