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The List 

It was created by taping 10 8x11 pieces of paper together to make a 
poster-sized template. 

I grabbed a felt-tip marker. On the top of poster I wrote: 

PRIORITIES 

I created some categories: 

• Money 
• Work 
• Life 
• Brain  
• Heart  
• Image 

 

Money: how I would make it, how I would save it, and how I would 
have discipline with it 

Work: What I could do 

Life: How I would take care of my physical self 

Brain: What I would read, what classes I would (or could) take 

Heart: How to stay focused 

Image: How I would maintain uniformity across all my social media 
network profiles 

I filled out the lists. Under “Money” I listed 

• Stick to a budget 
• Student loans 

 

This process was duplicated for the rest of the main group headings.  

You can’t keep a calendar or a to-do list in your head; there’s too 
much information to keep track of. You have to write it down. 

I had created this template for survival, or so I thought.  



Anyone can create a list of to-dos or goals. It’s how you interpret the 
data that is difficult. I was not going to be doing what I did for a living 
ever again. Something new had to happen, some relevant patterns 
had to appear. I needed to know where I was going to go, or at least 
know how to experiment with ways to get there. 

This was a combination of two conundrums; my previous employer 
thought social media was something other industries did. There was no 
social branding brainpower in any management positions, no roadmap 
to create digital content that would build the brands of the radio 
stations. I had floated ideas like geofencing (creating virtual perimeter 
around physical structures like a coffee shop that someone’s GPS-
enabled phone could “enter”) as a solution for our radio advertising 
clients as early as 2008, but I did not have any support to develop it. I 
tinkered with social-branding theories constantly, but no one at 
corporate wanted anything to do with it. I ultimately therefore had no 
real-world experience applying it to a person, the brand of me. 

The second challenge: I hadn’t had to look for a job in a decade. The 
world of finding work had undergone tectonic change. I had a LinkedIn 
account but really didn’t know how to use it. I had a Facebook but 
didn’t know how to spread the word. I had a YouTube account but 
didn’t understand how to use it to cold call, to post examples of my 
skills and have my skills possibly discovered by recruiters who used 
these platforms to find fresh people and their ideas. 

What’s worse, I didn’t yet have a goal. Even if you know how to brand 
yourself, one needs an identifiable skill set to promote properly. I was 
looking for a passion, searching for a position, but you can’t very well 
promote what you don’t know. 

This was overwhelming in scope for me. It was too big a goal, too lofty 
a challenge. I would learn this difficult lesson many months later. 

In the middle of the poster I had written something else:  

SECURITY 

I had circled and underlined it. 

This word “security” had stuck with me, and it was gnawing at me.  



 

When you are a person of a certain age, it’s assumed you have 
achieved some level of “security.” It’s a relative phrase, since the word 
means something different to everyone. To me, it meant being able to 
provide for a mother and her children. 

Emily frequently invoked the word security in our conversations. It 
always gave me a twinge when I heard it. The desire to have a secure 
future is not a sin, after all. We need to fulfill and meet our obligations 
as adults, after all. Security is a good thing, and wonderful people of 
all socio-economic strata can desire it. I thought about what it meant 
to her, without ever asking her. I gazed into a crystal ball in my mind 
and created the answer. 

She had come from a world of virtually unlimited privilege and access. 
The fruits of her husband’s labor had created a world of fast cars, fine 
wines and world travel. 

The juxtaposition of her existence on top of my life horrified and 
embarrassed me. 

The poster had the opposite of the intended effect. 

It made me feel smaller, less important, less relevant. In my head, I 
was an unemployed schmuck and a loser. I was about to lose my 
home. I was a fraud.  

I imagined attending dinners where my tablemates would be 
discussing their planned adventures to exotic locales around the globe. 
I imagined them discussing the education of their children.  

Then I imagined being queried; “What’s your plan, John?” 

My answer would be a dream, a fantasy with no foundation in reality. 

I was being a baby, worrying about my status and my rung on the 
societal ladder. I was allowing my self-doubt to feed an irrational lack 
of self-esteem. If I were “secure,” all my problems would disappear, so 
I fathomed. 

Emily would love me. The world would respect me. Everything would 
be okay, I reasoned. 



That poster I created was not motivating me – it was taunting me.  

  



The Hills 
 

San Francisco is famous for its roiling, violent topography. The city has 
over 40 named hills. You may have heard of Nob Hill, home hood of 
the dripping-with-wealth elites of the city. Mt. Davidson is the highest 
point in the city, its top boasting a 100-foot cross built in the 1930s. A 
favorite tourist spot is our Twin Peaks. At 922 feet, it’s the second-
highest spot in town, and its central location is rumored to be 
responsible for causing a 20 percent variance in annual rainfall 
between the different parts of the city. The views from the summit are 
spectacular.  

But there are other, lesser-known vistas in San Francisco. McLaren 
Ridge is a garden spot inside one of the city’s gritty, working-class 
neighborhoods, with its large blue water tower at the top. Redwood 
troughs used to deliver water from the peak of Tank Hill before the 
1906 earthquake. Turtle Hill is roughly the size of a city block, 
stretching up to a height of 600 feet. Four of five native plants grow on 
this speck of land, the last remaining spot in the city where these 
plants have survived. The view offers a perspective of Golden Gate 
Park and the DeYoung Museum inside the park that you can find 
nowhere else. 

San Francisco is a place where a confused soul can find peace, believe 
it or not. The incredible diversity of the culture, combined with 
breathtaking beauty and our temperate Mediterranean climate make 
for a place where a poet can find words, a writer can find a storyline, 
and an outcast can find a sense of place. 

I used to wake up many mornings, pick a hill, and climb it. Some were 
easily navigable, some a bit more strenuous. I walked and I walked 
some more. I walked every morning for weeks on end.  

For a while, I couldn’t start a day without discovering a new spot. 

Emily met me at a few of these hilltops. The ways we would 
rendezvous were varied; sometimes we’d hook up in the parking lot 
and walk up. Sometimes the meetings would be more cinematic. That 
was by design – usually mine. I like to mark moments sometimes with 
a dollop of drama, to give them more currency and importance.   



 

We were playing a game, this married woman and I. I was absolutely 
in love with her. It made sense to me to create a dramatic backdrop 
for some of the wrenching conversations we had been having. 

One morning we walked to the top of Bernal Heights Park, one of 
those famous hills in the southern part of the city. We were talking 
about this fantasy life we envisioned, the travel, languishing on a 
porch swing at our home, growing old together. 

I looked into her eyes, as deeply as one can look. Our eyes melted in 
sync. 

I said, “What do you see when you look into my eyes?” 

She paused a beat and whispered, “My life.” 

Not all of these hikes were romantic and cinematic. 

I had a particular set of songs I reserved for the bad days. One album 
in particular I would listen to was the soundtrack to the film 
“Unfaithful.” Set in suburban Connecticut, the film is the story of a 
wealthy woman (Diane Lane) who has a torrid affair with a younger 
man, a French bookseller. The woman’s husband (Richard Gere) 
discovers the adultery and eventually kills the cad with a blow to the 
head with a snow globe. 

The minor keys of the Unfaithful soundtrack, written by Jan A.P. 
Kaczmarek, are tailor-made for anyone in crushing angst over an 
affair. If you want to be totally in the emotional basement, walk with 
that album sometime.  

I worried about her husband. I wondered if he would come after me. 
He called my cell phone one morning when I was out golfing. The 
conversation was less than pleasant, to say the least. My brain was 
short circuiting, full of confusion, feeling love for her but unsure of 
where this was going. 

It made me sick to my stomach to be apart from her, but she was 
going through her own stuff, and it was awful.  



 

This whole mess was awful. She and I were like a couple of scaredy-
cats, wandering together but headed nowhere in particular. 

I needed to be away from not just her, but from everything for a 
while. I was stifled in my job search, passing the days without 
accomplishing much. It was time to travel for a while. I felt like I 
needed to move, and keep moving. Like a shark dependent on 
movement, the travel would do me well. 

When I returned, I would be living in a new town, turning another 
page but not getting any closer to figuring my life out. 

But before I left, I had to hand the keys of my upside-down condo to 
my realtor. 

After submitting identical documents over and over again, after Wells 
Fargo claimed they “misplaced” them, my tenacious realtor Julie had 
accomplished the impossible – a successful short sale. 

My former wife and I paid $430,000 for it five years ago. 

The sale price to the lucky buyer that day was $175,000. 

My realtor Julie had been a pillar of support throughout the ordeal. I 
was so grateful that it was finally over. 

She said the same words that day she did at our first meeting: “You 
can begin the next chapter of your life now. You’re in the clear, my 
friend.” 

The icing on the cake came that day, too. I had to shell out $1,200 in 
“extra” fees to the title company to complete the sale. It was the final 
insult, this last stop on the real estate roller coaster. 

I was approaching ruin, financially, spiritually and professionally. 
Nothing was making sense. 

I was about to be, technically, homeless. A few weeks earlier I made a 
plan to travel. A couple of friends had asked if I would house sit for 
them. I used some United Airlines miles to buy a ticket to visit Laura, 
a longtime friend.   



 

I had nothing keeping me in San Francisco, and I hoped that the 
change in scenery would trigger an idea, or give birth to some plan or 
strategy. 

What do you do when you don’t know what to do? 

I chose to wander for a while. 

It started with a crazy dream – I witnessed my death. 



The Flight of a Lifetime 
 

It happened the night after I bought the ticket for the first leg of my 
month-long journey. 

My eyes opened slowly – it was 3 a.m. 

I sat up in bed, soaked with sweat, the sheets damp. I looked around 
the room to confirm I was there, to get my bearings. It was one of 
those moments when you say to yourself, “It was only a dream, only a 
dream.” 

I had a vision the plane I was going to take to Tucson in a few days 
was going to crash. 

I remember seeing the radio towers on the mountain, the vast 
expanse of the valley below, the shaking of the plane, the flight 
attendant barking instruction- and me, watching out the window as the 
small jet plummeted toward the desert floor. 

The vision ended with an image of the wreckage, seen from the 
perspective of a news camera operator, filming the disaster from 300 
feet away. 

There were no survivors. 

We all have nightmares; vivid dreams concocted in our heads, caused 
by too much spicy food or a few too many cocktails. This one stuck 
with me. I remembered the entire sequence, frame by frame, second 
by second. It seemed real in a way that I could not get out of my 
mind. I wondered if this was clairvoyance. 

I wondered if God had just given me a heads up on what was going to 
happen the evening of July 4, 2010. 

I told most people my flight was at six that Sunday morning. It was 
actually six at night. I wanted to have the day to myself to think as 
clearly as I could, to process what I was feeling. I wanted everyone to 
think I had left the Bay Area, to be as alone with my thoughts as 
possible.  



 

I headed out early, over to Highway 1 at Pacifica, and down the coast. 
It was a clear morning, no fog. I had the road to myself as I slowly 
drove south, stopping at various beaches along the way to savor the 
surf and consider the magnitude of what was churning in my head and 
would not go away. 

I drove into a parking lot at a beach just north of Davenport, a tiny 
town about halfway between San Francisco and Santa Cruz. I had 
been listening to “Morning Edition” on the local National Public Radio 
(NPR) affiliate. Now, out of range of the signal, the sound in the car as 
I pulled up to park, alone in the lot, was FM white noise and the ocean. 

I got scared in a way I will never forget. This feeling of impending 
finality, of reaching the finish line, was extraordinary. Why was this in 
my head? Why was this so real? 

“I wasn’t ready to go,” I told myself. I had stuff to do, things to 
accomplish. Why did this vision put this weight on me? Why was I 
taking it so seriously? 

I went home a couple of hours later. I sat down and wrote out my will 
and my wishes. I wrote a note to Emily. I wrote a few goodbyes to 
family members, my best friends and my people – the words that 
would be read at my memorial service. 

The note closed with: 

“That’s enough for now. I have to go catch a plane. I’ll be seeing you, 
on the Other Side. 

JS” 

My song request: “Friends,” by Elton John. 

Tears ran down my face. I folded the letter up, put it in an envelope, 
and put it on the refrigerator door. 

I sent a text to my lifelong friend Laura, whom I was to meet up with 
in Tucson:  



 

“Here is my parents’ phone number; Remind me about the 
refrigerator. Very important” 

It was a way for Laura to tell my parents about the letter, so they 
could find it quickly. 

I boarded the plane that night. We were on time. Takeoff was perfect; 
the flight of two hours was uneventful. I read a book and listened to 
my iPod. 

We were on approach to Tucson. I looked out my window and saw the 
radio towers and the mountain, exactly and precisely as I had pictured 
it in the dream. I set my book down and closed my eyes. 

The plane hit the runway with a perfect, gentle touch. 

Laura was waiting to pick me up. Her sweet smile turned quizzical as I 
approached her at baggage claim. She said, “Are you okay? You have 
this look on your face.” 

I said, “Take me to a bar, please.” 

Why did I board the plane? That’s an easy answer – I’m not crazy. 

I don’t make decisions on my life based on voices inside my head. A 
part of me knew that it was only a dream, albeit a very vivid one. I 
thought if it was going to happen, I had an extraordinary opportunity 
to say goodbye, to get in a final word. If the plane didn’t crash, it was 
a powerful reminder to appreciate the friends and the people in my 
world that make life the rich and wonderful experience it’s supposed to 
be. 

The letter that would have been read at my memorial is now put away 
forever, unopened. 

Overheard on the jetway, as I was getting off the plane: 

Ground Crew Guy: “Well, how ya feelin’?” 

Pilot: “Lucky.” 

Ground Crew Guy: “Lucky?”  



 

Pilot: “We had a warning light go off when we were on approach... ” 
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