“On Change”

By Paul Zakrzewski 

Recently, a friend asked me for an essay on “change.” I was excited to be asked until I sat down and started to write. It was then I was reminded I’ve never had much of a head for abstractions. Confronted with a topic like “change,” I start to notice the way the books on the shelf behind me have shifted mysteriously in my absence, the way the water stains have spread on the walls since I last sat in this room. 

Let’s start with specifics, then. For example, this room where I’m writing, located in the basement of building on the Lafayette College campus. Down here, surrounded by discarded office furniture and books curling with the dampness, I recall another musty basement, one I haven’t seen in decades. That room was in the suburban Ontario home I grew up, the place where I wrote my first short stories and newspaper articles, and the place where I first experimented, every so hesitantly, with sex. It was, in short, the place where I first encountered a self that mattered. 

Some thirty years and countless changes separate the two basements—so many  changes, in fact, that little from my adolescence remains. On a visit to my hometown a number of years ago, I discovered an enormous “McMansion” sprawled across every inch of the modest yard where my best friend’s house once stood. And my old high school had been torn down too. At one point it seemed that these changes and deletions—along with the bigger loses, the divorces, the rifts, the deaths—created so much sorrow I once described my 20s  as a slow descent into a long valley of ashes.

I compounded this sense of loss by moving continually throughout my 20s. In the first six years after college I moved to five different cities, switched apartments dozens of times. I didn’t see it then, but my reaction to loss was staying in motion.

Somewhere along the line, I finally stopped. I had returned to New York. I told myself if I couldn’t find what I was looking for there, I would not find it anywhere. I met a woman who would become my wife; landed a job booking authors at a Jewish community center. It wasn’t a job I’d ever anticipated having, but like the best breaks in life it led to some wonderfully unexpected opportunities. 

More than this, I lived in the same apartment for nearly a decade. Being in one place allowed me time to figure out who I was and what I wanted for my life. Without quite meaning to, I discovered a benefit of staying put.

But as philosophers and zen masters say, the only constant thing is change. These days my wife and I live in the Lehigh Valley. We’ve moved twice since that apartment in New York. And then there’s my three-year-old son. The frequency of his changes remind me of those film montages in which the flowers sprout, bloom, wither, and die, all in a matter of seconds. It may not be a perfect life, but it’s one I feel deeply rooted to.

Which makes me think: if I can’t sidestep all the changes to come, I hope to find a pathway through. Staying put seems like a good way to start.




