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erhaps it is providence, or the zeitgeist, or a global sense of existential dread,

but interest in death, dying, and what might come after has seen a recent public
uptick. Nearly three-quarters of all U.S. adults believe in heaven,' and eighty-three
percent believe we have a soul or spirit in addition to our physical bodies.? Tourism
scholars James Kennell and Metod Suligoj observe that “dark events have been in-
creasing in frequency and popularity across a spectrum of darkness that encompasses
playful Day of the Dead—themed hospitality events, tours of graveyards, immersive
horror experiences, re-enactments of historic battles, and commemorations of crimes
against humanity.”

At the same time, many organizations around the world are seeking to reduce so-
cial stigma and normalize conversations about death. One such organization, Death
Café, has nearly twenty thousand host sites in ninety-three countries and aims to
“increase awareness of death with a view to helping people make the most of their
(finite) lives” through “group-directed discussion of death with no agenda, objectives
or themes.™

In the media, the popular 2021 Netflix docu-series, Surviving Death, based on
journalist Leslie Kean’s book by the same name, examines research on near-death
experiences and other parapsychological topics surrounding death.’ Kean, once con-
sidered on the tin-foil-hat fringe of investigative journalism, has gained mainstream
credibility, in part through leading coverage of ongoing—previously undisclosed to
the public—governmental investigation into UFOs, or “unidentified anomalous
phenomena” (UAP), as they are called now.®

However, starting to read Sebastian Junger’s latest book, 7z My Time of Dying:
How I Came Face-to-Face with the ldea of an Afterlife, it was as if providence had
become personal.” Junger’s prologue begins with a chilling account from his younger
years when he nearly drowned surfing. Reading his scene-setting opener of a double-
wave hold-down in the freezing overhead winter waves off Cape Cod one January
morning, | remembered my own experience in the warmer, but also deadly waters
just north of Sebastian Inlet, when a hurricane swell lined up fast, powerful sets late
one Florida summer. The lineup was empty aside from a couple of surfers farther
down the beach. The waves pitched fast, and I wiped out every time I tried to drop
in. Too weary from fighting the shore pound to paddle out past the break, I had little
energy left when I got there. The other surfers had left. I thought, Whar am I doing
out here by myself? Another wave loomed overhead. I turned and paddled. Another
wipeout.

When waves are big, they don't just knock you underwater. They plunge you to
the bottom and hold you there while the violent, pulsating remnants of a deepwater
cyclone thunder above you. By the time I started clawing for the surface, I was already
mostly out of breath. I made it up in time to take a half-second gasp before another
wave threw me to the bottom again—another hold-down. 7his is it. This is how I die.
How stupid.

Desperately flailing, I found my leash, grabbed hold of it, and pulled myself up
to the board. My arms were limp noodles, but I paddled for shore, riding the shore
break to the sand.
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In Junger’s prologue, “We've Been Expecting You,” he writes:

I lay on the frozen sand imagining myself dead; arms askew, mouth full of sand, eyes
blank. Someone walking their dog might see me in my wetsuit and mistake me for
a dead seal. My car was in the parking lot and my wallet was in the glove compart-
ment: it wouldn't take long for the police to match me to my driver’s license. The
phone would ring at my parents’ house and my mother would answer. At first she
wouldnt understand. Then shed scream. Eventually she would call my father at
work and he, too, would go from confusion to horror to shock.?

My own mother hated when I went surfing alone. “I just wish you had a buddy
to go with,” she'd say. So, as I read Junger’s detailed reflection on his own brush
with death as a young man, it was as if something was saying, “You need to read this
book.”

In My Time of Dying offers a polished and profound examination of death that is
equal parts eloquent memoir and meaty, old-fashioned reporting. The central (non-
fiction) plot line centers on Junger’s near-death experience at the age of fifty-nine
when—spoiler alert—a pancreatic artery suddenly ruptured. Within just 138 pages,
however, Junger deftly weaves everything from theoretical physics to existential re-
flection, from anatomical physiology to research on near-death experiences. His full-
spectrum concision is similarly displayed in the back of the book, where the author
provides nineteen additional pages of references.

Junger’s command of literary technique is clear from the opening. He sets a
scene in the prologue, vivid with concise detail and concrete imagery. Unlike my pal-
try efforts of emulation, Junger moves fluidly through the frame story of his prologue
with sidenotes about ocean physics, personal ontological reflections, and anecdotes
from his reporting.

This structure and style—where Junger moves in and out of scene without
breaking the narrative thread—provide a model in miniature form for the rest of the
book. Junger ends the prologue on a clifthanger. While researching his popular book,
The Perfect Storm, which tells the story of a commercial swordfishing boat that sank
off the coast of Newfoundland, Junger had a dream. Six dead fishermen visit him,
inviting him to join them on the other side. Their words, as Junger remembers them,
provide the title of the prologue, as well as a deft literary segue into the main body
of the book. “Don’t worry, they seemed to be saying. We've been expecting you.”

‘The main text of /n My Time of Dying is divided into just two chapters: “What”
and “If” Junger returns to scene-setting as he begins the first chapter:

The pain in my abdomen arrived without fanfare one September morning when
my eldest girl was two and a half and the household was busy with a rolling series
of tasks that would never quite get done. The pain was a sudden burning below my
sternum that made me stand up straight and push my fingers into my gut. It was
different from any pain I'd ever known, and I inexplicably thought: 7his is the kind
of pain where you later find out you're going to die."’

With this, Junger provides early foreshadowing, assuring readers he will deliver
on the implicit compact presented in the book’s subtitle. That is: He almost died.
This wasn't a close call or simply a sobering reminder of his mortality. He lost forty
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percent of the blood in his body. He went into hypothermia from low blood oxygen.
Dr. Steve Kohler, the physician who first attended to Junger, called a “code crimson,”
which directed all the hospital’s blood resources to the emergency department.

In a later interview with Kohler, Junger learns just how close to death he was.
““You were getting ready to buy the farm.” (The term is thought to come from the
families of dead soldiers, who used government death benefits to pay off property
debt.)”"" At every turn, Junger finds ways to weave the immediate narrative to various
points of relative context. On page thirty, he provides a character description of the
physician:

Dr. Kohler has straight white hair tied in a ponytail and a lithe, fit build from com-

peting in triathlons. He has a resting pulse in the 40s, which make him a perfect

candidate for masking catastrophic hemorrhage with a steady, unremarkable heart

rate. Many years earlier, his wife had almost died of postpartum hemorrhage. Preg-

nancy and complications from childbirth are a leading cause of death for young

women worldwide; if the woman has known aneurysms they can easily rupture
during birth, often filling the uterus with blood."

In the hands of a less-skilled writer, these diversions could easily tax the internal
coherence of the narrative. But Junger manages to take material derived from ob-
servation, interviews, and research and make it flow conversationally into a cohesive,
engaging story.

Across cultures and time, humans have maintained a sacred connection between
death and family. More than fifty percent of American adults report being visited
by deceased loved ones in a dream or some other form." For Junger, it was his fa-
ther. “My father was an odd choice for a deathbed visitation, and I'm pretty sure he
would have agreed.”* Junger describes his father as a man of logic, an immigrant,
and MIT-trained physicist whose aunt was once physicist and Nobel laureate Erwin
Schrédinger’s lover. His mother, in contrast, “adhered to a hopeful slew of Eastern
wisdom: energies, chakras, past lives, and dead friends visiting in the form of owls
or crows.”" Later in the book, Junger recounts that during his near-death experience
there was a “great darkness that had started tugging at me from below.” He describes
his father appearing to him in the ceiling, “somehow urging me to stop struggling
and go with him.”'¢

In the second part of the book, “If;” Junger shifts to consider more explicitly
metaphysical aspects of death, once again beginning with a scene. This time the story
is about combat medic Tyler Carroll, whose Dog Company of the U.S. Army 173
Airborne Brigade, First Battalion, was in Logar Province, Afghanistan, in July 2012,
when it came under Taliban fire. Following this five-page descriptive lead, Junger
then delivers the nut graph for this final chapter: “Carroll’s vision has been named a
‘life review’ by researchers who study the subjective experience of dying. Advances in
modern medicine have regularly allowed people to ‘come back from the dead, as it
were, and many who do report extraordinary visions and experiences from their trip
to the other side.”"”

From here, Junger follows the familiar “return to scene” formula employed
by many narrative writers. The journalist Rick Bragg calls this the “Five Boxes
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Approach.”*® The first box is the descriptive lead, typically a scene or an anecdote,
often focusing on a central character of the story. The second box is the nut graph,
the kernel of the story. It provides context for the descriptive lead, and it tells the
reader exactly what the story is about. “The third box begins with a new image or
detail that resembles a lead and precedes the bulk of the narrative.””” Before diving
into the story’s heavy content, this third box provides a descriptive return to keep the
reader engaged. The fourth box provides the boring but important information, and
the fifth box is your ending. Whatever we want to call the structure of In My Time of
Dying, it bears the hallmarks of the work of a veteran reporter and storyteller from
beginning to end.

Over the years, literary journalists have approached their treatment of death in a
variety of ways. In the mid-twentieth century, John Hersey’s Hiroshima (1946)
and Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood (1965) launched the American literary journal-
ism movement. Both books focused on death. Hersey’s account of atomic aftermath
continued a long tradition of war reporting, covering not just the casualties of war
but also the horrors of its survivors. As Kathy Roberts Forde notes, Hiroshima served
not only as a journalistic report and a work of American literature, but also “as a
counter-narrative to the contemporaneous, obfuscatory official government story
about the effects of the atomic bomb on humans?”?

When In Cold Blood was released in 1965, it popularized interest in immersive
reporting and narrative writing, which typified the New Journalism movement that
followed on the heels of Capote’s canonical work.?! As he followed the trial and
execution of two murderers, Capote established a template for true crime, and he
raised valid social questions about capital punishment. He also sparked debates about
veracity when it was discovered that he fabricated parts of the book, and some have
suggested that his relationship with Perry Smith, one of the killers, was more familiar
than one would expect between a journalist and his source.*?

Coming into the twenty-first century, multiple works of literary journalism
about death have been marked by the combination of personal reflection and sci-
entific inquiry that we see in Junger’s recent book. In her 2005 memoir, 7he Year of
Magical Thinking, Joan Didion reflects on the “weeks and then months that cut loose
any fixed idea I ever had about death, about illness . . . about marriage and children
and memory . . . about the shallowness of sanity, about life itself.”* However, at other
points in the book, Didion displays a deep dive into medical and psychiatric research
to examine grief as a state of mental health.

Through this combination of the personal and the scientific, literary journal-
ism has contributed a textured discussion about the human experience of dying. /n
My Time of Dying contributes to the discussion by offering a journalistic account of
Junger’s own near-death experience. Similarly, Amy Snow Landa®® argues that works
like 7he Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks have caused bioethicists to look at the tools
of literary journalism to bring collective exploration to the central human experiences
of disability, illness, and death.

In her 2020 book, 7he Art of Dying Well: A Practical Guide to a Good End of Life,
author Katy Butler follows up on her 2014 memoir, Knocking on Heaven’s Door, with
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insights produced from her own experiences, as well as the reported experiences of
others collected through interviews. She writes, “In the years I've spent listening to
hundreds of people’s stories of good and difficult declines and deaths, I've learned one
thing: people who are willing to contemplate their aging, vulnerability and mortality,
often live better lives in old age and illness, and experience better deaths, than those
who don’t.”®

They key to Butler’s approach here is that it is not merely a celebration of sen-
timentality in considering death. Rather, she takes a pragmatic perspective to help
readers think about the concrete realities of aging and dying. She interviews those
who have experienced the death and dying of loved ones, but she also interviews ex-
perts in geriatrics, palliative care, hospice, and other fields to, as she says, “distill what
I learned to help you and those you love successfully navigate the complex landscape
of aging, serious illness, and death in an era of advanced medicine.”*

he opens the book with the chapter, “Preparing for a Good End of Life,” with a

discussion of substantive meaning, encouraging us to find “a vision for later life”
and to “care for the soul.” But she also provides practical wisdom, such “protect-
ing your medical rights” and “finding allies in preventive medicine.” In the second
chapter she connects the existential with the logistical as she doles out insights on
simplifying our lives through concrete measures such as reviewing medications and
reducing screenings. As the book progresses, Butler weaves the experiences of both
those who are dying and those who love them to present a handbook that is as heart-
felt as it is instructive.

Literary journalism about death and dying demonstrates a consistent thread of
empowering people to have greater agency and autonomy as they approach the end
of life. For example, Katie Engelhart’s 7he Inevitable: Dispatches on the Right to Die
(2021), tells the stories of people pursuing physician-assisted suicide to provide con-
text to what is known often as the “right to die” movement.” It is not a preachy po-
lemic, but rather a nuanced ethical consideration of the issue that is personalized and
engaging. In 7he Good Death: An Exploration of Dying in America, Ann Neumann
employs the familiar process of immersion reporting as she becomes a hospice vol-
unteer to get a close look at people in their last days.”® The book’s description notes:

She attended conferences, academic lectures, and grief sessions in church basements.
She went to Montana to talk with the attorney who successfully argued for the
legalization of aid in dying, and to Scranton, Pennsylvania, to listen to “pro-life”
groups who believe the removal of feeding tubes from some patients is tantamount
to murder. Above all, she listened to the stories of those who were close to death.?

All these authors contribute to the varied discussion of death in literary jour-
nalism through a combination of compelling narrative and extensive research. In
Junger’s case, In My Time of Dying provides a masterfully written journalistic ac-
count of the writer’s own near-death experience and the questions of meaning that it
spawned. As he recounts his father’s death, for example, he contemplates the nature
of the universe at both the quantum and cosmological levels. However, he also inter-
views some of his father’s colleagues to discuss his father’s views on death. “My father
believed that when we die, our souls are subsumed back into the vast soulmatter of
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the universe like waves subsumed back into the sea.” Junger flexes his casual com-
mand of the prose as he proceeds to tell us about his recovery and his reflection on
the experience. At points he holds forth on shamanism, cardiac arrest risks for fighter
pilots, the Anglo-Saxon etymology of the word “blessing,” or archaeological evidence
for prehistoric human use of hallucinogens. At other points, he turns the philosophi-
cal personal:

If the ultimate proof of God is existence itself—which many claim to be the case—
then a true state of grace may mean dwelling so fully and completely in her present
moment that you are still reading your books and singing your songs when the
guards come for you at dawn. The past and the future have no tangible reality in
our universe; God’s creation exists moment by moment or not at all, and our only
chance at immortality might lie in experiencing each of those moments as the stun-
ning extravagance they actually are.’!

iven the myriad paths that could have pulled 7n My Time of Dying into the

weeds, Junger shows prudence to know when it’s time to end the story. In the
concluding pages of the book, the author takes one last pass intertwining the physical
and the metaphysical as he considers various theories of consciousness. “A universe
where consciousness is woven into the very nature of matter would seem to explain
both the greatest quantum puzzles as well as our subjective experience of life.”?

Of course, any good writer knows you don’t end on dense stuff. In his last three
paragraphs, Junger returns to his father and setting a scene. This time, he recalls a
camping trip when he was teenager. He and his father were in the mountains of New
Hampshire in late October. Day turned to night, and the cold came upon them
before they had set camp. His father started showing signs of hypothermia, shaking
and speaking unintelligibly. I wont spoil the ending, but it offers a succinct, conver-
sationally poetic metaphor such as we would expect from Junger. It also strikes a final
resonant chord in readers, leaving us to consider our own mortality, our relationships,
and what matters in the end.

Jeffrey C. Neely is an associate professor of the Communication
Department at the University of Tampa. His research has exam-
ined the role of narrative in meaning-making across contexts as
diverse as war, conservation ethics, social identity formation, and
dying. Additionally, he has studied the pedagogical value of literary
Journalism, including how both theoretical and applied courses in
the genre might contribute to a strong liberal arts post-secondary
education.
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er the readings are of sufficient contemporary value.

Or do they stray into the “Great Books” category of

“worthy” or “important” literary vegetables?

I pause when I come to Joseph Mitchell, a writer

I revere, and wonder what would happen if he were

to pitch his profiles of downtrodden eccentrics to 7he

New Yorker today. Would they be topical enough for

the magazine circa 20252 Then I think about the excel-

lent New Yorker Radio Hour, and realize that Mitchell
would likely thrive in audio, whether at the magazine
or elsewhere. Surely Ira Glass would add him to 7his American Life’s stable of racon-
teurs, along with Sarah Vowell and David Sedaris. And I bet Joe Richman would
jump at the chance to run the story of “Lady Olga,”
the bearded lady whom Mitchell once chronicled on

Radio Diaries. And, who knows? Maybe Sarah Koenig

would dedicate a season of Serial to untangling the

fate of Joe Gould’s “oral history of our time,” allegedly
the longest book ever written.

Ao 7 In the past decade, a segment of the journalism

\ s establishment has run a macro version of this experi-
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ment, trying to figure out the degree to which pod-
casting might be literary journalism’s savior. The mo-
mentum began in 2014, when the first season of the
Serial attracted five million listeners in four weeks. By
way of comparison, 7his American Life, the show that
NEIL VERMA launched Serial, took four years to accumulate a mil-




