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DON’T ACT YOUR AGE



Remember the old man in Mary Poppins?


Mr. Dawes Sr. is the greedy, heartless bank president who’s the film’s only real villain. He’s half bald, bearded, hunched over, and wheezy, sporting a shawl around his shoulders to fight a chill and a cane to fight gravity. At the slightest imbalance, he teeters and topples. The man is ancient.


To this day, if you ask who played old Mr. Dawes, an awful lot of people would come up blank. Including those who saw the movie as kids and savvier new generations that are just now discovering it. There’s a clue in the credits, where the actor is listed as “Navckid Keyd.”


If you’re quick with a word scramble, you’ve guessed correctly that, underneath all that makeup, it was me—not even forty at the time! The role I’m known for in the movie is Bert the Chimney Sweep, so how did I end up with a second part as a senior citizen?


Growing up, I hung around a lot with my grandparents and great-grandparents, and I did a lot of stealth observing. I watched their stoops get stoopier over time, heard their voices get cracklier and thinner. I picked up their old-timey intonations and jargon: “What’d it run ya?” for instance, my great-grandmother’s way of asking what something had cost. Thanks to the elders in my family, the “old man” became an early part of my repertoire as a comedian.


So as soon as I read the part of Mr. Dawes, I saw a whole world of comic potential. After begging Walt Disney for the part, even offering to play it for free, he made me do a screen test to confirm that a cheerful, limber thirty-eight-year-old Dick really could transform himself into a sour, stiff nonagenarian. To clinch the deal, I hobbled behind some fake bushes to pee, which broke Walt up.


During breaks from shooting, still in my bald cap and prosthetic makeup, I was unrecognizable to most people on the Disney lot. I pranked tourists on studio tours. Even the two lead child actors had trouble believing that Dawes was actually me.


A few years later, I got a chance to go senior on-screen again in my CBS special, playing Ludwig, the World’s Oldest Magician. In this sketch, due to Ludwig’s advanced age, every bit in his magic act goes awry or falls flat, which he buttons up with his standard “Sim-sala-bim!” delivered more like: “Oh, whatever!” Ann Morgan Guilbert (who played my neighbor Millie on The Dick Van Dyke Show) played Ludwig’s assistant, equally long in the tooth and sloppy with her work. Lots of our humor came from how much this old pair, after all these years, thoroughly despised each other.


A decade later, midlife Dick took up geriatric friction again with Carol Burnett on Van Dyke and Company. Carol, who was also playing old, ruins an origami duck that it’s taken me thirty-seven years to complete. Then—in a spontaneously improvised two-minute addendum to the sketch—we get into a full-on brawl, old-person style, with all our lunging, hitting, falling, and floor-grappling performed in very slow motion.


Now here we are many decades later. I’m ninety-nine; as old if not older than Mr. Dawes, Origami Guy, or Ludwig. I’m not playing a super-old anymore. I am a super-old. Speaking now from this position of centenarian authenticity, I can look back on my old man roles and say that some stuff I got right.


Mostly, it’s the physical deterioration that feels accurate. Like my old characters, I am now in fact a stooper, a shuffler, and a teeterer. I have feet problems and I go supine as often as is politely possible.


Those fake old-timers smacked their dentures. I chew nicotine gum, all day long—still, decades after I quit smoking!


My sight is so bad now that origami is out of the question. I have trouble following group conversations and complain frequently about my hearing aids, though I would never refer to them as ear trumpets. I’m not that old.


At mealtime, I spill stuff, and when my wife Arlene asks me to put on an unstained shirt before we go out, I get impatient.


“It’s got blueberry all over it,” she’ll say.


“Polka dots are in again!” I’ll reply.


But the superficial stuff, the physical decay, is about the only thing I share with the old guys I played way back when. Thank God, on the inside, I am as different from them as I could get.


Those guys were just so peppery. And in case that’s an old-timey word, let me translate: irritable and sharp-tongued. Get-off-my-lawn kind of guys. The only measly joy they got out of life was through malice against other people. Remember how positively gleeful old Dawes is when his son fires Mr. Banks by punching a fist through his hat?


Also, there was an underlying sadness to a lot of the old guys I played. Their best years were behind them. They were dusty relics, forgotten by the world.


I get all that, I do. Though I still do guest spots on TV, and ads and videos, I miss going to the studio every day for a regular series—work that gave me so much pleasure and purpose. And every single one of my dearest lifelong friends is gone, which feels just as lonely as it sounds.


It’s frustrating to feel diminished in the world, physically and socially. I get invites to events or offers for gigs in New York or Chicago, but that kind of travel takes so much out of me that I have to say no. Almost all of my visiting with folks has to happen at my house, and after an hour of conversation, I just crash.


On top of that, recent and unfolding current events could turn anyone sour and dark, young or old. I just lived through two Southern California wildfires in less than a month, right out my front door, including the worst one in history. Daily, I spiral into anguish over the mayhem and cruelty being inflicted on the entire world by those in power.


So yes, I suppose at certain times of day, I am the grumpy old man who yells at the TV.


But that’s not the essence of me.


And, frankly, it’s not the essence of anybody else, either. No one is a grumpy old man at heart. No one is genetically miserable. No matter our current circumstances, we all have the capacity for a joyful and purposeful life.


If I didn’t know that to be true, I wouldn’t have written this book.


It’s been an intensely eye-opening process, these past many months, reflecting on my ninety-nine years of life, work, and relationships. I’ve unearthed lost treasures of memory, reconsidered my well-worn stories, connected fragments from my distant past to immediate present, hit upon patterns and themes that span the whole of my life.


But I wasn’t doing it just for the sake of navel-gazing. My motivation in remembering and reflecting has been the same as my motivation for performing. Actually, for living overall! To give other people something of myself. Specifically, I live with a lifted spirit, and my purpose on earth has been to lift the spirits of my fellow humans.


So, behind all my pondering over the stories in this book, there was always an impatient question: Yes, Dick, but so what? What good is this to anybody else?!


I’ve made it to one hundred, in no small part, because I have stubbornly refused to give in to the bad stuff in life: failures and defeats, personal losses, loneliness and bitterness, the physical and emotional pains of aging. That stuff is real, but I have not let it define me.


Because, as I see it, to do that would be to throw the towel in on life itself.


Instead, for the vast majority of my years, I have been in what I can only describe as a full-on bear hug with the experience of living. Being alive has been doing life—not like a job, but rather like a giant playground.


What does my playground look like exactly? What is it about the monkey bars and seesaws that keeps my heart racing? Boiled down, the things that have kept my life joyful and fulfilling are pretty simple: romance, doing what I love, and a whole lot of laughing.


Let me show you what that looks like on the ground, as they say.


To pull the “grumpy old man” away from the TV, my wife Arlene will walk in and dance along to the pharmaceutical ads. This gets me in a musical mood and out of bed, following her to the kitchen. Invariably, one of us will start singing along the way, and the other will join in:


Musical demon, set your honey a-dreamin’.


Won’t you play me some rag?


And if it’s a good day, which it almost always is in our house, we’ll break into a little swaying and soft-shoe right there while she’s making lunch.


You’ll get all my applause,


And that is simply because I wanna listen to rag.


I met Arlene in 2006, and she quickly became my soulmate and the love of my life. Without question, our ongoing romance is the most important reason I have not withered away into a hermetic grouch.


Arlene is half my age, and she makes me feel somewhere between two-thirds and three-quarters my age, which is still saying a lot. Every day she finds a new way to keep me up and moving, bright and hopeful and needed.


She asks me for a specific definition of contrapuntal, with examples. She announces that the Halloween store has finally reopened, and we’ve got to get over there fast. She gets me to tell stories we both know she’s heard a million times before, but how can I resist Arlene?


Arlene is my partner in love, life, and logistics. She has two phones and is often on both, scheduling and juggling more gigs and get-togethers than you could possibly imagine. Arlene knows how much performing and being social nourishes my spirit and brings me alive. I would absolutely be origami guy if she didn’t have me singing and dancing.


That little Irving Berlin number we were just singing together in the kitchen? That’s one of the tunes we’ll be performing next month with my a capella group The Vantastix. Last month, we attempted it during our first gig after a long dry spell, and we were a bit rusty.


By we, I mostly mean “me.” Yes, for trickier numbers like that, I can miss my cue. Or I’ll forget some lyrics. Or come in a little off-key. But none of that gets in my way. If I fall off during a song, I grab on again as soon as I can. If I’m off-key, I feel my way back on. The lyrics I do remember, I belt.


My fellow Vantastix are all decades younger than me, which also has had a rejuvenating effect, these twenty-five years we’ve been together. When we sing, my heart just soars. Because I’m still doing what I love.


And on to the final ride feature of playground life: laughing. In high school, I schemed elaborately silly pranks with my buddies, and on The Dick Van Dyke Show, it was the same feeling—all of us coming up with more and more outlandish ways to make one another lose it.


The guy who used to make me laugh the most, Carl Reiner, is gone now. But I’ve still got to scratch that itch somehow!


Luckily, I have Jimmy, our assistant, who is forty-one years old, full of secret mischief just like me, and the ideal audience for testing out material. Also, as I get older, I have found that life is more and more a comedy of errors. So if you can’t laugh at yourself, you’ve got big problems.


This brings me back to humorless old Mr. Dawes. There’s only one scene where his character comes close to the old man I’m living right now. It’s when he hears a joke from earlier in the movie, now retold by Mr. Banks, whom he’s just fired.


BERT: I know a man with a wooden leg named Smith.


UNCLE ALBERT: What’s the name of his other leg?


It takes old Dawes a ridiculously long time to get the joke, but when he does, he starts wheeze-laughing uncontrollably. In an echo of an earlier scene in the movie, the chortling causes him to float up into the air, above the other horrified bankers.


No matter my mood, no matter my pain, a good little joke will boost my spirits. And the more I laugh, the more I’m lifted—if I’m lucky, maybe, right up into the air!










MAKE YOUR OWN RULES



Before we really get going, I need to make a few things clear about this book:


I don’t believe in telling other people what to do. So, you’re not going to find “biohacks” or “optimization protocols” or anything like that here. I mean, I go to the gym three mornings a week, but I also appreciate your need to sleep in and get your exercise whenever your body eventually tells you it wants that. I like to go barefoot as much as possible because it keeps me sure-footed and comfortable. This practice is called “earthing” and I highly recommend it, but if shoes are your thing, that’s fine by me.


The “rules” in this book aren’t about physical stuff, anyway. Nor do they form a step-by-step guide, because that would be ridiculous. If I’ve learned anything, it’s that the world has a sneaky way of upending all our plans, no matter how well laid.


The rules here are about living and being within our ever-shifting circumstances. Going with the flow, yes, but also making the most of it. Finding, in the flow, our greatest sense of joy, fulfillment, and purpose.


Each rule springs from a story from my own life, which I believe has stuck itself in my memory for a good reason—because it has some broader emotional significance for me to ponder. For us to ponder, together. Not exactly prescriptive “life lessons,” but often more like “life questions.” Stuff I’m batting around that I think you’d benefit from batting around too. Sometimes I’ll try to tell you what I think the rule is about, for me, but it’s up to you to make it work for you, however you see fit.


I readily admit that you might find variations of the same rule emerging in multiple stories here. That’s because my life, like everyone else’s, has its personality-specific ongoing themes—questions that pop up, over and over again, in different contexts, old challenges that look different in each new light, wisdom learned and forgotten and learned again.


I might also add that, for some of these stories, there’s not exactly a rule or even a specific question. Sometimes that’s because I know there’s some nugget of meaning in the story, but I haven’t quite figured out what it is. Maybe you can! Other times, it’s just a funny story, plain and simple. Because don’t we all sometimes just need comic relief?


Finally, if you’re inclined to count up these rules to see if there are exactly one hundred, as advertised in the title, your math might disappoint you, just a little. Quality over quantity, as the saying goes, right? I can assure you that this book will deliver enough main rules, sub-rules, ancillary rules, and multipart rules to last you a lifetime, yes, all the way to one hundred!


And anyway, the title of this chapter is “Make Your Own Rules.” Which is precisely what I’m doing!










EXAMINE YOUR HEAD



Recently, I got a letter or something about a study into extreme human aging and why some people live for so long. Scientists have discovered that from ninety-nine on, well, there’s a lot they don’t know. They can’t figure out why some people are living so long, especially people who still have some marbles.


I still have marbles, and I’m still mobile, so I’d make an ideal subject. I was going to sign up for the study because I’m sure they would have wanted to use me, but I lost the thing.


Okay, I admit. My short-term memory is shot—names, where I put things, what happened yesterday. But at least I can tell when I’m repeating what I just said ten minutes ago: instead of saying “Wow! What?!” people just say “Mm-hmm.” So, I feel like that counts for something in the cognition department, right?


This morning, I got Arlene helping me to remember what this study was and find it online, but she wasn’t having any luck. “National Institute on Aging? Extreme heat? No,” she read aloud, searching her phone.


“They’d probably put a lot of electrodes on your head anyway,” I reasoned, ready to give up.


“Well, you definitely need to be studied,” Arlene insisted, still searching.


She’d given me the seeds for a quip. “Oh, so you think I ought to have my head examined, is that what you’re saying?”


“No,” Arlene laughed. “I mean: studied for why you are the way you are. Why are you the way you are?”


Well, probably because I stopped drinking a long time ago, which must have saved a lot of brain cells. I used to do the crossword religiously for years (in pen), and now it’s Jeopardy! that keeps me sharp, though Arlene always has the answers before I do. Apparently, there are these “superfoods” that are good for brain health, so maybe I’ve ingested a lot of those?


The biggest reason I can think of is my ability to memorize. For my whole career, I had to memorize pages and pages of lines and a ton of songs, backward and forward, so I was able to say or sing them without even thinking.


When I sing with The Vantastix, it’s often songs from shows and movies I’ve done, and those are right at the front of my brain. I can still pick up new material easily, too, though it might take three or four more run-throughs than it used to before the lyrics feel like second nature. Also, I’m not afraid to forget a word or two, as long as I can keep up the tune.


“Did you find anything yet?” I asked Arlene, still pecking away at her phone.


“What? No, I just got eleven texts.”


I rolled my eyes.


So maybe that’s my secret, then. For a decade now, the only cell phone in my life has been Arlene’s, and she’s the one who actually operates it. She gave me this thing called “Alexa,” but as soon as I found out Alexa was a spy, she was unplugged and banished. I do have an iPad, but I don’t text or shop or browse for hours on end. Think of all the dopamine I’ve stored up!










LEARN TO FALL



Imagine you’re a toddler again. You’ve been standing up on your hindquarters for some time now, so you’re mostly steady. Still, sometimes gravity gets the better of you, and you tip forward a little, and then some more, until you’re definitely going over. Your face is just a second away from smashing into the kitchen floor.


Quick! What do you do?!


If you answered, “Put out your hands!” you’re like most people in the world. This is a thing called the parachute reflex, and a child typically develops it between five and nine months of age. That’s before they can stand even, when they’re still crawling and belly-squirming.


As a child, my answer to that question would have been: “Absolutely nothing.” According to my mother’s firsthand accounts, during my very early years, I would never break my falls. I’d just land on my face or my belly and start crying. Then do it again a few minutes later.


With my mother’s guidance, I had to consciously learn this simple technique of self-protection. It wasn’t a reflex I could trust. It was a muscle I had to build.


But once I built it, watch out! Once I got a little older, knowing how to fall safely, and knowing I knew how to fall safely, opened up a lot of possibilities—for falling for fun! What a rush that was! Of course, I wanted to fall all the time!


On Saturday afternoons, my buddies and I spent all day in the movie theater watching cowboy and cops-and-robbers pictures, studying all the ways a shot-up crook or gunslinger could collapse and die. Then we ran home to try out the moves ourselves in the backyard. I learned then that I had a knack for more than just simple falling, but the elaborate pre-fall stagger, too; the collapse-to-the-knee fall; giving every fall a special little twist, replete with winces, groans, and wound-clutching.


When it came to putting the comedy into falling, that’s something I learned from Buster Keaton, whose classic old shorts and silents were a must-see whenever the theater ran them. His pratfalls were in a category all their own. He had this hysterical way of throwing his legs up in the air when he fell on his back. And he took the most epic head-over-heels tumbles.


Much later in life, I got the secrets to these tricks straight from the master’s mouth. Buster was in his sixties at the time, living out in the Valley. I was so eager to meet him that I called him up cold—and he invited me over for a cookout!


In his big backyard, Buster grilled hot dogs and delivered them by toy train to the table—I adored him immediately. Eventually, the conversation got around to pratfalls, successful and not. He told me that at one time or another, he had broken every bone in his body, including his neck. It turns out his legs in the air bit was to throw all the weight onto his shoulders, as opposed to his back. And as for falling forward, here was his big secret: You don’t just hit the ground flat, you sort of tuck in and roll into the fall.


By that time, I was doing my own slips and flops and topples on The Dick Van Dyke Show, and Buster’s advice came in handy. In our first season, Carl Reiner came to appreciate my gift, and we worked clumsiness into my character. In one episode alone, I tripped and fell over a toy fire truck, my briefcase, and a card table.


This led to the fall that would become my most well-known: the trip over the ottoman in the show’s opening credit sequence.


In season one, the credits had rolled over still photos of the cast in action, which Carl got bored with. For our next season, he wanted something funnier, with a spark. So, in a kind of spur-of-the-moment thing, he gathered up the cast and crew and director John Rich in the main living room set to shoot a new opening.


To this day, I’m not sure who came up with the idea, me, Carl, or somebody else. Like the best ideas on that show, it felt like it came from all of us. Rob would come home from work where Laura (his wife) and Buddy and Sally (his comedy writer pals) were waiting, step over to greet them, and promptly trip over the ottoman.


I did it in one take! I wasn’t using Buster’s training, either.


John called cut and print, but rather urgently. Unbeknownst to any of us, he had a date that night out in Malibu and was itching to get out of there.


But then Carl had another idea, and John sighed. He wanted a variation on the opening where I almost trip, then swerve around the ottoman instead. Then, we would switch up the two openings, week to week, so the audience would never know which one they’d get.


We filmed that second one, too, in one take. So, after all of four or five minutes, John was off to his date.


As real fans of the show might know, there’s a third variation on the opening that appears only rarely, where I avoid the ottoman but then end up tripping and stumbling anyway. Of course.


That little trick of Carl’s got so popular that each week, people would bet, with actual money, on whether I would fall or not.


Over the years, I’ve fallen more ways than I can count. I wish someone would do one of those compilation videos of every single one of them ever captured on camera. It would go on for hours.


I’m ninety-nine now, and people are still asking me if I can fall like I used to. Ha. Ha.


“I sure can,” I reply, “but it hurts more now.”










FIND YOUR PASSION IN YOUR PAST



At this advanced age, my very sharpest life memories are of childhood. I am sure there are hard neuroscientific reasons for this phenomenon, but I think maybe something more mysterious is going on too.


Recently, out of nowhere, I got a few flashes from my early youth that felt “fresh.” A memory not in my familiar repertoire. So, I kept my mind there, and let the flashes unspool:


My little hands, slathering gray paint onto a cut-out cardboard tombstone. Then another and another. Painting a cardboard triangle-topped building—a house? a church?


Putting on some kind of dark cloak. Holding a big shovel. Slinking among the cardboard graves, getting spooked by something and shrieking—very over-the-top.


My third- or fourth-grade classmates cracking up. Their reactions emboldening me to keep getting hammier. Wielding my shovel like a weapon at whatever was threatening me.


More laughter, much louder.


Don’t ask me the plot of this little grade school play, don’t ask about other characters—trust me, I’ve tried to rustle those details up already.


Why does this school play stand out so distinctly? Not just because it was an unusual occasion, it’s got to be more than that. After some leisurely pondering, it hit me:


This is my very first memory of doing something I love.


Really, really love.


Building sets, creating costumes, contorting my body, face and voice for comedy, feeding off my audience. This was my first true passion.


And all these years, my brain has been holding on to that memory, protecting it, so I could connect with it and reap its power.


For most of my life, that’s been a passive, indirect process. While this specific memory must have popped up at earlier times in my life (that I now can’t recall), I don’t think I consciously appreciated its whole meaning until now. Still, it must have always been back there, bubbling its way into my instincts and life choices.


How else can I explain the following:


In high school, I considered a future in sports. I trained to become an Air Force pilot. I worked in advertising. I had looong spells of doubt during my early entertainment career. Later in life, I contemplated retiring out to sea on my sailboat. Even just fifteen years ago, before I met Arlene, I thought maybe I should just pack showbiz up and fritter away at home.


Yet, at each and every one of these points in my life, something rose up inside me, shook me and admonished me: No, Dick. This is not what you love. This is not who you are. Like I was about to build my house out in the yard, not on its foundation.


In these moments, I could sense I was veering off track because I knew what being on track felt like. I knew what it was I did love to do.


It occurs to me that since the memory of doing that little graveyard act was always there inside me, I could have tapped into it more actively and consciously had I appreciated just how powerful and significant it was.


I have “worked with” my childhood memories before in life, but usually it’s the bad stuff. In my forties, I went into treatment for my alcoholism (which you’ll hear about later), and as part of therapy, I pulled up buried memories of some really painful family times when I was young. This excavation was a big help in unpacking and working through my adult emotional struggles.


But why should I, or anyone, limit this exercise to working through pain? Can’t we also use our memories to connect or reconnect ourselves to our passions? What I’m saying now—to you—is that you’ve got a chance to be proactive about this whole thing in a way I wasn’t.


Before I explain, a warning: There’s an emotional risk involved here, and if you’re in a delicate place, this activity is not recommended. Stop reading now. Even if you think you’re fine, proceed with caution and know that I’ll talk you through it on the other side.


Here we go.


Relax your mind. Take your thoughts back to childhood. And ask yourself, specifically: What is my first memory of doing something I love?


To be clear, I’m not talking about just your “happiest” memories, e.g., Christmas morning. Look for times when you’re doing the thing that makes you the happiest.


Call up as many little flashes of this activity as you can—those are clues! Remember the doing, but also the feeling! Don’t worry too much about turning the memory into a narrative; there’s time for that later. Right now, just gather the clues. You can spread this out over days, weeks, months, even years! However you do it, hold on to what you remember (a thing I have to tell myself all the time).


Once you’ve had time to really process the memory, you’re ready for the harder part: comparing it to your present.


If the key elements of that childhood pursuit match up with, or clearly relate to what you’re doing now, I’d say you’re in good shape. Chances are you’re at least in the ballpark of happy.


If they don’t match up at all, I realize that is a very weighty and painful thing to discover. Remember, you don’t have to do anything big about it, or anything at all; and it will help to talk about it with someone you love.


If you’re in a time of active doubt, a life transition, or a moment of big decision-making, this memory can give you a clue about how to proceed. To seek out a future that’s closer to doing what you now know you love most purely.


But look. I’m not suggesting you have to rethink and upend your entire life! “I used to love climbing trees! Goodbye job, goodbye family! Annapurna here I come!”


There are simpler options, at your fingertips. You can use that memory to guide you back to beloved old hobbies, to take a cooking class, go out dancing more on the weekends, spend an hour at a rock-climbing gym.


However and whenever you decide to make use of that memory, it will be there for you. Think of it as your beacon.


Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a new monster to make for Halloween.










TOLERATE AND CHERISH YOUR LITTLE BROTHER



From the moment my only other sibling was born, almost six years after me, I was his protector. Some of this was my own doing: Jerry was adorably vulnerable, and it was so satisfying to soothe him with cuddles and cradle-rocking.


Some of this was also a job: early in his life, my parents appointed me his babysitter/nanny—watching him when they were out, putting him to bed, waking him up and getting him dressed. I took the role very seriously too. Alone at night while Jerry slept, I stayed wide-eyed awake, guarding him from the groaning ghosts that filled our empty house, an axe in my grip.


Later, the sibling dynamic got more complicated. Starting when I was still in the single digits, most of the heavy manual labor in our house fell on me. My traveling salesman father was gone six days a week, my mother had her hands full running the rest of the household, and Jerry was still too young to be anything but an enthusiastic chore-watcher or chore-beneficiary. Which sometimes rubbed me the wrong way.


Case in point, my most wretched chore of all, which in Jerry’s mind was “The Big Brother Coal Show!” Winters in Danville, Illinois, were long and vicious, and nearly all the houses in town were heated by coal furnaces. Back then, we used soft coal—the messy kind.


While Jerry was blissfully dreaming away at night, I was down in the basement shoveling load after load of those filthy black chunks into the furnace, then tamping the furnace down to smolder all night. In the morning when the house was arctic, Jerry was lingering under his toasty covers while I was back in the basement, getting the furnace going. As the heat made its way up into the house, my mother and I would rush to one of the floor vents and stand there shivering, waiting for the first warmth to hit our toes and legs, before darting off to our other morning duties. Meanwhile, Jerry was free to stroll downstairs and take his spot on a vent only after the heat was really blasting.


By midwinter, it was time for Jerry’s favorite part of my coal show: cleaning the furnace and taking the ashes out, along with the hardened nuggets of coal by-product known as “clinkers.” For this, Jerry had a front-row seat on the basement steps, delighting in his brother’s unhappy mess—clothes, hands and arms and face, smeared with black soot.


And, in springtime was the finale! Out came the rags and a jar of the “pink stuff”: a pink paste cleaner that Jerry found totally fascinating. Watching me scrub it across our soot-covered walls—every single wall, plastered or wallpapered, every room in the house, floor to ceiling, yes, the ceiling!—he marveled at the magical transformation.


Looking up at me, perched on the very top rung of a ladder and nursing an arm cramp, Jerry would helpfully point out that three-quarters of the ceiling soot had yet to vanish. “Why’d you stop?”


In the summer, there was still work for me to do and Jerry to watch, but there were other things we got to share as equals. Endless afternoons of carefree play with the other kids in the street or someone’s backyard. With that came another essential and cherished brotherly ritual: ice, coal’s cleaner summer counterpart.


Danville summers were scorching and humid, and back then, there was no air-conditioning. So, while the primary purpose of ice was to refrigerate our food, that was kind of an abstraction to us kids. Jerry and I loved ice for all its more tangible palliative powers.


It arrived almost daily to our house via horse-drawn wagon, piled high with big ice blocks of various weights. Most everybody ordered twenty-five-pound cubes for their ice boxes, which meant the iceman was always chipping them off from the bigger blocks.


Invariably, stray chunks or shards would break off and pile up in the back of the truck. So, while the ice man was delivering a cube into the house to the icebox, Jerry and I would climb up in the back of the truck and snatch up as many scraps as we could before the driver came back.


The small chunks were good for rubbing on our sunburned arms and necks and slipping down each other’s shirts. The bigger shards were the perfect thirst-quencher. We could slurp on those things forever.


One afternoon, I heard the ice man returning from our house and scampered off the wagon, but Jerry was too lost in his ice revelry to follow. Oblivious to his little stowaway, the ice man hopped in front and got the horses going. Panicked, I sprinted after them, but before I could get the driver’s attention, my brother toppled out of the wagon and onto the street with a horrifying thwonk to his head.


When I reached Jerry lying there, he was fully conscious, thank God, on his way from stunned silence to loud hysteria. His bawling reached my mother, who ran out, scooped him up and carried him inside. Miraculously, after a visit from the doctor and a day of careful monitoring, Jerry turned out to be fine, save some scrapes and a lump on his head, which meant—for him—a consolation prize of more ice from our box.
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