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To my sister, Anne, the only person left who shares
my memories (even if they differ), and to Mary,
who lived so many of them with us, too.











Tell all the truth but tell it slant—


Success in Circuit lies . . .


—Emily Dickinson
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What’s It Like to Be Old?


September 8


Dear Eleanor,


We were sitting in the sun at that lovely café on a side street in Paris, when you turned to me, appealing.


“I’m 59,” you said with a haunted look. “In a few months I’ll be 60.” Then ducking your head shyly, “What’s it like to be—”


You stopped. But I knew what you were too tactful to ask. What’s it like to be Old?


“I’m afraid,” you whispered.


Of course you are. Who wouldn’t be afraid? You move now to the stage of “crone” and “hag.” Fear is mostly what we hear about aging—fear of wrinkles; fear of loss; fear of diminishment; fear of humiliation and of being unwanted, abandoned; fear of the inexorable decline into chronic pain and death; fear of finding ourselves like King Lear, crying naked on the cliffs against the raging storm. It’s fear exacerbated by a $48.4 billion beauty business pushing 18-year-old airbrushed skin as our ideal.


Who wouldn’t be afraid?


I remember as I turned 60 asking my Aunt Kate that same question.


“What’s it like in your 60s?”


She answered with a toss of her chin, visible even over the phone line: “Oh, Sophy, you won’t even notice your 60s. Now at 90,” she had murmured thoughtfully, “you begin to slow down.”


She died at 103. That’s forty more years along.


Sitting with you that day in Paris, I repeated her words. “Oh, Eleanor, you won’t even notice your 60s. I bought my horse at 68. I stopped fox hunting at 80.” (Mostly because of moving to Massachusetts, as it happens, but also because a fall when galloping to hounds is dangerous at my age—any age.)


The zeros are always scary. I remember being anxious when I reached 29 about turning 30—it felt so . . . old. I didn’t celebrate my fiftieth birthday until, at 55, I threw myself a fiftieth, and then only for my closest friends. That’s how ashamed I was of age. And afraid. Buried deep in our DNA is the memory of unwanted women burned at the stake as witches, or drowned (surviving proved them witches, to be killed again).


Sipping my espresso that warm September day, I thought how, at 85, this is one of the most interesting periods of my whole life. I have never felt so happy, so free. I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. (Well, I would have, except my friend Death was elsewhere occupied.)
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Now back home in Massachusetts, I keep musing on your question. What’s it like to be old? At 85, I’m old. I’m told I’m old. I’m regarded as old. I don’t feel old. I feel about 55.


So, I thought I’d try to answer your question.
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Immediately, intellect rears up, scolding that mine is the experience of only one comfortably situated white woman living in America in this young century. How dare I say one word about aging? The subject is inchoate, chaotic, confusing. I am deeply aware of the sheer randomness of being born to the right circumstances. I could have been an impoverished woman in Mississippi, with the worst health care system in the world (equaled only by Mali in Africa!)—who could die from an abscessed tooth, if you can imagine, for lack of a dentist or of money to pay or transportation to reach one if she could. (So much is solved simply by money!) I could have been born a migrant fleeing torture or war or climate change, or else homeless, thrown begging on the streets by medical bills I could not pay. Twenty-five percent of seniors live on $15,000 or less, says Bernie Sanders. How dare I speak of the wonders of aging?


But of course I will, because at my age, why not?




A tale is but half told when


only one person tells it.


—Saga of Grettir the Strong





When I was a little girl, I truly believed that 25 was old. After that, nothing more happened in your life. You just went on and on, trudging the same boring round of days with nothing new to divert or delight. When I married at 23, my 5-year-old nephew turned my hand thoughtfully in his, as if examining my lifeline, and murmured sadly, “When you come back down the aisle, you’ll be old.”


I rather felt the same. After marriage I’d be a “matron.” And to show I’m not alone in this curious thinking, consider one play by Beth Henley, in which the 30-year-old woman is listed as a “matron.” At 30! Oh, in my youth we had lots of words to denigrate age: you were a spinster at 26. At 45, unmarried, you were so old you’d become a failure. I remember at 45 being surprised at how rich the world had suddenly become.


So here I am, at 85, wading in the mud of old age. What do I have to tell you, Eleanor, about being old?
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It’s not what you think. This is one of the happiest periods of my life. Perhaps the easiest way to tell you what it’s like is to write about my days, recognizing that I am only one person, that each life is different, and each is fascinating right up to the end. Which may be another beginning, if what I hear is true, and noting also that even at this age, I still engage in denial, resentment, annoyance, indignation. I’m still learning—can you imagine? Wouldn’t you think I’d have finished learning by now?


I may not send these letters to you. Perhaps they are principally for me, for I go along with E. M. Forster’s statement: “How do I know what I think until I see what I say?”


Keep your heart high, Eleanor. It’s not so bad.


Love,


Sophy


P.S. Here is a happy smile to lift your spirits: I found it in “Why Aging and Working Makes Us Happy in 4 Charts” in which researchers Carol Graham and Milena Nikolova find happiness increases with age. Note that the most difficult years come in your 40s and 50s.


[image: A graph titled “Happiness and Age, World, 2012” displays age along the x-axis, ranging from 18 to 98 years, and the level of happiness along the y-axis. The curve starts at a lower point at age 18, dips in the middle, and then rises, reaching its highest point at age 98, forming a U-shape resembling a smile.]


Apparently, happiness is not even dependent on finances and circumstances. It’s an inside job. I remember my spiritual director once telling me about working in Bosnia during those terrible religious wars, where he was interviewing the homeless in tent-city concentration camps. He was awed by their courage.


“How can you be so happy?” he asked one toothless ancient crone who had lost everything. Sitting on the ground, she looked up at him, eyes sparkling. “Inside, I have hope.”


P.S. Two thousand years ago, Cicero wrote a treatise on old age, De Senectute, which is well worth looking into now. “Enjoy the blessing of strength while you have it,” he says, “and do not bewail it when it is gone, unless,” he continues, “you believe that youth must lament the loss of infancy, or early manhood the passing of youth . . .” It’s wry and witty, but I leave his delights to you.
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I Hate Old Age


September 12


Dearest Eleanor,


Today I took a walk with my gang, all of them ten or twenty years younger than I. One woman brought along her mother, who at 89 is suffering with early dementia and who, unable to maintain her New York apartment or continue to teach at a university, has moved, unhappily, to her daughter’s place up here in Massachusetts. It’s hard for them both. The daughter gives up her privacy and social life to care for a mother made difficult by her fear and confusion, while the mother grieves for her independence and life in the city.


To my annoyance, I found myself walking with the mother for the full hour, simply because she stepped out as briskly as I, striding along, while the others strolled languidly behind, lost in conversation. I found myself irritated at being left to struggle with this old woman, whom I had never met before. I wanted the company of my younger friends, and there I was, stuck! We talked of her early life, which she could remember vividly, although a moment later she could not remember having just spoken of it. At the end of the walk, I strode off, angry and upset with my gang, who had apparently grouped me with “aged.” I don’t want to be “old.”


I despise “old”!




Age has no reality except in the physical world. The essence of a human being is resistant to the passage of time. Our inner lives are eternal, which is to say that our spirits remain as youthful and vigorous as when we were in full bloom. Think of love as a state of grace, not the means to anything, but the alpha and omega. An end in itself.


—Gabriel García Márquez, Love in the Time of Cholera





As if to teach me a lesson, the Universe doubled down. After the walk came lunch with an acquaintance whom I’ll call Cathy. It had been months since we two had seen one another, and I found myself once more shaken, impatient, and annoyed because Cathy can barely totter, even with the help of her cane. She is my age, our birthdays only days apart, but she has back problems, knee problems, balance problems, and especially problems with her negative outlook on the world. Clenching my teeth, I forced myself to slow down, take baby steps, hold Cathy’s arm, open the door. I watched the annoyance boiling in my breast, and at the same time I felt immensely grateful to be shown twice in the same morning the need for patience and also, more importantly, what awaits. Right now, I’m lucky that despite my chronological years, I’m not yet sick in body or mind.


Not yet.


But it will come, and like everyone in the world, I find myself sometimes straining for youth.
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Remember the fairy tale about the old fisherman who captures a genie in a bottle? He’s probably 45 or 50 in those long-ago times, but let’s say he’s 60. The genie gives him one wish. He thinks and thinks, standing on the seashore, examining his needs and what he wants: A new boat? Better fishing grounds? More money? And then, considering youth and his old, used-up wife, declares, “I’d like a wife thirty years younger than me.”


“Done,” says the genie. And poof! He’s 90 years old.


Can you imagine how it would feel to wake up one morning and discover you were suddenly 80 or 85 or 90?


Fortunately, age sneaks up on little cat feet, and yet it always pounces by surprise.




Nothing is inherently and invincibly young except spirit. And spirit can enter a human being perhaps better in the quiet of old age and dwell there more undisturbed than in the turmoil of adventure.


—George Santayana





As you see, Eleanor, I, too, am the product of my culture. I, too, am afraid of being “old.” I pride myself that I’m not, but pride and arrogance cover denial and, of course, my own dislike, imbibed with conditioning. Meanwhile, I ride my horse. I work in my garden. I gather with loving daughters and with friends, and I still have strength and health and hair. And yet the numerals of my birth year shout to the world that I am “old.” An elder, a crone, a Baba Yaga. The three sisters of Greek mythology, known as the Graeae, or gray-haired ones, were so old they could not remember such a thing as youth, so old they passed their one tooth and their one eye back and forth as needed. Two of their names were “alarm” and “dread.”


That’s what I think of when I think of “old.”
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Don’t worry, Eleanor. You are only 60. You might live to 100. For that matter, given modern medicine, you could even live another 60 years. Some have. The famous French woman Jeanne Calment, born 1875, lived to 122 years and 164 days, dying in 1997. She is one of a few people verified to have lived to 120 and beyond. Another was the Muslim saint Hazrat Babajan, born at the turn of the nineteenth century, who died in 1931. Having achieved enlightenment in her 60s, she spent her years living on alms under a neem tree in India. There is also the Chinese Zen master Xuyun, or Empty Cloud, who lived for either 119 or 122 years. I remember reading about him in a book that unfortunately I’ve now lost. I was struck by the fact that he walked his whole life long, walking all around China and down into India and Southeast Asia, meditating and teaching. He never rode on a cart or horse but traveled only on his own two feet, unless crossing a river in a boat. Walking might be the fountain of youth. I don’t know how much Jeanne Calment walked, but she never smoked, and she maintained a wide circle of friends.




My greatest beauty secret is being happy with myself.


—Tina Turner





The real question is what to do with this gift of time. In old age you know you are heading toward extinguishment. Each moment becomes precious, therefore, if only because of the darkening shadow at your shoulder. I am exquisitely aware that simply being alive is temporary—as is everything. Nothing is permanent, not even my beloved planet endlessly circling its star, which will itself implode, I’m told, in only another five billion years. Which may be why I’m so happy. I don’t have time for the constant negativity and fear hammered and yammered at me by the media. That’s for the young. They love to experience the adrenocortical jolt of fear.


Now I dash off to take care of the rest of the day, but always laughing at myself and life.


With love,
Sophy









Wisdom and Wonder


September 15


Good morning, Eleanor,


The thing that I notice most about getting old (and mind you, it is only this year that I begin to acknowledge “elder”) is a loss of energy. Also of urgency. I don’t move as quickly or gracefully as earlier. No one asks anymore if I used to be a dancer. It’s not that I have lost curiosity or enthusiasm, but sometimes the expression of my happiness seems muted, like a faded color. The other day at the market I saw a young mother with two little girls of maybe 3 and 5. They were both hopping between the displays of vegetables, the piles of apples and pears, excited by the pyramids of oranges, hilltops of bottles, the wide, cold cases of cellophane-wrapped foods, everything coming as a surprise and object of delight. They would take a step and stop, almost overwhelmed by the riches spread before them, grab at each other’s sleeve, “Look!”


And I thought, “Yes, that’s what I’ve lost; it’s that sense of wonder. It’s the wild anticipation, when everything is new and possible and magical and never seen before.”
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By the time you get into your 80s, you have seen so much—no, I should say “I,” speaking only for myself—that I find my mind comparing everything to something seen before, always comparing, judging, criticizing, analyzing, rather than simply attending with the attention of “shoshin,” the quality that the Zen master Shunryu Suzuki calls “Beginner’s Mind.” With Beginner’s Mind, you approach every situation with open-hearted eagerness and mindful lack of preconceptions, as if you have never seen it before. I notice now that even passersby on the street start to look like people I once knew, some of them long dead. I feel that nothing seems as fresh to me as to those bouncing little girls, and this is true despite the TV or papers shouting—no, screaming—about the latest catastrophic crisis. Creating anxiety and fear. I have learned that crises are nothing but challenges, and that Time has a way of working things out, if we just leave things alone. Even war has a way of working itself out, generally by exhaustion or attrition. One side wins and political conditions change, and power seeps like water in one direction or another. And then the cycle starts again.




O time, thou must untangle this, not I. It is too hard a knot for me t’untie.


—William Shakespeare, Twelfth Night





Is this inner stillness, this calming of energy, what they mean by wisdom? Yet I look at my two children and four grandchildren and feel they are all wiser than I have ever been. How do they know so much? Even my teenaged grandchildren are so open, searching, seeking, so involved and engaged in their experience! And moreover, so certain. I am deeply moved. I remember how once I, too, felt certain of everything. I had opinions!


Now I hardly understand anything at all.




You are not singular in suspecting you know little. The longer I live, the more I read, the more patiently I think, and the more anxiously I inquire; the less I seem to know.


—John Adams to his granddaughter Caroline Amelia Smith de Windt, January 24, 1820





Having said I’ve lost the sense of urgent excitement, I’ll add, Eleanor, that this loss—if it is loss—brings with it a great gift. These days I spend a lot of time just looking. I stand marveling at the purple tulip, that beautiful rock at the edge of the path, the blue jay at the bird bath—they take my breath away, not in the jumping-jack excitement of the two little girls at the market but with a deep stillness, like the profound black ocean waters that move far below the sparkling surface of bright waves.


It’s not happiness.


I think it’s joy.


As always,
Sophy









The Permanence of Love in a Temporary World


September 19


Dear Eleanor,


A few years ago, when I was 82, I fell madly, wildly in love with a man, a younger man—22 years younger to be exact—and I might mention it was also to my shame, because there is something unseemly about an old woman falling for a beautiful younger man, even if he is in his 60s. For more than two years we had the kind of restless love affair that made life as fascinating as if I were a teenager, and as uncertain. When you are in love, everything feels new and beautiful. You rise up on emotional tiptoe, and it doesn’t matter whether you are 18 or 80. I woke up each day in anticipation of what might happen next. I felt alive.


Aging and sex. That’s a big topic. I may talk more about that later. Or not. As for my love affair, we broke up after two years, right on schedule. I spent most of the next year grieving, and now I’m OK again, but I sometimes feel the letdown, an absence of that flood of dopamine and norepinephrine in my brain. Maybe what I’m saying is only that I feel restless these days or mildly discontent. Yet I had that love, and thinking of him makes me happy, without needing to reach out to him again. Mostly, I am glad to be alive and also, I might add, without pain (minor aches don’t count), but neither am I wildly in love, and I miss that giddy, heightened joy.


Does that have anything to do with age? Doesn’t everyone feel a letdown when a love breaks up? Or at the loss of one you loved?
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Recently, we met by accident on the street, and I felt my heart rise up toward him with happiness, my eyes taking pleasure in his beauty and grace. Our eyes met. In that moment I knew he loves me still. No question that I am loved. We spoke a few words, touched fingers, parted, and for a full day I have found myself daydreaming and longing. Could we get back together? Would it “work” this time? Love demands union, communion. But the longing means only that I love, in the same way that when I miss my grandchildren (who have their own rich teenage lives and give no thought to an old granny), it means only that I love. And yes, I choose the loss that means I love.


Loss colors all our lives. As soon as we discover something of value, we’re afraid of losing it. Yet life is nothing but loss, beginning with the loss of safe, warm darkness at birth, when comfort explodes in light and noise, the loss of childhood, loss of innocence, loss of friends and much-loved animals, the loss of brothers, mother, father, loss of investments, the loss of homes with their creaking floorboards and cribs and cozy nooks, loss of jobs and marriages, loss of children, loss of dreams, and the repeated loss of self-esteem, and always hanging over us the loss of self that will be produced by death. Which is to say the extinction (for us) of the entire world.




Nothing is sweeter than love, nothing higher, nothing stronger, nothing larger, nothing more joyful, nothing fuller, and nothing better in heaven or on earth.


—Thomas à Kempis, fifteenth-century scholar,
The Imitation of Christ





It isn’t loss that’s bad. It’s how we deal with it. That’s what I mean, Eleanor, about knowing that everything is temporary. Even this body that I inhabit. It’s rented. I live in it like a suitcase, which gets so beat up over the decades that eventually it’s uninhabitable; and then I’ll pull myself out, like a white shirt waving in the breeze, and I’ll move on. I’m told I can always rent another, if I like.









Being and Doing


September 22


Dear Eleanor,


Once I met the 96-year-old grandmother of a Virginia friend. She was working in her hot garden at the time, wearing a shapeless cotton dress and a wide-brimmed hat. She put down her shovel with a welcoming smile, dusted her hands on her dress, and invited us inside for cookies and lemonade. She announced that she’d just converted to Christian Science. “It’s all about mind over matter,” she said. “What you think is what you get.”


At the time I chuckled in sarcastic derision. I hadn’t yet read the Bhagavad Gita or the Buddha’s Dhammapada. Much less the New Thought spiritual movement of the American 1880s. I knew nothing about the power of the mind or about intention and thought. I knew nothing yet of healing energy. Today, I have my own way of expressing it: so generous is the Universe, I now believe, so loving are the angels that surround us, that they bring all the desires of our hearts; happiness to those who think kind, generous, optimistic thoughts; sorrow to those who prefer fear, anger, hopelessness, victimization, and pain.


What you think is what you get.


Of course it’s not as simple as that. Let’s talk about that when I see you next.




We are what we think


All that we are arises with our thought.


With our thoughts we make the world.


Think and act with an impure mind and trouble will follow you


As the wheel follows the ox that draws the cart.


We are what we think


All that we are arises with our thought


With our thoughts we make the world.


Speak or act with a pure mind


And happiness will follow you


As your shadow, unshakable.


—The Dhammapada





My children tell me I’m always moving, active, that I never sit down. But often these days, I am content just to lie on the couch, reading. Or playing chess puzzles on the internet, trying to improve my game.


Being at this age takes up a good deal of my time, by which I mean just listening, looking—as if I must soak each moment in, memorize this world before I leave.


Here’s another thing that’s different from when I was young.


Deep inside, consumed, I suppose, at the table of family and culture, I learned that Doing or Creating has more value than indolent Being. Life itself reinforces the lesson, when holding down a job, caring for kids and dogs and house and partner and often for ailing parents at the same time, leaves no room even to take a bath without interruption, much less a whistle-blown time out. Sometimes, even at 85, I feel the familiar quickening of guilt that I should be putting even Looking to good use. I should paint or write or sew, or strive to leave some immortal work, and supposedly that would be “better.”


Today I find that I don’t care to hold onto the moment. Not only is it impossible but even morally wrong to try to dam the rushing river of time. Nor do I long to represent the world anymore in paint or unpublished words—trash for others to toss out when I leave.




Letters are signs of things, symbols of words, whose power is so great that without a voice they speak to us the words of the absent, for they introduce words by the eye, not by the ear.


—Isidore of Seville, seventh-century scholar, Etyumologiae, Book I, ch 3





This marks a huge difference from earlier in my life, when I strove to leave a trace of having lived. (In my dream it was a book that someone fifty or a hundred years after my death would read and pass on with delight to their children’s children, before it crumbled into dust. I wanted that teensy immortality.)


Now, to live unknown, unnoticed, seems luxurious—like dying—anonymously and quietly recycling this body back to tender earth. That’s how most people have died, after all, since long before the earliest Ice Ages four hundred thousand years ago, each beloved individual leaving no trace behind.


Today the idea seems correct and right and even beautiful.
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The word “school” is taken from the old Greek schole, meaning “leisure.” Aristotle saw contemplation as the highest human activity and thus essential to happiness. “For we do business,” he said, “in order that we may have leisure.” The point of leisure is to become more fully human. It is not the same as indolence, or even rest. It may even entail some “work.” Leisure offers space to discover who we are and who we want to be, where we stand in the world, and what things we value.
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