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                    Only he who maintains the
                            existence of death present before him proceeds in truth, the others act
                            always with a mental reservation, are afraid of death, and so do not
                            think about it, as though it were not there.

                    —FERDINANDO CAMON, Un altare per la
                        madre

                

            

            
                
                    It is not simply beets and
                            potatoes and corn and string beans that one raises in his well-hoed
                            garden, it is the average of human life. There is life in the ground; it
                            goes into the seeds; and it also, when it is stirred up, goes into the
                            man who stirs it.”

                    —CHARLES DUDLEY WARNER, My Summer in a Garden,
                            1874

                

            

            Much of what we believe is mythical, a way to blur reality to make
                    it easier to understand the past and how it connects with the present. We live
                    on memories, whether it is a memory of how to replace a lightbulb or drive a
                    car, or the recollection of our parents, lovers and children. The sum of our
                    memories guide, befriend or leave us shivering with fear.

            Memories, no matter how trivial, remind us of events and sorrows.
                    They become a touchstone of who we were and who we want to be. The best we can
                    do is rely on memory, acknowledging that not all of it is remembered well and
                    faithfully.

            
                
                    You and I, we’re both running against death, even when we
                            can’t touch it, or see its ugly face.

                

            

            Cars swish beside me as I walk. The nervous titter of angry horns
                    on speeding cars rushes by me. Pigeons gather on a single apartment roof at the
                    same time each day awaiting my passage along the street.

            *   *   *

            THE APARTMENT WAS silent
                    until the telephone splintered my solitude. I went to the kitchen and picked up
                    the receiver.

            Do you know where your wife is? an unfamiliar voice
                began.

            Yes, I said. Who is this?

            Right about now, the voice continued, she is in the arms of a big,
                    nigger football player at the University of Delaware and she is panting as he
                    sticks his big, black cock into her.

            I hung up, exploding with fear and anger.

            The telephone call was the first in a series I received. They
                    often came when Joyce attended night meetings of the Wilmington Bail Committee,
                    a community group established to help young black activists get out of jail on
                    bond. It was the first time such a call truly frightened me.

            I did not believe the words of the man on the telephone. What
                    frightened me was someone in the dark watching, trying to disrupt our lives,
                    maybe even tap our telephone. We were sure the phone calls came either from
                    members of the Wilmington Police Department, members of the Delaware National
                    Guard, or a special unit of the U.S. government on assignment after the city
                    exploded with pent-up rage the day of Martin Luther King’s assassination. Those
                    who inhabited Wilmington during that time told stories of dark fear and
                    trembling rage.

            What brought me from the Midwest back to the East Coast and
                    Wilmington was a job with a local daily newspaper, the News Journal. It
                    was here that my journalism dreams died. I stayed long enough at the newspaper
                    to share a reporting award. We should have left town after those first six
                    months at the newspaper, but the friends we made held us, at least for a while,
                    and long enough for Francesco to complete first grade.

            In Wilmington I encountered existential emptiness and for the
                    first time I questioned the belief that America was the land of the free. For
                    some, especially for African-Americans, it was an awkward, fearful hell if you
                    dared challenge the status quo. When you are young, as we were then, you can see
                    these things with frightful clarity.

            Wilmington was an angry, segregated place, with African-Americans
                    and whites living in separate and very unequal conditions. Fortunately, there
                    were still those who believed in the promise freedom held for all. I remember a
                    woman living outside Wilmington, who left her front door unlocked to give those
                    on the run a place to eat and sleep, the way African-Americans fled the slave
                    masters of years ago. From what she told me, it seemed the old underground
                    railroad was alive and well, with a crowded stop at her home. There were few
                    others with the same reckless spirit.

            These were tough, outrageous times and it brought out the best of
                    some people in Wilmington. It was a rare chance to rip back layers of fear and
                    watch dedicated individuals work to release those in quiet bondage. Also during
                    this time, I watched with tearful eyes what could have been the best and
                    brightest of Wilmington succumb to the deadly evils of heroin, surely one of the
                    “dirtiest” ways to silently disarm an angry young population of black men and
                    women.

            
                
                    Tears tumble uncontrolled across my cheeks as I sit in the
                            living room chair. What calls the tears to lubricate my cheeks? Where is
                            the secret pain that causes this outpouring of sorrow?

                

            

            *   *   *

            Joyce and I, and a bewildered six-year-old Francesco, gathered our
                    belongings and ran from the fears of Delaware like peasants fleeing a plague. We
                    left behind some of the best friends we ever had, but we could not handle the
                    political pressures and the frightening calls in the middle of the night. It was
                    a place in which strong currents pushed us to be people we were not. We were not
                    skilled in this kind of combat.

            We returned to Virginia, the one place we knew best, with tears in
                    our eyes. It was home for both of us, the place where Joyce and I grew up in our
                    own separate and peculiar ways. Even if we weren’t at home, it was a place we
                    understood. Here we licked our wounds and bemoaned the loss of so many good
                    friends left behind. The spirit of our friends in Delaware was not far away and
                    we could make short forays across the border to be with them.

            We shacked up in a dreary huddle of brick, two-story attached
                    houses on the underskirts of well-off Alexandria, Virginia. Our back side was
                    against a large shopping center. Through our back window and the broken wooden
                    fence, we saw men and women heft themselves into a green dumpster in search of
                    their daily sustenance. They sifted carefully through the out-of-date food the
                    Giant grocery tossed away every day. The smell from the container was sometimes
                    rich with rotting food, and bees and flies worked their way through the soft,
                    rotting remains.

            *   *   *

            THERE ARE DAYS full of
                    static when little memory remains, and I wander over the hidden landscape like a
                    child trying to catch slippery raindrops. The interior cacophony I carry within
                    me is full of broken sentences, and tears.

            There are other days when memory is so thick and beautiful I can’t
                    see the world for all the happy congestion.

            
                
                    So this is the way my world ends, fighting shadows,
                            wrapped in fear, trembling to remember who I am and where I am
                            headed.

                

            

            Despite the poverty of words, and a memory chewed by Alzheimer’s,
                    I intend to open my inner life and at the same time reflect on everyday simple
                    things, as death’s shadow falls across my dwindling days. This is not a book of
                    kings and queens but of ordinary people struggling in the world they inhabit. It
                    is my world, and the world of my wife, Joyce, and son, Francesco.

            This is not a book crafted with care and threaded with hope. It is
                    a book of anger and tears, expressed in a cage of waiting death ruled by
                    Alzheimer’s, a disease without survivors.

            I became a creature of the tension between a life of the moment
                    and the languid, rotting fruit of memory upon which I rely for life.

            This is not a book barren of trees, birds and ordinary
                    sweat.

            In the end, this book is about becoming silent, while all around
                    cars honk impatiently.

            *   *   *

            OUR MOVE FROM Delaware was
                    made possible by Ted Rowse, a publisher of consumer affairs newsletters in
                    Washington, D.C. I met him at a convergence of muckrakers and we shared stories.
                    I was unaware he was sizing me up for a job on a newsletter to be called
                        Consumer Newsweek.

            When Ted’s call came offering me a job, we lacked the money to
                    move and he paid our expenses. I went to work right away in a little two-room
                    office in the National Press Building in the heart of Washington, D.C., two
                    blocks from the White House. Consumer consciousness was raised daily during the
                    early 1970s by Ralph Nader. He was the shining light of the time, building a
                    muckraking empire to right wrongs. There was an aura of hope, and change was in
                    the air.

            From the first day on Rowse’s payroll, life became wondrous. What
                    a job it was for a young journalist. It required covering Congress and dashing
                    around town in cabs to attend press conferences held in gray government
                    offices.

            Rowse’s office was on the seventh floor and I looked down on the
                    street and saw throbbing movement everywhere. Computers were not even in our
                    dreams and big manual typewriters were what we used to produce the newsletters.
                    It was the first job in which I felt secure and happy.

            It never occurred to me we had to find subscribers to support my
                    journalism. It was a lesson I learned quickly. The grant money Ted used to hire
                    me ran out long before the newsletter found a following. I loved the job so much
                    I worked for nothing for several months after Ted told me he could no longer pay
                    me.

            I was able to stay on for a few more months because Joyce found a
                    job with a shop-at-home company making custom slipcovers and window treatments.
                    She went out to homes and helped the owners choose the coverings and fabrics.
                    She was able to set her own schedule and worked around Francesco’s school
                    hours.

            I hoped for a miracle but it didn’t come. After a short 10-month
                    stay, I was suddenly a flash in the pan and out of journalism again.

            
                
                    At night my days are stolen, leaving me weeping for even a
                            glimmer of yesterday.

                

            

            *   *   *

            NOW, NEARLY THIRTY years
                    after we fled Wilmington, my body, burdened by time, has begun to disintegrate
                    in subtle and angry ways, as my brain slowly turns into Alzheimer’s mush. I find
                    myself in yet another battle, this time from a combatant I cannot
                see.

            Like old window glass, buffeted by slashing rain, blurred images
                    fill the sorrowful world of my days. At night, when I shut my eyes to sleep, I
                    am sometimes bombarded with hallucinations. They appear first as flashing lights
                    of many colors, sometimes greens, and blues predominate. A few moments later
                    white klieg lights spin brightly to the surprise of my shut eyes. In these
                    uncontrollable moments, hallucinations overtake my brain. If it were real, my
                    eyes would burn from the heat. In these private moments I see things all around
                    me, unseen by everybody else. Sometimes the hallucinations are so weak they turn
                    into still photographs in which individuals, stiff from invincible time, pose
                    for the camera as in times past.

            It is hard to make sense of the world under these conditions. If I
                    viewed the world through blurred images of old window glass, I might believe I
                    inhabit a universe of fearful, angry currents.

            My world today has all the strangeness of the flowing images of an
                    underwater world. Sometimes I try to read a sentence but several of the words
                    appear unfamiliar. If I stare at the word long enough, I am usually able to
                    understand its meaning.

            Six months ago my reading comprehension was quite ordinary. That
                    was before my vocabulary began to totter and slip into the oil tank of
                    perdition. Many more waves of destruction are yet to come, ending in a
                    humiliating ball of frightful, childlike confusion.

            Small insults occur every day, most of them centered on loss of
                    vocabulary, but I have trouble understanding television as well. I am creeping
                    on two legs toward a world of crawling and diapers.

            *   *   *

            
                
                    A robin dances lightly along the overhead power line. With
                            a nimble bounce it dives into the dense, green-leaved bay tree covering
                            the side of the house where a nest hides.

                

            

            *   *   *

            WHEN WE RETURNED to
                    Virginia, the place we called home, we put Francesco in public school. He did
                    well in first grade in Delaware but before long we discovered he was doing
                    poorly. Francesco said he didn’t understand what was going on. I fired off a
                    letter to his second grade teacher. He came from an open classroom situation and
                    the teacher thought Francesco understood how things worked. Unfortunately, the
                    two open classrooms were different. Once he understood the new system, his
                    grades improved.

            Before long Christmas brought new hurdles. We told Francesco early
                    in his life Santa Claus was make-believe but now he was confused; his teacher
                    talked about Santa Claus as if he were real. I sent a second letter to his
                    teacher, urging her to tell the truth about Santa.

            Later, Joyce and I talked with the teacher but she offered no
                    solution. Life was against our desire to be truth tellers. Francesco’s teacher
                    must have thought me a madman-dreamer, an out-of-control Don Quixote. She was
                    probably right.

            As Francesco grew older, his fascination with Christmas trees
                    sharpened. I tried to divert him by decorating dead tree branches one year.
                    Finally I gave in and bought an artificial tree on sale. It didn’t assuage
                    Francesco’s need for a real tree that dropped needles and made a
                mess.

            I was never able to weaken Francesco’s love of Christmas. He
                    celebrates now with the biggest tree his house will hold, but he doesn’t stay up
                    late on Christmas Eve waiting for Santa. Joyce and I still have the plastic tree
                    but it stays in the basement unused.

            
                
                    An epiphany of wonder brings a raw, grisly, blunt shout
                            from my anxious throat, the loud, rough honking of Alzheimer’s,
                            revealing a sudden hidden emotion compounded by fear, and weakening
                            mortality.

                

            

            After I quit writing consumer journalism, I wrote pieces again for
                    the Delaware Spectator. I helped Ralph Morris start the paper when we
                    lived in Wilmington and I kept in touch with him by phone and on occasional
                    visits. I took the train to and from Wilmington. Tuesdays I took a seven A.M. train from Union Station in Washington to
                    Wilmington. I returned Thursday night.

            I bunked next door to Ralph in his brother’s house on West 10th
                    Street. I never saw much of brother Joe, a school teacher, but the front door
                    was always unlocked and I was glad to have the use of his spare bedroom. Dorina,
                    Ralph’s wife, always had supper waiting for us but she never knew when we’d show
                    up at night.

            Ralph tried to pay me regularly but the paper was not making
                    money. I received several checks for $100, but the newspaper was draining Ralph
                    financially and physically. When Ralph paid me he always reminded me how shaky
                    the newspaper’s financial footing was. Be sure to cash the check before you
                    leave Wilmington, he always cautioned.

            I loved working with Ralph and Trader and Van Riper, and the
                    characters who dropped in the newspaper’s little office. It broke my heart when
                    I told Ralph I had accepted a job as night editor at the Northern Virginia
                        Sun, the Arlington newspaper on which I cut my journalistic teeth in
                    high school.

            
                
                    I talk in hollow rooms, awake to brain and sinew, but I
                            get lost easily in my mind and forget the words before they are spoken.
                            It is the first whisper of a shattering experience to come. It is called
                            Alzheimer’s but it is slow strangulation in a silence of its
                        own.

                

            

            *   *   *

            SLEEP NO LONGER comes
                    easily. I awake in the night often now, as never before. In the bedroom at night
                    the air is thick with tiny dark specks vibrating in the air, although Joyce says
                    she cannot see them. Occasionally, this dark thick air is pierced by the waving
                    of tattered yellow flags that flash on and off as they slide around the ceiling
                    and along the upper reaches of the walls. It sometimes seems I am witnessing the
                    ritual burning of yesterday’s dreams and events. Joyce says she has never seen
                    the midnight light show and I presume I am hallucinating.

            Until three weeks ago, nights were not full of sleeplessness and
                    fear. Now almost every night is full of screams and distress. Unless I note it
                    on the pad of paper next to the bed, I have no memory of it in the
                    morning.

            In a strange way, the visual movement of the air and the steady
                    sound of the window air conditioner are becoming as calming as an old friend. I
                    view the increasing hallucinations and difficulty sleeping as new markers on my
                    way into the forever-dark of Alzheimer’s.

            
                
                    Another robin prepares a grassy nest under the inside eave
                            of the greenhouse. She hops around the nest in anticipation, putting
                            everything in order. A long skein of dried grass dangles from the little
                            nest.

                

            

            My cat Sabina is in the kitchen, perched inside the open window
                    behind the kitchen sink, while I prepare breakfast. I turn at the high-pitched
                    stuttering sound she emits. She is alerting me to the presence of a bird. The
                    bird balances carefully on a skinny dark branch of a big ornamental tree
                    reaching almost to the eves.

            The thickly branched trees along the side of the house are often
                    hiding places for birds and druids. As I approach the window, the bird nervously
                    takes off and buries itself in the dense foliage along the tall fence hiding us
                    from the used car lot. Sabina, barred by the screen, tenses and is ready to take
                    off after the bird. She begins making small noises out of frustration when she
                    realizes it has gotten away again.

            
                
                    Three little greenish-blue eggs lie in a nest snugged high
                            in the greenhouse on a piece of gray conduit. Mama robin’s feathery body
                            warms them.

                

            

            *   *   *

            I
                    WAS STILL thinking traditionally, and I saw the
                    job at the Sun as the start I needed to send me back into daily
                    journalism and a good job at a large paper. Joyce was making money with her
                    shop-at-home job, although there were aspects of it she disliked, and we had
                    just received money from the lawyer in Iowa who was handling my mother’s estate.
                    The amount was not large, especially when split with my sister, but now we had
                    money, and we were both settled in jobs. We started looking for a house to
                    buy.

            Joyce did the legwork with a realtor. Together they looked at many
                    places but could not find the perfect house. Joyce scoured the classified ads
                    and one day she took me to see a house on North Ivy Street in Arlington. The
                    house was empty and locked, but we liked what we saw from the porch through the
                    big bay window, especially the fireplace and the big room around it.

            The real estate agent later took us inside the house. We noticed
                    how the shiny old wood flooring slanted in the upstairs bedrooms. The house was
                    owned by an old woman who lived out of town and paid an agent to care for her
                    many real estate investments. In the negotiations that ensued, Joyce managed to
                    bring the price down, and we bought it with a down payment that came from my
                    mother’s estate. Payments were low, under a hundred dollars a month, but a large
                    balloon payment required full payment in ten years.

            
                
                    Three eggs have hatched. The robin sits on the edge of the
                            nest and presents a long red worm to the new arrivals.

                

            

            *   *   *

            INSTEAD OF DIFFICULT work
                    with words in the stillness of my writing room, I secretly find my way to the
                    Mossy Creek of my imagination, a little, meandering stream in Virginia, and cast
                    to the rising trout of my dreams. These pleasant moments of vicarious fishing
                    take me to a world of make-believe where the slow-moving creek is full of eager,
                    big fish. A long rod and a tiny fly bring relaxation and quiet contemplation. In
                    the late afternoon, I stare at the computer screen and watch a make-believe sun
                    fulfill my secret dreams.

            
                
                    The robin slips in and out of the greenhouse through the
                            open roof vents. She is watchful, slow and determined. Three mouths
                            chirp for food.

                

            

            *   *   *

            JOYCE AND I moved our
                    meager belongings from the apartment in Bradlee to the house on Ivy Street.
                    Everything we owned didn’t come close to filling the rental truck.

            It was a mild day for December, and the friends who helped us move
                    were gone by early afternoon. After they left, Joyce and I sat in the nearly
                    bare living room, proud of ourselves and full of dreams. This shaded, old
                    structure now incubated our dreams, while our young son, Francesco, grew into a
                    man.

            In our reverie, we could not overwhelm the cold December air
                    slowly insinuating itself into the living room. It was not long before we
                    noticed our jackets were impotent to warm us. We threw a log or two into the
                    little fireplace with the white wooden surround. Almost immediately the room
                    filled with smoke. It was then we realized the fireplace, intended to draw warm
                    smoke through its chimney, was unworkable. In time we learned the first tenant
                    of the house had left quickly because of the house’s persistent cold.

            The heating system, installed in the mid-1920s, was not working
                    and we made a call to an unknown heating specialist. He was at our house
                    quickly, went into the basement, and assessed the situation. A small part had
                    failed and he went through the alley across the street and came back with the
                    necessary part. The old gas furnace still provides us with warmth.

            The house, built before 1920, was the worse for wear, in spite of
                    the work done to prepare the house for sale. The sagging wallpaper covering the
                    ceilings was thickened with white stippling, making the ceiling look like an
                    upside down sandbox. We pretended the fresh paint with which the previous owner
                    anointed the walls and ceilings made the old house new.

            
                
                    When you don’t ask questions, the world
                        empties.

                

            

            Many past occupants of our house left signs of their residence.
                    None was more intriguing than what we uncovered in the basement. It became a
                    place to search for artifacts of yesteryear. We looked at the basement, for all
                    its rough-and-ready feel, the way Columbus may have seen the New
                World.

            In a dark angle next to a brick chimney sat a huge furnace with a
                    web of thick pipes sprouting in all directions. It was here we made our first
                    contact with something like history. The furnace was made by a company
                    bankrupted in the early 1930s, according to the repairman who visited us when it
                    failed to work.

            Here we were in the mid-1970s sorting through the history of a
                    little-remembered house built somewhere around 1918 and we find another hidden
                    harvest. Some of the heavy paper wrapped around the heating pipes for warmth was
                    beginning to decay, revealing rolls of newspaper underneath. Clearly someone who
                    lived in this house tried to make the heating system more efficient.

            The same heating system still warms our radiators, and the many
                    pipes emanating from it appear to be, something of a crumbling archive. Today
                    the archive that wraps the heating pipes is as unread as it was when we moved in
                    the house.

            This morning I went to the basement wondering how long these
                    newspapers might have been wrapped around the heating pipes. I carefully removed
                    the heavy outer paper and found a rolled page from the December 22, 1938,
                        Washington Evening Star. It contained an Associated Press report with
                    a headline that read, “Crop Board Reports Lower Wheat Harvest.”

            
                
                    Death comes in slow motion to many of us with Alzheimer’s.
                            Sometimes I wish the disease would hurry up and be done with. Waiting to
                            die in confusion while your memory shivers away is like living out your
                            last days in an uncomfortable refrigerator.

                

            

            Prior to our residence in the house, it was let to a variety of
                    eager, impecunious young people. In the basement, young men rented a concrete
                    floor. They did little to hide the rough concrete block walls. A plastic curtain
                    hung over an open drain for a shower. A hose from an inside spigot attached to a
                    cement sink provided water. A tiny water closet wrapped in loose, rough boards
                    held an old toilet and a sink with running water. Sheets hung for privacy from
                    thick, bare rafters.

            
                
                    I am followed by images of death.

                

            

            It must have been tough to live there when it rained. There were
                    open holes in the concrete, and in a heavy rain, water and thick yellow dirt
                    oozed up through the openings and spread all over the floor.

            Upstairs a group of women shared another level of the house,
                    occupying the three bedrooms and bath upstairs and a commodious kitchen, dining
                    room and living room on the first floor. Fifteen locks carefully secured the
                    basement door. The women took no chances on midnight visitations from the men
                    living in the basement.

            
                
                    The robin makes many trips and is sometimes gone for long
                            periods. One day while she is gone, I take a look in the nest. Two baby
                            robins are dead. The third is gone. Death follows in my wake.

                

            

            Moving day was exhausting and happy, but it was also frightening.
                    After we returned the rental truck, we got in the car and drove out to
                    Annandale, where Joyce’s parents lived. We left many boxes, and piles of
                    unglazed pottery, with them when we went to Delaware. Many of these wonders,
                    pieces of my unfinished clay, remained in the Annandale garage for years,
                    awaiting emancipation. Tag ends of my youthful enthusiasm with clay continue to
                    float into our lives from time to time but its lively memory has slowly eroded
                    over the years, turning dreams into unremembered quaintness.

            While Joyce and I sorted the boxes and placed them in the car,
                    Francesco, then about seven, was inside the house with his grandfather.
                    Suddenly, an upset Francesco appeared.

            Grandpa won’t play with me, he said.

            We hurried into the house. Joyce’s father was having a heart
                    attack. We got him into the car and drove him to the hospital. We made it in the
                    nick of time. Although his heart had stopped, the doctors brought him back to
                    life.

            The heart attack brought light and reality into our young lives,
                    as had my parents’ deaths. The frightening fragility of living hovered above us
                    at a time when invincibility appeared everywhere in our lives.

            Joyce’s father recovered, and there were several more heart
                    attacks over the next twenty years until cruel time and tears caught up with
                    him, strapped to a hospice bed.

            
                
                    Sometimes my brain speeds away on its own, prospecting for
                            memories to hold me through the night. I see snapshots of people as they
                            speed by on a circular road, nameless faces with unknown eyes. Can I
                            tell if they are real from the fleeting impression I have of these
                            hurried moments before I fall asleep?

                    My days are full of searching for what I no longer
                            remember.

                

            

            Acres of lush farmland and cherry orchards were sacrificed to
                    build the houses in the old development in which we live. Many of the dwellings
                    in this area were constructed before sewers ran under streets. Instead pipes
                    routed the sewage to underground septic tanks, in our case to a place near the
                    back of the property.

            Horse-drawn carts with large metal tanks arrived solemnly to pump
                    the underground waste and hauled it away. One of the waste hauling services
                    could be seen from the room in which I sit. When horses died, they were buried
                    on the property next to ours, now a block-long used-car lot. All the commercial
                    space around us is filled with shiny, used automobiles and with companies
                    repairing used cars.

            The first people who lived in what is now our house were newlyweds
                    but they did not stay long. The house was built for them but they were unhappy
                    from the first day they occupied it, although the living room was outfitted with
                    a large heating stove. The stovepipe was connected to an inadequate chimney, and
                    the room often filled with smoke, as it did that day we first inhabited the
                    house.

            History also inhabited the area near where this old house stands.
                    A short block from where Ivy Street dead-ends, Pershing Drive cuts a straight
                    swath through the community of elderly homes, ending at the gates of Fort Myer,
                    the precursor of the giant Pentagon, America’s war room.

            When the Wright brothers came to show America’s military mandarins
                    their new flying machine, it was over what is now Pershing Drive that they flew
                    an early model of their famous plane.

            
                
                    The reservoir of memory soon disappears and even the sound
                            of breathing becomes unfamiliar.

                

            

            On our side of Ivy Street there is still no sidewalk for several
                    blocks. We pretend it is part of the charm of the street. More important, the
                    houses were sited too close to the street. If our roadway were widened, the
                    sidewalk would come against our front steps, ending what little privacy we
                    have.

            Even where the street is wide enough, and sidewalks are present,
                    hardly anybody walks on them. On both sides of the street, the denizens of our
                    neighborhood hurry to work in the morning and return in the evening, sauntering
                    down the middle of the dispirited asphalt. It has been this way for at least the
                    thirty years we have lived here.

            It has taken a while for me to understand the meaning of walking
                    in the street instead of on sidewalks. I think it provides a way to
                    intellectually maintain the idea that we live in small town America. This
                    conceit is necessary now that we look into the sky and see a swinging horizon
                    choked with twenty-story-high buildings, muscling their way into our
                    skyline.

            The street played an important role in the community in earlier
                    times, too. An old-timer told me many years ago that the driver of a car going
                    down Ivy Street on a weekend had to be careful not to maim someone because heads
                    and feet were scattered all along the street under cars. The limbs belonged to
                    the men who lived in the houses along Ivy Street and they entertained themselves
                    on weekends greasing themselves under their cars parked along the
                street.

            The neighborhood has changed markedly since then. The men no
                    longer huddle under cars on their backs, awaiting weekend oily forgiveness. Now,
                    in a bow to gasoline and the past, the newcomers push loud lawn mowers in
                    endless circles. They kick up dirt and leaves in an attempt to manicure lawns
                    with dreams of their own inner world, an outsized place of order and
                    control.

            
                
                    What makes an eighty-year-old man keep a photograph of an
                            overnight woman he knew fleetingly half a century ago in wartime Europe?
                            Why does he insist on showing it to me with a wink while his wife sits
                            with us?

                

            

            One of the first things we discovered was the hobby of a man down
                    Ivy Street from our house. He had a hankering for antique cars. The oldest
                    vehicle in his garage was a spotless, black Model T. He spent many weekend hours
                    working on it and his other cars. Eventually, he got the old antique working and
                    on weekends he backed the Model T out of his long skinny driveway and toured the
                    neighborhood with the top down. It was a way to air out all the years the car
                    remembered, like walking a dog, only cleaner. The old car rattled a little and
                    it did not have the smooth, muscular sound found purring under the hood of a
                    late-model auto, but it had a head-turning quotient that was worth millions. The
                    old car stays in the garage most of the time these days, awaiting show-off days
                    to come.

            
                
                    When I die nothing will be left except someone else’s
                            memory of me. Only these words of mine will remain to shred my life into
                            moments I now quickly forget.

                

            

            I disliked the night shift at the Northern Virginia Sun.
                    Most of the work was organizational. I oversaw the final production of the paper
                    and did rewrite work for the next day’s edition. It may not have been the job I
                    coveted but I thought it was a move in the right direction. I still managed to
                    send the Spectator a few articles but they were rarely Delaware based and
                    lacked the hard-hitting quality for which I was known.

            I thought things were going well at the Sun until the
                    managing editor mentioned to me the publisher was unhappy that certain
                    photographs and press releases were not appearing on the front page where he
                    wanted them. I saw no news value to most of the press releases and they were not
                    of front page importance.

            The managing editor enlightened me with a note left on my desk one
                    night. The photographs and press releases were of special importance to the
                    publisher, I was informed, and they must be placed on page one. They highlighted
                    the businesses or events of the publisher’s friends. I paid the memo little
                    attention. By that time I had quite a few of these press releases in the slush
                    pile.

            Several weeks passed and I continued to pay little attention to
                    putting press releases on the front page. I was surprised one morning to see the
                    publisher come in the front door just before I was to leave. He talked to me
                    pointedly about his friends and why he wanted to promote their businesses. He
                    was declaiming and picking his nose and working up a sweat over this.

            I finally saw how important this was for him but I also realized
                    how venal and unprofessional it was. I saw no reason a small local paper should
                    not have the same professional values as larger organizations. Integrity is the
                    cornerstone of all communication. I resigned on the spot and walked the three
                    blocks home. It was several days before Christmas.

            
                
                    I am the protector of bad dreams.

                

            

            *   *   *

            I
                    SIT IN the silent darkness of the early morning
                    and whisper to myself, sometimes of mortality and its faults. At other times,
                    the early morning darkness makes me smile and I start to whistle but hold back;
                    I do not want to awaken Joyce.

            In these early morning moments I feel most alive. The only other
                    times I feel like this is when the writing is going well and I look at the words
                    as they blow out before me on the screen, as if my silent voice called them into
                    being. These happy times are usually moments I delete because I want to own this
                    time myself.

            
                
                    The water in the small stream slips by, cleaning the rocks
                            with a happy burbling sound. I sense something familiar and happy deep
                            inside me is gone.

                    
                        
                            I spent the summer traveling. I got
                                    halfway across my back yard.

                            —LOUIS AGASSIZ

                        

                    

                

            

            *   *   *

            THERE WAS TIME the first
                    year on Ivy Street, when I was out of work, to watch the shape of clouds in the
                    sky. Day after day time stood still, allowing me to look down a glorious
                    kaleidoscope through which to remember the rich, dark gold of the past and
                    compare it to the empty, glittering pleasures of the present.

            It was a time to be young, married and out of work, and maintain a
                    feeling of carelessness without guilt. It was a time of sad inherited riches
                    from parents too early dead amidst the disheartening turbulence of war in
                    Vietnam.

            It was a time of rupture on the home front as generations
                    collided, smashing loving relationships over wartime disputes. Fear of war and
                    dying propelled rifts that never healed. My parents died too young, before the
                    war ended and permitted us to love each other again fully, or let them
                    appreciate their baby grandson.

            It was also a time when being recently orphaned, a catastrophe
                    that happens to nearly all of us, no longer brought secret tears in the night.
                    This was a time and a place when I thought it was possible to build a life
                    around hope and a garden full of fresh vegetables.

            
                
                    My days are full of anxiety and searching, for what I no
                            longer remember.

                

            

            The house was new to our language and ignorant of our ways. It was
                    going to take time to discipline this place and get used to living in a new
                    world. We had some money, probably enough to get us through the winter. There
                    was time to look for a job. In the meantime, there was work around the
                    house.

            From the front, the house was an old sweet wooden beauty, but
                    hidden away in the backyard was sin city, a place where grass was cut
                    infrequently and every calamity had been welcomed. If there were secrets to be
                    uncovered, it was in this shambling, disordered backyard.

            Little saplings, many grown large, weaved their tendrils through
                    the rusting wire fencing that marked the boundary with our neighbors. The house
                    on one side of us was owned by a naval officer who rented it to tenants who did
                    little to keep it up. Opposite the renters, a tall wooden fence and towering
                    trees provided a visual barrier from our business neighbors, who used a large
                    square block to sell used cars. Directly behind us was a small white house with
                    a mother, father and two boys about Francesco’s age.

            January was mild and clear that year and being out of work gave me
                    the opportunity to begin to put our stamp on the place. A garage from a long ago
                    era of short, narrow cars stumbled like a disreputable drunk in our backyard.
                    Its last use had been to house a pair of large dogs; black bunches of hair were
                    everywhere. From the alterations the animals undertook, it appeared they enjoyed
                    the makeshift dwelling too much.

            The front of the building hung wide open and the large single door
                    was askew. Holes were smashed in the side of the structure, either by the dogs
                    or their keepers, and it gave the place an angry, open feeling. Even the
                    concrete pad was ruptured, with deep cracks rippling through it like deep
                    wounds. Eyesore was the first description that came to mind.

            The wood from which the garage was constructed was thin and the
                    uprights to which it was attached were skinny. With a couple of hard shoves, the
                    old garage collapsed into a dirty pile of wood and thick dust. An unhealthy
                    stench rose in the air. Joyce’s father helped me put the wooden pieces of the
                    old garage on the sidewalk to be taken away. The concrete had to be broken with
                    heavy sledgehammers, work I saved for later.

            Saplings were growing everywhere along the fence line. Some as
                    tall as ten feet were well established. These had to be cut in many places and
                    dug from the ground. Many tree trunks swelled around the thick metal fencing.
                    Cutting the tops of these saplings, and in some cases more mature trees, became
                    a struggle between me and nature.

            I spent days, weeks, months, sweating as the sun heated the earth.
                    There were days spent untangling a single thick sapling and cutting it into
                    pieces small enough to handle. Digging roots entangled in the fencing took the
                    longest time.

            The work was particularly difficult along the back of the property
                    where our neighbor had a chain-link fence. There were moments I wished I had a
                    bomb to blow the long metal pipes out of the earth.

            For relaxation, I marked off a garden plot, stripped the sod,
                    which was mostly weeds, and put it on the side of the house facing the car lot
                    where a driveway had been before the county installed a new sidewalk, blocking
                    what little remained of the driveway.

            In a long, wide, sunny place in the backyard I staked an area to
                    grow enough vegetables to see us through the year. I sowed a wide variety of
                    seed, everything from beets and cabbage to tomatoes and corn and lots of quick
                    little stuff, chard, radishes, and an assortment of lettuces. My attachment to
                    herbs was in the future.

            
                
                    Neighborhood watch: A man pulled along by a huge dog
                            passes my front window. Behind the man a woman marches along carefully
                            holding a paper sack that appears to be full of dog
                        droppings.

                

            

            One day I looked up from smashing what remained of the garage
                    concrete to find my neighbor leaning on her rusting wire fence. I smiled and
                    walked to greet her.

            I’ve been watching you work in the yard for several days, she
                    said. What are you planning?

            She was a short, solid woman with dark black hair. I saw her two
                    lively boys playing in her backyard. They were about the same age as
                    Francesco.

            I’m turning this backyard into a garden, I said. There will be
                    vegetables there. I pointed to the middle of the yard, stripped of grass and
                    awaiting the next assignment. I didn’t mention that the garden was needed to
                    supply us with most of what we would eat that summer, fall and
                winter.

            Over there I want a little pond, I said, pointing toward the back
                    of her peeling, white garage that backed up to the property line.

            Oh, she said. We always liked the trees.

            I was startled that someone on the other side would complain about
                    the rickety absence of the self-sown saplings in my yard. I had also torn out a
                    crumbling pile of bricks, once an outdoor barbecue, I considered an eyesore. It
                    turned out she liked that, too.

            My new neighbor, having informed me I ruined the view from her
                    back window, turned abruptly and walked back to her house. It never occurred to
                    me it might be necessary, or even polite, to consult with my neighbors before I
                    did a general cleanup. It was the first of many such lessons to come.

            
                
                    Alzheimer’s is like a bad dream sneaking up behind me,
                            filling my portals with death and destruction.

                

            

            I had a huge and hurried appetite for a garden after being
                    confined to rented apartments and townhouses for several years. Within six weeks
                    of moving, the backyard was cleared of the ramshackle garage and broken
                    concrete, and my dream of a garden began. Surely we had discovered Eden or some
                    other paradise.

            Maple saplings wove themselves through the wire fences and I cut
                    them down before I stepped off the space for the garden. What was the hurry? The
                    sun poured into this tender spot of fecund earth and gave it energy and
                    warmth.

            The first spring garden was begun by peeling back the green stuff
                    called grass. It was rolled into fat brown earthen sausages. This sod was
                    transplanted to a bare area on the north side of the house to cover the gravel
                    driveway. When there was no longer a place to transplant sod, I dumped bags for
                    the trash collector. I discovered later the top portion I was so eager to save
                    was filled with large, succulent, wiry white roots of irreclaimable perennial
                    Bermuda grass.

            With an old dime store spade with a wobbly handle, I was
                    determined to double-dig this huge area and add copious piles of humus to soften
                    the hard clay and improve tilth and drainage. As I worked my way steadily across
                    the back from north to south parallel to the fence, the spade came to a jolting
                    stop about eighteen inches down. I had already unearthed buried treasure in the
                    form of old bottles, buttons, boulders and French drains, but this time the
                    shovel didn’t budge. When I could not go around the obstacle easily, I tried to
                    uncover it like an archeologist. There was an intentional structure under the
                    spot where my garden was to be and I thought at first I had unearthed an old
                    foundation of historical interest.

            My romantic ideas of what lay under this corner of the garden were
                    soon dashed when my neighbor, who was watching me with wonder, leaned across the
                    fence and told me it was the site of an old septic system. There was no use
                    trying to remove the remnant of the half-century-old sewage system. I mounded
                    the earth around it and made use of the fertility deposited there.

            I still remember the tomato plants marching along in measured
                    formation, the broccoli planted so excitedly. In early March the cold wind
                    shredded and blackened many leaves, the lettuces, the beets, the cabbages, the
                    cauliflower, the squashes, the cucumbers and all the rest. But it is the old
                    septic system that lies solidly under the earth that holds a monumental place in
                    my memory. Discovering it has always held a special meaning for me because it is
                    the only thing I have unearthed that is solid and has a trace of a story
                    attached to it. There is something sweet in planting a garden over a rich
                    archeological site.

            There are few old-timers left who remember how things were in 1917
                    when the old cherry orchard became inhabited with houses, including ours. There
                    is almost nobody who remembers where the old septic tanks were located and how
                    the rudimentary sewage system worked, and before long it will be a memory no one
                    has.

            I wonder what future gardeners will think when their spades come
                    to a sharp, jolting stop against underground concrete while preparing the soil
                    in what is now my backyard. How puzzled this new gardener will be to find
                    three-foot-deep columns of concrete 14 inches wide. What use could these have
                    been? they may wonder. Will they ever discover the underground artifacts that
                    hold my greenhouse and sheltered thousands of plants for hundreds of people who
                    trekked here to buy them? There may be somebody around who remembers but the new
                    occupants of my backyard will never know how much fun I had on this little bit
                    of earth.

            This earth lived long before us and it will live long after us and
                    it tells many stories. Its tales are not always in an understandable language.
                    As long as humans live on this planet, there will be plants, whether weeds or
                    more intentional plantings. Those who know the meaning of what lies beneath the
                    sod will draw sustenance from the rich mulch of the past.

            
                
                    I am bewildered every day in secret ways. Forces I never
                            knew existed have taken over places in my body. Alzheimer’s works
                            silently but its evil is steady, drilling through my brain until I no
                            longer trust myself.

                

            

            While the garden grew, I put my efforts into temporary work. I
                    bought a lawn mower and leafleted every house for several blocks, extolling my
                    expertise at cutting grass, trimming shrubs and other hard work. I felt secure,
                    and in my youth I was overconfident.

            Not more than half a dozen neighbors were interested in my
                    services. Some of the lawn mowing was only temporary during vacations. I waddled
                    through the hot, sweaty summer cutting a few lawns, but it was clear I was not
                    going to make a living cutting grass and doing handyman jobs.

            
                
                    It has not been long since I last looked into the chaos of
                            the abyss and cried. Now that tarnished world beckons again. I loosen
                            shards from the steep walls to begin my long descent into the lonely
                            world of silence. It is a world so secret its vocabulary has not been
                            written.

                

            

            Francesco was not averse to work and he helped me dig and polish
                    the landscape. He missed the Bradlee paper route and the money it provided. When
                    an Evening Star route opened, Francesco was on the top of the list,
                    thanks to his last route supervisor, who praised his work. The Star was
                    an afternoon paper and Francesco hurried home from fifth grade to walk the two
                    long streets of his territory.

            I delivered papers as boy and man, and Francesco and I knew the
                    pitfalls, the families who moved without paying, or worse, the people who
                    wouldn’t pay but insisted on newspaper delivery. He had some unusual, tough
                    customers.

            This was an era of manipulated sophistry when boys (and a few
                    girls) were considered entrepreneurs by large, wealthy American newspaper
                    companies. The newspaper hired drivers to deliver their newspapers to children
                    who carried them to homes. The children collected the money due at the end of
                    the month. If the customers down the street didn’t pay, the child newspaper
                    carriers paid for them and were often cheated.

            It was frustrating enough for Francesco to spend night after night
                    trying to find customers home and willing to pay. He came home complaining after
                    many nights spent trying to collect the money owed him. People were away for the
                    evening often; but worse were the customers who had no excuses for not paying
                    and used Francesco’s money as a no-interest loan.

            He had two men who were so difficult we fired them. One of them
                    was at the end of Ivy Street, a single man who was not there or didn’t have any
                    money to pay him. After six months of trying, I went with Francesco. He treated
                    me the same way he treated my son. He owed for six months of Sunday papers. When
                    he wouldn’t pay, I told him Francesco wouldn’t deliver.

            A second customer lived in a basement reached through an alley
                    across the street from us. He was well spoken and traveled a lot, but he too
                    didn’t have money to pay. Francesco stopped delivering his Sunday
                paper.

            Bad pays were not the only hazards. There was one customer
                    slightly off his route but easily reached, if you wanted to walk up several
                    flights of stairs. The apartment was one of many in a two-or three-floor
                    walk-up. Francesco had to deliver there only Sunday, but he never wanted to go
                    in, knock on the door and collect what was due. I offered to accompany him one
                    evening. Francesco was right, the place smelled like a chicken farm, or worse.
                    He knocked and a woman opened the door. The stench was overpowering. In the
                    background I saw dozens of cats walking around the room and on top of the
                    fireplace.

            One night Francesco came back near tears. He had parked his bike
                    and gone up to the house. The people asked him in while they wrote a check for
                    the month’s newspapers. In those few moments inside, Francesco’s bike was stolen
                    in the dark.

            Francesco had a hunch who might have stolen it but it wasn’t for
                    many years that the boy down the street, now a man, come back to visit his past.
                    He confessed to me he took the bike.

            I don’t think many of his customers knew how dedicated Francesco
                    was to delivering their newspapers. At least not until a winter snowstorm dumped
                    20 inches of snow over several days. There is a photo somewhere in the house of
                    Francesco leaving home the day after the snowfall with his trusty newspaper bag
                    loaded up, struggling through snow up to his waist.

            
                
                    White stones glistening in the sun. Mossy stones climbing
                            up a steep hill. Boulders snug in soft moss. A blinding white light
                            fades supernaturally as I shut my eyes to sleep.

                

            

            *   *   *

            MY CAT SABINA is less like a feline and more like a human
                    than any animal I have come across. In her deafness she has developed a special
                    language of sound and pointing through which she talks to me. When she wants
                    food, she goes to the kitchen and sits in front of the cabinet door where her
                    food is stored. She rubs the side of the door with her head several times. If I
                    don’t respond, she lets out a supernatural scream that gets my attention
                    immediately.

            
                
                    It is hard to shake the uneasiness I feel, the uncertainty
                            I carry with me in a brain turned wild, drunk with death and
                            destruction.

                

            

            *   *   *

            IN ANTICIPATION OF a large
                    harvest from our first garden, Joyce and I decided to buy the freezer of our
                    dreams. It was large enough to store quantities of our homegrown vegetables, as
                    well as the meat we bought on sale.
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