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1. Hippies in the Hot Tub






When I first came to rural Vermont about thirty-five years ago, it was as an unknowing representative of a larger trend in my generation. This movement occurred just at the end of the Vietnam War and included several trajectories of philosophical and actual motion: from support of United States policies in Indochina to active opposition to the war; from traditional Western Judeo-Christian beliefs to Eastern spiritual practices, like Buddhism; from the stresses of American life in cities and suburbs to the slower pace of what has been called, erroneously, “the simple life” in places like Oregon, Montana, North Carolina, and northern New England.


Many of us were newlyweds or new partners and we arrived in pairs like the animals on Noah’s ark. The optimists among us thought they were harbingers of a quieter, cleaner, saner way of life on the planet, returning to past customs in order to create a better future. The purists refused to use conventional electricity or plumbing. Instead they hauled water from brooks or springs, heated their homes exclusively with wood, and welcomed into their homes one or another of the many composting toilets available at the time, along with the colonies of fruit flies these devices inevitably bred.


Some native Vermonters, especially older ones who had spent their early years on farms without electricity or indoor plumbing and had been chopping, stacking, and burning firewood all their lives, smiled good-naturedly and shook their heads over the newcomers. To those kindhearted souls who befriended us and taught us what they could about country ways, we were just another generation of naive young people who would learn, as young people do, through time and experience.


Other, less charitable local citizens called us “hippie flatlanders.” They did not smile as often, at us or at all. Those I still see around the area thirty-some-odd years later still don’t smile much. I guess nobody ever taught them how.


Looking back over my journals from that time I am amused to see how quickly my own mood would swing between dismay and self-congratulation as I attempted to shape myself into a Country Woman. Here is a worried entry from October 16, 1971, about grocery shopping: “I am becoming miserly, I’ve noticed, comparing prices and saving money out loud…”


There is another soon afterward from the same period and on the same subject, only it sounds to me a little smug: “It’s a new habit, this economy, like canning applesauce and baking bread. It gives me a purposeful self-image!”


I remember the ambivalence of those feelings.I am being careful, I am being economical. I am pinching pennies, and this is necessary and good…I think…?


I know what that was all about. I was ambivalent because we were young then, and just starting out in family life, but we were not poor, not even close, and especially not compared to some of the people we had met in this area. I’d heard stories about very tough times, especially during the Depression, from an older neighbor couple, and I also had a local friend my own age, a horsewoman of some note, who was forced to sell a beloved prizewinning animal one winter to pay her bills.


There was some confusion in my mind as to whether too much obvious pinching of pennies on my part, since it was not absolutely necessary for me to do this, was insulting to my friends and my neighbors: patronizing, or pretentious, or just plain phony.


I thought that my “miserliness” might become a bad habit as well. It might be inconsistent with generosity of spirit, I thought. I thought an awful lot in those days.


I have learned since then, among other things, that poverty does not limit generosity; in fact the opposite may be true. It is an odd but interesting fact that in great human crises, poorer communities often give much more generously in proportion to their numbers than rich ones do. Of all the states in the Union listed in a recent survey measuring per capita generosity, it was Mississippi, one of the poorest in the nation, that came out on top in all three categories: tithing in church, tipping in restaurants, and contributions to charity. Maybe it takes real personal knowledge of need to make people reach out instinctively to help others.


Back in Vermont in the 1970s there was much to learn for young couples making the transition from an old way of life to a new one. The process may have been complicated, too, by the thought that we were doing exactly the reverse. We were “dropping out” of a modern world we did not admire and choosing to live in what we saw as a more old-fashioned context, imbued with the lost virtues of self-reliance, economy, and a healthy connection between the grower of food and the families it nourishes. We saw nothing but neighborliness along the country roads, nothing but a strong sense of community in the villages. We ignored the complaints of “small-mindedness” and “provincialism” we heard from a few local young people who were fleeing in the other direction, and we were not yet familiar with the long, insidious arm of small-town gossip.


At the same time that we were leaving urban areas to look for traditional values in the country, we were entering unknown territory in our own lives: beginning new partnerships, raising and caring for new babies and growing families, trying to make a living in a new place.


It was ironic that a village dating back to colonial times, a farmhouse built by a nineteenth-century farmer, or a home built beam by beam and board by board by a strong young couple from their own forest’s trees, was each equally a “new” place for us, because we were living there for the first time. These were not necessarily “new” places for those people who had been born and raised in the area. The difference in perspective produced some interesting exchanges and gave rise to some unexpected relationships, as old-timers and newcomers became acquainted.


Most of the new people didn’t know much about rural living, at first, which meant that the natives had many a good laugh over fancy city cars that skidded off icy roads in winter, or first-time home builders who put in the plumbing upside down and the wiring backward, and vice versa. On the other hand, local institutions and practices came in for their share of amusement and skepticism from displaced urbanites.


I saw several references by my writer contemporaries to the “toy-like” qualities of Vermont’s small towns, each with its church, its general store, and its Town hall. One journalist, who must have been living with a preschool child at the time, referred to a Memorial Day parade as a “Fisher-Price” event, something that the toy company could have created, with its mayor, its firemen, its two or three veterans, and its tiny Boy Scout and Girl Scout troops.


This attitude did not play well locally. I remember coming into our village post office one day to find the postmistress in a rage. A woman who had just left the building, a well-known artist from a city far away, had offended her deeply by inquiring whether she had a “real” postal scale.


“This is a branch of the federal government!” the postmistress bristled. “Where does she think she is?”


For the most part, however, for old-timer and newcomer alike, it was a matter of living alongside each other day by day, over the months and the years. Unlikely alliances sprang up, first impressions gave way to second and third ones and sometimes even dissolved altogether as opinions changed, bonds were forged, and, occasionally, hearts were won.


There is something wonderful about unexpected affection, whether it develops between an octogenarian and an eight-year-old, a staunch conservative Republican and a progressive liberal Democrat, or a Yankee farmer and a hippie homesteader. It delights me that every so often the good feeling that two people have for each other is too strong for their biases and their upbringing, and defeats both in a flood of fellow feeling neither can explain. When this happens, there are sometimes wider repercussions in the community.


Friends of mine who came to Vermont in the 1970s arrived here from the academic world, with advanced degrees and plenty of energy, and started to build a log cabin in the woods. These two were smart and strong and very hardworking, so they didn’t need a whole lot of help, but they did need some. There was a man living just down the road who was a very capable builder, and country-wise in many other ways, but he did not rate too highly in the opinions of his fellow townspeople.


According to another longtime local resident who spoke to me in strict confidence, this man belonged to a family considered disreputable for several generations. Everyone in town had been to school with him, or with his parents, or with his grandparents. His family’s story was an old one. Everybody knew it, but nobody talked about it openly. This wasn’t a matter of hatred or outright ostracism, it was just the way things were, the way things had always been. The common wisdom, informed by generations of shared experience, was that nobody in that family had ever amounted to very much, and it was more than likely that nobody in that family ever would.


My friends knew nothing about the town’s history, or about local families and their reputations. When they met their neighbor for the first time they liked him and he liked them. They visited back and forth, and the young couple soon began to value the man’s assistance. They developed a close friendship with him and with his family, one that continued throughout his life, and meant a great deal to all concerned.


I have always been both sentimental and idealistic, qualities that may not make me an objective interpreter of other peoples’ experience. All the same, I could swear that the uncritical friendship of that young couple transformed this man’s life. You could see it just in the way he began to carry himself and speak to other people and make his presence known around town. He seemed to be a different person, with new possibilities opening up before him. The people he knew, old-timers as well as newcomers, began to treat him differently. Something about the gift of a new perspective, from new people, had set him free.


I suspect this happened more than once in those days. Yes, some of us may have made the stupid mistake of looking at our new hometowns as if they were little toy villages containing little toy people and institutions, which was a diminishing and disrespectful point of view. On the other hand, some of us brought along another kind of stupidity, which seems to me a better one. We had no social information, locally. We didn’t have a clue as to who was the Respected Citizen and who was the Town Drunk. It was, in some cases, a liberating ignorance, not a bad thing for anybody.


There were a few stalwarts in what was then known as the Back-to-the-Land movement who did not want any help at all. My husband, Nat Tripp, who came to this part of Vermont not long after his time as a platoon leader in Vietnam, was one of these. He still tells stories about the work he and his first wife, Patty, undertook when they came here. They bought a farm at the end of an old dirt road, a place that had long since passed out of the hands of the original family and had sunk into disrepair.


I knew Nat and Patty back then. They were another new young couple in the area, the same age as my first husband, Richard, and I. They had both grown up in the same part of the world where I’d spent my own childhood, several hundred miles south of where the four of us now made our homes. He was a writer and she was an artist, whereas with Richard and me it was the other way around. We all got to be friends.


I remember that their labor seemed backbreaking and the hours they spent at it endless. Outside, they cleared daunting amounts of debris from around the house and barns, which were sadly dilapidated from years of neglect. Inside, there was just as much clearing to be done, and even more cleaning. The place was a mess, and even with the mellowing of my memory over the years, I know that is an understatement.


Nat had to do a good deal of construction after all the clearing and the cleaning, and some reconstruction, too. Some of the building was done right away to meet immediate needs, with their first child on the way and a Vermont winter approaching just as fast. Some of the work was done much more slowly, over the course of the years and the decades. It continued off and on throughout the life of that first marriage, a partnership that included its share of delights and difficulties, as did my own first marriage and as does any marriage, whatever its number.


The building work began all over again with another marriage, a second chance both for Nat and for me. We were middle-aged by then, and we were old friends when we joined forces. In some ways we were sadder and more seasoned than we had been when we first came to Vermont with our previous partners, but we were also full of a new joy, and a new eagerness to provide a good life for each other and for our now-mingled family.


The new construction started when I moved into Nat’s home with my two teenage daughters in 1986. His sons, about the same age as my daughters, were here for the summers and on school holidays, and we were expecting a midlife baby, too. Nat was inspired to expand upon the work he and Patty had started when they lived in the house years ago and their two boys were small. He built new walls and installed new doors upstairs so that every teenager could have his or her own room when all four of our older children were in residence. Even our son, Ben, born the following spring, had a bedroom of his own. However small it might have to be, there was an indisputably private space for each child.


While remodeling and restoring the house for our expanding family, Nat often encountered the work of home repairmen of the past. He would pause now and then to think about his predecessors, he told me, those who had laid down the floorboards he was tearing up, those who had set the beams in place to form the walls for our children’s rooms. There was a pleasant sense of fellowship in the work, as old and new were blended so that family life could continue on in the old farmhouse at the end of the road.


Once, though, while I was down in the kitchen, I heard him upstairs loudly swearing at something he had found in the course of his work.


“Who was theidiot who did this wiring?” he roared. I had no idea, so I kept quiet. There was a lot of fuming and fulminating overhead for a few minutes, and then there was silence. I waited, thinking I would soon hear more words or more work, one or the other. Instead, Nat himself came slowly and sheepishly down the stairs.


“It was me,” he said. I don’t know how he recognized his own long-ago handiwork, and I didn’t ask. This house does for Nat what my old journals do for me. They remind him, sometimes forcefully, of his youth.


Our youth seems far behind us now, with most of our children now older than we were when we came to Vermont all those years ago, and with grandchildren (finally!) on the way. A number of the friends who were with us in the early years are still right here with us. One or two, sadly, have died, and some have gone on to other parts of the country and the world. It was a surprise to see that a few of the most eager hippie homesteaders did not last long in the country, but moved back to the cities they came from after a year or two. Others stayed, and combined small farming with careers much like those of our parents’ generation: real estate, medicine, education, or the law. Wherever you choose to live, if you want to stay there you have to be able to make a living.


There are still some holdouts, though, people who are living off the land and off the grid, with homegrown vegetables and home-generated electricity and no television. More typical are the people who have found some happy compromise: the nurse practitioner who raises sheep and weaves beautiful rugs to sell; the hand knitter who markets her work over the Internet; the Buddhist lawyer, the doctor who plays chamber music, the minister who runs a roadside vegetable stand in summer with his family, and in his sermons as in his life addresses human ills from grief to global warming with what he calls “Episcopal Light and Power,” a powerful not-for-profit noncorporation of good work and goodwill.


Here we all are, then, thirty or forty years later, growing old gracefully or disgracefully, depending upon your point of view. We have our accretions of children and animals, our joys and our sorrows, our aches and our pains. We have our back-to-the-country principles, too, some intact and some in tatters, and some that can suddenly and painfully run up against the desire to age with comfort, if not with dignity, as the years go by.


Take, for instance, the issue of the hot tub.


Who ever heard of a hippie homesteader in a hot tub? What an image! Is this not the very antithesis of the ideals we lugged with us, fresh from Buckminster Fuller and Helen and Scott Nearing and a little less fresh from the nineteenth-century pen of that pond-dwelling tree hugger, Henry David Thoreau? What self-respecting urban-to-rural transplant after thirty-five years of life in Caledonia County in Vermont’s Northeast Kingdom would even consider such a thing?


Well, me.


I have a recurring ache-and-pain in my right shoulder, and warm bubbly water, in moderation, helps a whole lot. I’d consider it. And I’m not alone, either. My husband the Vietnam veteran, who has a bad knee from jumping out of a helicopter thirty-five years ago or from a touch of arthritis right now, or both, would consider it, too. In fact, we have done more than consider it, we have gone out and purchased one, at a sale where it was called a “North Country Spa.” We have not installed it yet, partly because we measured the thing incorrectly in the salesroom, and when it was delivered here we found that we could not get it through any of the doors.


The other thing that happened to us when the hot tub came was that we were overcome with a nostalgic miasma of moral confusion wafting back to us from the old days when we were all young, pain free, and inspired with a missionary zeal that some genius of the time called “born again rural.”


Could we do this? Could we really bring ourselves to admit such an enormous and garish piece of luxury plumbing into our lives? Did our trifling twinges and ancient injuries really merit such self-indulgent, decadent behavior? Had we come down to this?


Never mind that even in the 1970s many hippies and homesteaders installed “saunas” or other hot tub equivalents in their homes just as soon as the walls were up. Never mind that many of our back-to-the-country friends from the old days were happily hot-tubbing it under their own roofs or under the stars right now. Never mind, either, that several of our native Vermont neighbors and friends were doing the same thing, those who had not already relocated to Florida. We were stricken with doubt, nonetheless, and with a sense of creeping geriatric turpitude.


What had happened to us? we asked ourselves. We weren’t hot tub people! We were mountain stream people, we were Connecticut saltwater cove and Maine island tides people. If anything, considering our geographic backgrounds, we should becold tub people.


Nat hoisted the enormous, offensive white plastic package and its four-hundred-pound contents onto the loader of his tractor and tucked it away in the barn. Maybe we would try to return it to the spa store and get our money back (unlikely). Maybe we would give it to our niece, who owned a newly renovated but rarely inhabited home down the road (impractical). Maybe we would fill it with water from the barnyard pump in the springtime, and let the chickens swim in it (in their dreams!).


We felt saved, though embarrassed, knowing how very close we had come to giving in and sinking under and succumbing entirely to the siren song of the spa and the torpor of the tub, with its attendant pleasures: soothing oils; terry-cloth robes; those little yellow floating rubber ducks that are really thermometers. We closed the barn doors on all such nonsense, and returned to our perfectly happy, dry, and hot tub–less lives.


Then, because life is like that, something happened to change our perspective completely. Again. Actually, two things happened. First, Nat’s oldest son announced that he and his wife were going to make us grandparents. Grandparents! One of our most cherished yearnings associated with the hot tub had to do with grandchildren splashing and chortling in it. A friend of mine has had a hot tub for twenty years, and describes her grandson, at the age of three and a half, coming to visit: “He left his shoes on the porch, his shirt in the kitchen, his pants in the dining room, and his underpants on the floor next to the hot tub.” We had no grandchildren when we ordered ours, but we had still ordered the kind with a little shelf for their benefit and safety, should they ever make an appearance.


Another friend had already given us one of those thermometer rubber duckies early in our planning, but it was sitting in a cupboard unused and forgotten, its cheerful yellow body looking jaundiced and forlorn. Little did it know that its prospects were about to improve significantly, as soon as the second thing happened.


Nat measured the entrance to the woodshed. This is where he stacks the wood he cuts every year and brings in each fall for the two woodstoves and the fireplace in the living room. This woodshed is attached to the back of the house and has a big arched opening through which he can throw firewood from the truck to the woodshed floor. Then he stacks it in two piles, one on each side of the archway, in the area sheltered by the woodshed’s walls. It is only a few steps across the woodshed floor to the door that opens onto our back hallway, and only a few steps down the hallway into our living room with its big open fireplace and its armchairs, its warm rug and its two comfortable sofas by the window.


I can see them already, with their little bare feet and their towels wrapped around their bodies, giggling and running down the hall. Grandchildren. Grandchildren love hot tubs, and we are going to have grandchildren. What could be more wonderful? They are too much for me, these little ghosts of both the future and of the past. They have overwhelmed my scruples and left them far behind me in the dust.


Nat measured the woodshed again, and measured the great white plastic package in the barn again, too. He got out the tractor and the loader, took the hot tub from the barn, and deposited it on the woodshed floor. We had by then picked up all the wood that was piled up one side of the woodshed and stacked it over on the other side, to make room. It fit perfectly.


Nat will put in the necessary electricity, something he knows how to do very well by now, and he’ll figure out the plumbing, too. He certainly has all the experience and all the skills he needs for hot tub installation, after all these years on the farm. I’ve spent much of my life as a mother, a teacher, and a writer of children’s books, in other words training to be a grandmother, so we’re both all set.


So what happens if we are out in that woodshed someday, soaking and bubbling in that hot tub, and we are suddenly overcome with recollections of the days when we were younger and better people? I hope that we will simply lie back in the hot tub, and look fondly at each other, and enjoy the old memories along with the new ones.


And besides, as my husband suggested, “We can always pretend we’re heating it with wood.”









2. Turtles






On my husband’s birthday, October 3, I saw wild geese flying overhead both morning and evening, and a turtle plodding manfully (or womanfully—it’s hard to tell, with turtles) along our lane as I turned off the main road from town, heading toward our farm.


I was delighted, and stopped the car. A birthday turtle, for Nat! Nat loves turtles, and so do I. We have always hoped to have a lot of them in our new pond, which was dug for us with an excavator a couple of years ago, out behind the house and the orchard. Nat claims that it is not really a new pond, because a previous pond, or a body of water anyway, existed in that exact same spot in earlier times.


“What earlier times?” I asked, thinking of pioneer days: oxen standing knee-deep in the shallows, women in sunbonnets carrying water in wooden buckets. I was way, way off.


“In terms of anthropology it would be Neolithic, in terms of geology it would be the Holocene. About ten thousand years ago.”


Another day, I saw what looked like an especially pretty painted turtle, so I got out of the car and walked over to it, and picked it up. The turtle didn’t like this much. It drew in its head and waved its four delicate little turtle feet in the air in protest as I lifted it into the car. When I set it down on the seat next to me, the feet disappeared, too.


I looked reproachfully at the hole where the turtle’s head had recently been. I told it that this was agood thing, being rescued from the road—I could so easily have been the UPS man, tearing along our lane to deliver a package.Squish! Turtle Doom.


The turtle didn’t believe me, of course. When I got home and put it down on the kitchen floor for a minute, its head and limbs emerged again and it scrabbled around briefly looking for an exit, gathering dust in its tiny claws. I picked it up again, cleaned its feet by blowing on them, and put it in the big terrarium where our lizard, Ichabod, used to live. I put some hay from the barn in the terrarium so that the turtle’s feet wouldn’t slip on the glass floor, and I put some water in Ichabod’s old dish, too, in case it got thirsty while I waited for Nat to come home.


This arrangement looked pretty comfortable to me, but the turtle was not satisfied. It rummaged around for quite a while, looking for a way to get out. After it came up against the glass walls a few times it got discouraged, pulled itself into its shell, and sat like a rock in one corner of the terrarium. This made me sad.


Nat was delighted with my discovery when he came home.


“What a beauty!” he said admiringly, picking up the turtle gently and examining it. The turtle was still closed up inside its shell. I think it was pretending to be asleep. Together Nat and I walked out to the pond, where Nat put the animal gently down, right at the edge of the grassy bank.


Suddenly, the turtle woke up. It scrambled down the bank into the water, and as it went into the pond, it seemed to become another creature, slipping and sliding into its own element, then gliding away: soaring, graceful, free as any bird in the air.


At the end of October, I found another turtle, a much bigger one, at the edge of the River Road, which is a dirt road that goes along the Passumpsic River between the town of St. Johnsbury and the village of Passumpsic, just a couple of miles from our home.


This occurred during a period of warmer weather and rain that followed an autumn cold snap. In fact, it had been raining almost constantly for days now, so that the ground sank and squelched under my feet every time I crossed the lawn, and there was a burping, gurgling, roaring sound in the place where the little stream near our house runs underground. The noise echoed upward through the pipe that pokes out of the grass near this spot like a periscope on an interred submarine.


After passing the second turtle I once again slowed down, stopped the car, and got out. This time I wasn’t immediately sure what I had seen: A rock? A toy? A strange escaped pet? When I walked back I could see at once that it was a snapping turtle. Even though I had not seen one before, snapping turtles are unmistakable. This animal was probably ten times the size of Nat’s birthday turtle and as big around as a platter for a good-sized Thanksgiving turkey. Furthermore, it was not one bit pretty, except possibly in the eyes of another snapping turtle. It had a thick, ridged tail that reminded me of a Florida crocodile, and a scary-looking, almost prehistoric head, with a mouth like the beak of a very big, very bad bird.


The animal was doing nothing more ominous than lumbering along the residential side of the road, not the river side, and it had just crossed somebody’s sandy driveway when I caught up to it. This was a much more formidable creature than the last turtle, I could tell. Still, I knew how happy the birthday turtle had made my husband, and I also vaguely remembered something he had told me, something that some Native American fishermen on the Hudson River had told him many years ago, about snapping turtles not biting if they were out of water. Or something like that. Anyway, I noticed that this turtle, as I studied its progress along the River Road, seemed quite slow and sleepy. Nat later suggested that the warmer weather, rain, and the resulting mud may have stirred this snapper from hibernation without awakening it fully.


This was probably fortunate. When I picked it up, one hand on either side of its massive shell, the turtle turned its head backward with a halfhearted, logy hiss and a snap of its beak, but this was not enough resistance to deter me. I put it in the back of my car and drove to the home of Ralph and Sue Bowen, our neighbors. The Bowens are both in their eighties, and Ralph had not been very well, so after speaking on the phone with Sue earlier in the day, I’d picked up a half gallon of milk for them at the store, before picking up the snapping turtle.


I gave Sue the milk, and then I opened the back of my vehicle to show her the turtle. It seemed a bit more animated now, with a quicker head movement and a louder hiss.


“Oh, my!” Sue said, endearing herself to me, not for the first time, by saying exactly what my mother would have said under the same circumstances.


By the time I arrived at my own house, I decided that it made sense to get a pair of gardening gloves. I put these on before picking up the turtle again, bringing it into the house, and depositing it in the downstairs bathroom, in the tub. Nobody was home at the time except for our dog, Elsa, and I had to leave again for a book program in Bradford, New Hampshire, so I closed the bathroom door and left a note on it for Nat and our son, Ben, since I knew they would return home before I did.


Oh, they were impressed! I called home after my program, on my cell phone, from White River Junction. I caught Nat just as he came into the house, and with the telephone in hand, he walked into the bathroom.


“Oh my God!” he said.


I was very pleased.


“Reevie, you’ve outdone yourself!” he exclaimed, and I knew what he meant. I’d out-turtled all previous turtles I’d ever found for him, anywhere, at any time.


I knew that, but I just wanted to hear it from him. I heard more, too.


“Howdid you pick him up?”


I told him, modestly. His voice changed.


“Reeve…They can lunge the full length of their bodies…Their necks are as long as their shells…They’ve been known to break broomsticks…”


He told me that the Native American fishermen on the Hudson had said snapping turtles don’t bite “underwater,” not “out of water,” and besides, he thought they were maybe just baiting him…Come on, white boy, take off all your clothes and swim with the snapping turtles…


Nat was awed at what I had done. I did not choose to examine the implications of his awe.


I was smug. I had turtle magic. I was a turtle-whisperer.


When I got home, Nat and I together slid the turtle from the bathtub into a large canning kettle, very carefully, because it seemed the warmth of the house had woken the turtle up considerably. We took the kettle out and tipped it into the pond, and the snapping turtle disappeared, swimming gracefully into the depths like all the other turtles. I hope he’s happy down there, and I hope he stays there.


That evening I heard Nat describing this adventure to a friend over the telephone, and I heard him say, “…Marilyn Monroe meets Godzilla!” He still sounded awed, even a little frightened. I hoped I was Marilyn.









3. Aging






The night before her eighth birthday, I found my daughter Lizzy weeping in her bed. “I love being seven,” she sobbed, “I don’twant to be eight!” I held her in my arms and explained at length that being eight was going to be even better than being seven. I told her how much I loved her and what a wonderful birthday she was going to have the next day. Eventually she was comforted, or maybe I just talked her to sleep.


I understood her feelings so well. It is always strange to imagine getting older, even when you aren’t very old. I know that my own intense “When I Grow Up” yearnings throughout childhood were locked in combat with an equally intense wish that nothing would ever change. I never wanted to be a Grown-Up, or even an adolescent.


I don’t remember whether I loved being seven, but I loved being twelve. At the very end of the year I was twelve years old I was afraid that I would become a different and detestable person on my thirteenth birthday. On that day, without my permission, I would wake up and not be a kid anymore. Instead I would be a Teenager. Instead of climbing trees and spending my days outdoors I would wear my hair in a perky ponytail, put on lipstick, and talk on the telephone constantly. I would grow breasts—these looked to me like a real nuisance at the time—and have to wear a Maiden-form bra with an uncomfortable elastic strap across my back. Obnoxious seventh-grade boys would see the strap through my shirt when they walked by me in the halls of the junior high school, and would reach out and “snap” it after I had passed. I’d seen this happen to other girls with my very own eyes. Worst of all, I could tell from the girls’ responses to this annoying and cruel behavior that I would lose my senses and become brainlessly boy-crazy during this period. Idefinitely did not want to be thirteen.


When you are a child, every older child is significantly older, even if that child is only one grade ahead of you in school. Adults, of any age, are ancient. When I was twenty-four years old and teaching second grade in Readsboro, Vermont, one of my kindest students was a boy named Shawn, who asked me one day whether I had any children. After I’d confessed that I did not, he responded with sympathy: “What happened? Did they all grow up and leave home?”


In his eyes I was trembling on the brink of decrepitude with most of my life already over. I didn’t see myself quite in that way, but I did already think I was pretty old, and I knew I was probably going to get even older. For some reason I thought this was a bad thing, and it took me a long time to change my mind. At twenty-six I felt perilously close to thirty. At thirty-nine I was not comforted or inspired by Jack Benny’s claim to be forever “thirty-nine and holding.” At forty-five I wondered how I ever had arrived at such an age. All I ever asked was to be twelve! At fifty I blew out the candles with good humor, because I had to, but I gulped inside.


Ironically, much as I was afraid of aging from my childhood on, I was even more afraid of death. When I was very young I’d lie in bed at night and try to imagine what it was like to be dead. First I’d imagine myself in the ground, in a coffin, and I’d try to feel the weight of dirt packed in for a good six feet above me, with the green, well-mowed cemetery grass growing on top. I’d think about this until I could feel my heart beating faster and faster and had made myself so scared I wanted to throw up. What I was really imagining was being buried alive. I still can’t think of anything much worse.


In less macabre moods I’d hope that death would be wiped out by the time I grew up, the way they had cured polio when I was in elementary school. Thanks to Jonas Salk I stood in line in the gymnasium of Hindley School to receive my polio shots with the other kids, everyone pretending together that we didn’t care if it hurt. All of my friends were in line with me, and so was the boy from the other third grade who used to sock me in the stomach every so often for no reason I could understand. He’d just look at me and shoot his fist outWHAM! really fast into the area of my belly button and then out again so fast the teachers couldn’t see. “Helikes you, that’s why,” my friend said while I gasped and bent over, trying to feel flattered.


Probably they’d take care of death in a few years, I thought, right after polio. What would those shots feel like?


Fortunately, fears fed by the imagination tend to lose energy and diminish over time. Now I’m close to sixty, and though I don’t always recognize the face I see in the mirror, something has changed in the way I think about aging and dying. I have an increased awareness of my own aging. The process increasingly interests and amazes me, annoys and irritates me, and sometimes it still frightens me, too, but much, much less than it used to. I find that along with the annoyance and irritation there is amusement—how often and in how many places can I lose my glasses in a day?—and that in the place of the old fear for my own physical survival there is an ongoing very real sadness at the absence of the friends and family members who have died before me.


It is remarkable to feel the strength of this emotion. After all the years of periodic anxiety about getting old, and about dying, I don’t miss my youth even a tiny fraction as much as I miss my sister, Anne. Oh, how I wish that she were here, talking to me about age and death. She would make it seem so funny! She would complain eloquently and wittily about getting wrinkled and cranky and myopic. We would talk on the telephone every day about our bad memory and our sagging skin and our poor eyesight, the way we used to talk daily about our children and our dogs.


Anne died many years ago of cancer, though. I’m still here with the children, when they visit, since they all have grown up by now. There’s a new set of dogs, and there are wrinkles and misplaced eyeglasses, too. I miss my sister as much as I did the day she died. I worry less and less, not more and more, about getting old myself. I don’t mind if I do. I wish she could, too.


That’s one reason why I don’t have the same age-and-death dreads that I used to. There are other reasons, and I hope they all add up to maturity. (Or maybe it’s just memory loss.) My concerns about life and death are more practical and less egocentric than they used to be, I hope. The other day while driving to see one of my daughters at a time when she felt stress and distress, I had to brake suddenly just at the end of the on-ramp of Interstate 91, to avoid a large truck that was speeding down from the north a lot faster than I’d anticipated. My first thought when the air cleared after the truck thundered past me was not for myself—Thank God I’m alive!—but for my daughter:For heaven’s sake, pay attention! All she needs this week is a dead mother! This was a whole different emotional tone, more peevish but less selfish. Once I could breathe normally again, I decided I preferred it.


Driving habits may need increased vigilance, but the mellowness of feeling that comes with age makes life more pleasant, even for those who don’t admit it. My husband came home from a meeting the other night surprised that he had had such a good time. He had spent most of the evening in conversation with someone he thought he didn’t like. He and this man have very different political opinions, but they weren’t talking about politics. They were talking about railroads, a mutually congenial topic. They are also a lot older than they were when they first met, and differed, years ago.


Nat told me that the man had “changed a lot.” I asked how he thought this change had come about. He thought for a moment, then said, “Well, he’s on the Atkins diet…”


I wonder what the other man said to his wife.


I don’t know what further changes I will enjoy or endure as I age, but I do know the answer to the question I asked myself at thirty, and forty, and fifty: “How did I get to be this old?”


I was lucky.


Getting old is what I want to do. Getting old, whatever the years bring, is better by far than not getting old. Or, in the words of Maya Angelou, “Mostly, what I have learned so far about aging, despite the creakiness of one’s bones and cragginess of one’s once-silken skin, is this: do it. By all means, do it.”


I am going to be sixty years old on my next birthday. This seems very old to me on some days. Then my friend Nardi Campion, almost ninety, writes about aging with the words “Oh, to be eighty-seven again!” and my thinking changes. If I can’t be twelve years old forever, then when I grow up I want to be Nardi.


I watch myself preparing to turn sixty the way I prepared for turning thirty, and forty, and fifty. Watching myself, I perceive a certain amount of excited anticipation, the same feeling I get when the odometer on my car is at 999 miles and all its little inner workings are just about to turn and reveal “1000,” that really important number represented by the numeral one and three zeros.Before long, I see myself thinking,my numbers will turn and my age will be represented by the numeral six and a zero, a really important number.


I’m also seeking guidance, but unobtrusively. Now I look at, but don’t buy, the books in the bookstores that celebrate my next decade, with their cheerily whimsical titles, likeNow We Are Sixty andSuddenly Sixty . Now I recall my mother saying, “Sixty is the youth of old age,” when she was about seventy-five. Instead of rolling my eyes, the way I did when she actually said these things in my presence, I am grateful for the memory and I am relieved. Sixty is theyouth of old age, I think. I’m just a child in this “aging” business. I can read the books, the way you read travel guides before a trip, but I don’t have to enter the country. Not yet. That’s good, because I’m not quite ready, though I’m getting there. I’m beginning to understand, at least, that this journey is inevitable and that it has been going on steadily for my whole life. I might as well enjoy the view as I travel along from my birth to death, inhabiting this being I call myself. I may be a passenger on the journey, or I may be the vehicle itself, but I’m definitely not the driver. I’m here, but I’m not in charge.


I used to see my life as an enormous self-improvement project, a work perpetually in progress. At any given time it was flawed, imperfect, awkward, and approximate, like the first draft of a manuscript, but I hoped there was plenty of time ahead for me to polish up the rough spots, revise, edit, and produce an acceptable final product. Someday, I thought, maybe I will be taller, more beautiful, more sophisticated, and less timid about things (cocktail parties, hornets, telephone calls to people I don’t know). Someday maybe I will have read all of Henry James, and even some of William. Maybe I will have visited Greece, and Rome, and China. Maybe I will know, if not everything, much more than the little I know now. Maybe I will improve.


I never did get to be tall or gorgeous, William and Henry remain incompletely read, I have yet to visit Greece, Rome, or China, I know more than I used to but a lot less than I hoped I would at this age. I have developed a kind of stamina for telephone calls and cocktail parties, but I’d still rather write a letter, on the one hand, or stay home and read, on the other. I may be a Grown-Up now, and a pretty old one at that, but I don’t think I’ve improved as a human being since the time I was twelve. Whatever I was then, I am now, only older.
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