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Praise for Still Life at Eighty



“Still Life at Eighty is a little jewel box of a book, full of epiphanies that are comforting and merciless in the gentlest possible way. Both a series of meditations and a user’s manual about growing old. I was amazed by its clarity and very grateful to read it.”

—Stephen King

“It’s so very rare for a memoir to tell the naked truth about aging—its terrors and its treasures, its indignities and its mysteries. Who else but Abigail Thomas to lift the veil and show us how she is navigating her eighties. Here she is, sitting still in her chair, traveling on a river that flows both ways—backward slowly on the tides of memory, forward at a fast clip onward toward the open ocean. And sometimes, because of friends, because of dogs, because of children and home, writing and a wisteria vine, time stands still, and life is life, Abigail is Abigail, and once again we get to marvel with her, wonder with her, laugh and cry and rage with her.”

—Elizabeth Lesser, author of Cassandra Speaks








Praise for Abigail Thomas



“Irreverent, wise, and boundlessly generous.”

—Vanity Fair

“I want to grow old the way Abigail Thomas is growing old—with grace and wit, humor and honesty, dogs and dear friends.”

—Laurie Hertzel, Minneapolis Star Tribune

“Wry… resilient. Her mature bones may not be all that flexible, but her topics and sentences flip and cartwheel with the greatest of ease.”

—Maureen Corrigan, NPR’s Fresh Air
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for my family






Introduction

Pushing eighty, the future is behind me; the past is unpredictable; I am living in the ever-shifting constancy of now. Sometimes the present is interrupted by a memory so vivid that I am in two places at once, an inexpensive, unpatented, readily available form of time travel. These are the moments in which past and present are fused. I like to imagine them as little paperweights, holding my life together before it all blows away.

I write to find out what the back of my mind is doing while I’m doing nothing. I write to find meaning when meaning is hard to come by. I write through confusion for clarity. I write for fun. I have productive times when I wake up giddy and in gear, curious to find out where I’m headed, and lackluster times when I don’t or can’t write at all. Times when it is hard to have faith that the next thing will appear—the next interesting thing—and there seems no point to being me. I’ve been at this long enough to know there will always be the next thing, but I need an open mind. Sometimes it shows up in disguise, a bug, say, or a particular shade of blue, a joke somebody made that wasn’t funny. And when I feel that tug, especially if it makes no sense, I pay attention. Because you never know.






PART ONE BEING THIS OLD



Maybe the greatest miracle is memory.

—Brian Doyle, One Long River of Song








Written on My 40th Birthday, 1981


When I am old and fat and gray

all shoulder, rump, and rib cage

unable to move any more than this tub

can, I trust someone will hunch

over me with a blue sponge

and attend to my surface as I

am attending to the streaky outside

of this tub, this substantial curvaceous

unerotic old mother of a tub

and not fuss at me, or ask me

what my memories are, not expect me

to smile or sigh, because I will be

beyond all that, I will have earned

the right to keep still, not murmur

endearments unless they are part

of the job, part of the rhythm

of the work (good old girl,

you are a good old girl)

and if this sprucing up is ritual

so much the better, since I

have always been just surface

everything I know I have always known

first with my skin. And when

company is coming and you want

to look your best, battered is noble,

and worn out and beat up

and still able to hold water is honorable








When It Struck Me

SITTING WITH THE DOGS, drinking coffee, listening to the weather. Snow out there. “Wind chill warnings for today and tomorrow,” says the reporter. “Most at risk, children and the elderly.” At first the word “elderly” conjures up someone thin, frail, someone I might help across a busy street. Someone else. A moment passes before I realize, with a jolt, that I’m elderly. I don’t feel elderly. I feel like myself, only more so.

The word I hate the most is “seniors.” I was a senior once, but it was a long time ago, and I graduated. The label sounds condescending, all of us lumped together with lots of discounts and no identities, more like a marketing tool than a bunch of individuals. Given my druthers, I would rather be referred to as an elder. “Elder” brings with it the suggestion, no, the near certainty of hard-won wisdom. There are cultures who revere their elders but ours is not one of them. We seem to do everything to deny, even reverse, aging—and death? Death should remain out of sight.

I don’t mind “old.” I’ve been around long enough to call a spade a spade. At seventy-nine, a little overweight, plopped in a chair, I have never been so at home in my body. I like this age. I choose my clothes for color and comfort. No more tight sweaters and short skirts. No more sucking my stomach in when I go out. I never look in a three-way mirror. I never ask questions like “Do these earrings make me look fat?” Years ago I caught sight of myself in a good light, seeing far too much rouge, clunky bits of eyeliner, and lipstick elsewhere than my mouth. I reminded myself of my mother, whose cheeks got pinker and shinier with every passing year. I attributed this to her failing eyesight and I bought myself a magnifying mirror, so as to never leave the house again looking like an old lady clown. I washed my face and took a look. It was like traveling to another country. An unfamiliar but interesting topography that turned out to be my face. I’ve done a lot of laughing, and it shows. I’ve done a lot of everything, and it shows. I put my makeup away. Might as well look like who I’ve gotten to be. It took long enough to get here.

There are a lot of us elderly folk. We’re all different. Most of us have been through several kinds of hell and survived. Don’t smile at us as if we’re cute. Do not pat our hands or call us dear. We are your elders and possibly your betters. Take a moment. Look into our eyes. We know more than you do. A little respect, please.






Before She Became Invisible

YEARS AGO THERE WAS AN old man who hung out on the streets of Upper Manhattan. He may still be there, she hopes so. He had a threadbare but distinguished look, and usually had a bottle in a brown paper bag. Every time she passed, he murmured, pretty lady. It seemed to be his calling, his vocation, to bestow compliments under his breath on 110th and Broadway. Upon receiving several expressions of his appreciation she began to feel a responsibility to look good whenever she hit the street. Even just running out for a tube of toothpaste, she checked the mirror. After all, he was providing a service, a couple of words to brighten what might otherwise have been a shabby day, and she didn’t want to let him down. Once, as she strode down Broadway to Zabar’s, a car full of young men slowed down long enough to yell out the window that she was walking to the exact beat of the music on their car radio. What’s not to love about that? Before that, when she was still in her twenties, she was waiting for a bus somewhere in the East Village, on a freezing December night. It must have been two in the morning. A car stopped at the light. The guy riding shotgun rolled his window down and began to hit on her when she heard the driver say, “Don’t hassle her, man, it’s too cold.” She looked inside the car at four men holding what looked like martini glasses and she asked if she could bum a ride to Fifth Avenue and Eighth Street. They obliged. She used to wonder what growing old would be like. What would define her? Would she miss the attention? Now she is old. The city is still there. But she defines herself.






Waiting for Gravitas

I LOOK FORWARD TO MY next birthday, because while seventy-nine is getting up there, eighty has gravitas. I could use a little gravitas. Waking up in the morning, it was hit or miss whether I was going to make it to the bathroom in time to pee neatly. I sleep five rooms away and the misses were getting more frequent. God knows where all this pee comes from! I have tried everything, drinking nothing after six o’clock, eliminating salads for supper, and still. Honestly? I don’t really care, it’s almost thrilling. But what with the mopping up and the laundry I ordered six boxes of Depends from Amazon. They are quite ugly when you first take one out. You’d never guess what it is. It looks like some scaly alien creature that folded itself up and died.

Another accomplishment: I’ve mastered the art of putting my hair up the way my mother suggested sixty-three years ago. This involves a headband made of somewhat stretchy material. You put it on top of your head like a crown, then spend time tucking all your hair first over and then under it, and you wind up what my grandson Joe called looking “distinguished.” It isn’t easy, and you have to keep tucking and checking. I keep a mirror on my ottoman hidden under several books and a lot of loose poems. Nobody needs to know the extent of my interest in hair.

The ottoman also holds three face creams, one cane, two dried-up pens, two checkbooks, a bank statement, a beat-up red folder full of old writing, a pair of socks that say BIDEN on them, and a yellow hat with a light you push if there’s a blackout. The last two items were birthday presents from my son, Ralph. He drove down from Boston with his little dog Katy, who has one brown and one blue eye. The light on the hat is blinding unless you’re the one wearing the hat, but Ralph bought it in case I lose power again. I keep it on the ottoman so I always know where it is. There is also a little packet of unusable black tacks I bought in order to set up a string to stretch across the living room window where two leggy geraniums are reaching for the ceiling, but sag from their own weight. I look forward to a jungle of green leaves and bright red flowers, but have yet to construct the lattice. Something for another day.

On my coffee table is the urn my old pal Chuck gave me. It is the color of a candied apple, the black lid has two birds perched on it. It’s lovely. When I opened it, he told me what it was for and that the saleslady had assured him my ashes would fit nicely. I told him of a firm that sells wooden coffins if you want to make friends with death before death arrives. They suggest using it as a coffee table. I have half a mind to buy one. I admit to a shiver now and then if I think of myself reduced to ash. I am comforted by remembering those of my friends who have died. I figure if they can do it, so can I.






Haunted

SNOW AGAIN TODAY, enough to delay public schools two hours. Dogs woke in the middle of the night when the noisy snowplow went by, lights flashing. I got up just for the hell of it but couldn’t find the last two cigarettes I had saved for morning so we all went back to bed. Later, I heard three soft knocks on the bedroom door. Nobody in the house except the dogs and me, and we were already settled under the covers. Last week something was wailing and pounding to get in (or maybe out) through the kitchen door. My dogs barked like crazy and I struggled into my bathrobe. There was nothing in the kitchen, nothing on the porch. Whatever it was had disappeared.

It’s pretty clear my house has a ghost. I don’t know how it got in or what activated it after twenty years, but something has now begun to make the sound of a door closing when the door is already closed. It has happened twice. Being a ghost seems pretty pointless if you’re just messing around with doors. Given a choice, I think I’d prefer to remain dead. Ralph had a friend who lived in an old house with a more interesting haunt. Halfway up the back stairs something grabbed you around the waist. I keep imagining a long line of kids waiting their turns to run up the stairs for the thrill of a ghostly squeeze.






And Then There Is White Noise

THE COOL THING ABOUT WHITE noise is that you hear voices that aren’t there. Lots of us experience this. Trust me. We can’t distinguish the words, but we hear the inflections of people talking in running water, coffee percolating, air conditioners, ocean waves. There are explanations, having to do with the way the brain tries to make connections out of everything. Think seeing faces in leaves, shapes in clouds. I don’t understand the science, although it’s reassuring not to be bonkers. I like to think the ghosts of conversations are hanging in the corners of my old house, like cobwebs, and my fan blows them loose.






Inventory

I AM NOT YET A cadaver nor am I an old woman asleep with her mouth hanging open which is so reminiscent of a cadaver. Crooked tooth in front. Several bottom molars leaning like old pilings on deserted waterfronts. Ate leftover birthday cake for breakfast. Do not describe self as doddering, although fond of the word. Prefer driving rain to sunny days, unless at beach. Notice two big holes in one bedroom curtain. Names of two neurologists to call re: dizzy spells. Cannot drive in dark. Have birthday cake for lunch. Unhealthy desire to set 45 on fire. Love family. Notice three more small holes on curtain, one so tiny as to be cute. Snack on more birthday cake. Still plagued by bouts of worry despite wisdom.






You Know You’re Old…

WHEN YOU EMAIL A FRIEND about a change in your blood pressure because you know she will be just as interested as you are. When you check your watch to see how long you have to lie in bed until morning. When nothing embarrasses you. When you understand you are breakable by breaking. When you forget what you’ve forgotten. When at your yearly checkup they ask you to count backward by sevens. One hundred, ninety-three, eighty-six. When you no longer drop everything to answer the phone just because it rings. When you don’t wonder what you’re missing. When you can’t remember the last time you felt guilty. When you stop trying to fix people. When you find the moment roomy enough to live in. When you relish your own company. When you see a young woman with her whole life in front of her, and your first thought is: Thank God that isn’t me. Seventy-nine, seventy-two, sixty-five, fifty-eight. But you wish her well.






Diaries

DIARIES WERE HOW I KEPT track of myself—they were a kind of catchall, anything and everything went in. Messy, of the moment, but they separated one day from the next. And it was a physical experience: dragging the needle-fine point of a pen over the good paper of a Moleskine, feeling the scratch of it, the tiny bit of resistance, this was something I relished. But my right hand is cranky in old age, flat-out refusing to write a legible line, a legible word. What was once a pleasure is now hard work, and the results are discouraging. Does this happen to all of us?

There are a bunch of old diaries floating around, and from time to time I pick one up and flip through the pages. Endless meals and a lot of weather. Something funny Chuck said. Ideas for a story. Bigmom’s recipe for fudge. The anything and the everything. If I come across an odd phrase, the scraps of an unfinished thought, I can single it out, see if there’s somewhere it wants to go. See if it wants to grow up. Last year I found an assignment buried like treasure in an old diary. Write two pages that begin, “This is a lie I’ve told before.” No clue as to why it had popped into my head, but there it was, smack-dab in the middle of a bygone Thanksgiving dinner. I’ve been giving it to my students ever since.

Writing things down is not the same thing as writing, but experience put raw on the page kept me sane during a time of trauma. My hand holding the pen, the pen against the paper, here was something familiar I could do, and it calmed me. My diary went with me everywhere, and every tiny thing I felt or heard and hoped and saw, I wrote it down. Eventually I wrote a book about those years, my husband’s tragic accident, how our worlds changed. The book, A Three Dog Life, would never have been written had it not first been scratched into dozens of diaries. These I keep in the bookcase in my bedroom, but I never open them.

Diaries. I don’t like the word “journal.” It sounds too formal, almost highfalutin. I especially hate it used now as a verb. Journaling, good God. I imagine people hard at work, perfecting each sentence, every thought, before its time, nothing left underfoot, nothing left to chance. Nothing to unearth years later.

I miss the kinds of things I wrote when my hand still worked, the odds and ends of a uneventful day. Nothing will ever take its place. I’m too old. I lose whole chunks of time to oblivion. Where was Tuesday this week? It never appeared.






A Little Nostalgia from My Red Folder

IT’S A MAN AND A woman and they’ve climbed to the top of a mountain and it’s evening and from where they stand they can see whole worlds and tiny bright cities and since he had coaxed her up this high, because he wanted to show her everything, he had his arms around her tightly because she was afraid of falling. And the sun actually did go down on their right at the exact moment the moon rose on their left, and this would have happened anyway, they both knew that, still they were glad to have seen it together. Whether they lay down and made love or did not make love under a billion stars is of no real interest to anyone, and who they were, and whether he knew the names of every tree and flower and if she loved lavender, or it rained, all these details will vanish like everything else. It happens all the time, you know, the sun goes up and comes down, it rains, we button and unbutton our clothes and turn on our sides to make love because all warm animals need other warm animals right from the beginning, or they go crazy and die. So if he had green eyes and she had blue and if they loved or did not love each other for good reasons or bad, and if they used the old words and did or did not make promises nobody keeps, no matter, let’s let it go.
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