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Confess your hidden faults.
Approach what you find repulsive.
Help those you think you cannot help.
Anything you are attached to, let it go.
Go to places that scare you.


From the epigraph to
The Places That Scare You, Pema Chodron




For my dearest friend, now wife, Dana Blue
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A Complicated Journey


I BEGAN A MEMOIR WHEN I WAS NEWLY FIFTY, MEANING to freeze the year, to locate it as an event, an exact sensation, an experience, an obelisk that split the clouds. By the time it was “done,” that year had grown into many and fifty had revealed itself to be no more identifiable than something seen teasingly far out in the ocean—is it a seal, a kelp, a piece of driftwood? Fifty compelled me to question the notion of the self,—my Self, an entity I had fabricated from conditions and reactions to conditions, from hopes and fears—and face certain nasty truths: that youth and all its gay attendants flee; that impermanence is king; that death will issue me an invitation with my monogram.


I submitted this memoir to myriad prospective agents and publishing houses, from which it garnered myriad rejections over a period of two years. I remember one particularly vexing “reason” I was given: “the market is glutted with books about aging; therefore, there is no market for this subject.” There really is no such thing as too many books about aging, or dying, or redemption. That’s like being turned away from a potluck dinner because you’ve brought brownies and there is already pie, three cakes, and a melon. I wasn’t convinced that this was the real reason; rather, I thought it had something to do with the truth that I had not gone deeply or sincerely enough into my subject, which after all, is everybody’s subject.


I put the memoir aside. I left my writing the way one leaves a bar—maudlin, reeling. I was tired of my mind, unsatisfied by the elusive nature of its products. I started gardening, began a business in that field, thinking that finally I could make things of physical beauty, employing simple values of design, making order out of nature’s rich messes. But I began to wonder if, in returning to the memoir with the intention of developing my themes by bringing a more seasoned perspective to this process, I could make a parallel narrative. For my evolving sensibility—indeed, my aging—had invited my perception of this material to change. And so I decided to let the original chapters stand, following them with a commentary, adding auxiliary and autonomous chapters.


The original work had a problem with “inside.” It neither got inside the experience of others’ aging nor into a deeper understanding of the phenomenon itself; thus, I didn’t let my reader inside me. I defended myself—my thoughts and more genuine feelings—with humor and hyperbole. In a writing project dedicated to truthful exploration, these are disingenuous ploys. I had nothing to lose by returning, I thought, and perhaps everything to gain.


Here is how I saw it then.





ONE
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The Map of Aging Well


THE APPROACH OF MY FIFTIETH BIRTHDAY INVITED queasy speculation. Was it a beginning? An ending? A bit of both? I did not actually feel myself turn fifty, nor become, in an eye-blink, middle-aged. But I wondered, could one train for the onset of aging the way one must for a two-month bicycle trip up the Canadian Rockies, say, or any such gravely rigorous, life-altering event? I wondered could a map be found to help one through the tasks of aging? Where lay the key to, if not graceful aging, then the cultivation of a brave and resilient mind that would find something more in the process than losses heaped on losses, middens and mounds?


If I went at it as a project or a seminar, it might be possible to make an intentional transition. Perhaps by working with the elderly, I would get it in my bones and heart and tissue that I, too, was headed there. And so, on the morning of my first week after turning fifty, I sat in the offices of the Columbia Lutheran Ministries, about to have a job interview with a Jewish woman from New York City, who was a former social activist, and, I’d soon learn, dressed like me, which is to say she utilized a palette dominated by black.


Before interviewing me for a $7-per-hour job assisting a population of very old people who wanted fiercely to remain in their homes for as long as they could before being hauled out to assisted-living facilities, Harriet handed me a stack of Xeroxed forms. I looked them over. Now, I really don’t mind paperwork of this nature. Filling out forms makes me feel tidy and orderly, and as if my education has accrued to something—the ability to fill out forms, for example. Where it falls apart for me is the job history. I do not have a job history. So whenever I apply for a job, which admittedly is not that often, and have to produce a history, I must improvise. For one thing, my jobs bear no relationship to one another. Quite the contrary. At one particularly misguided moment in my life, for example, I was going to chemical dependency counselor school. When I came to my senses and dropped out of the program, I immediately got work at the local winery. Irony has always been my guiding light in the world of work.


Even though Harriet was encouraging and the job wasn’t a job so much as research toward discovering the Map of Aging Well, I began to sweat. I wondered, should I list my actual jobs, in which case there loomed many chronological gaps, or should I disclose that I am usually busy being a writer, which carries with it gobs and gobs of gaps in the income department? Fortunately, I had brought along my writer’s résumé as an antidote to my undistinguished list of unrelated jobs.


Harriet looked at it for a long time. She looked at it and looked at it and looked at me. “Why in the world do you want to work here?” she asked, and this is the moment in the job interview that always stumps me, because I know that my answer will come out sounding as if I’ve just read an article in some dumb personal-growth magazine.


I said something about turning fifty. I said something like working with old people would teach me how to walk fearlessly through my remaining days. It was my attempt to bring aging up close to my little, squinty eyes, I said, and read its message clearly. I said something about the sad fact of my aging parents, in their eighties and so far away in Pennsylvania, and that my wanting to work with old people had the flavor of proxy about it. That is, I couldn’t help my parents as they aged, but I could bear in mind their experience as I cared for others.


“With a résumé like this?” Harriet said, her eyebrows arching, her hands urging me on. Apparently, the sharing had not impressed her.


I was flattered, though, that here was someone who was actually impressed that in 1970-something I had gotten published in the American Poetry Review, and that my previous memoir chronicling my adventures on an all-women crosscountry peace walk—though it had never as a whole seen print—had appeared in a handful of literary magazines. I was glad that I had chosen to wear black, the cuffs of my linen jacket turned halfway up my arms and my pants, though baggy, pressed. It was clearly going to be okay to be odd with Harriet.


“I’ll tell you one thing,” she said. “If you work for me, you’ll never lack for material.” That cinched it.


[image: image]


THAT SAME YEAR BROUGHT THE LONG PRODUCTION OF my mother’s dying, as if coordinating with my quest. Oh, she’d been at it for years. But her two passions, Christian Science and hypochondria, held her in a fist of contradictory yearnings. And so she’d started calling me for help, several times a week, from where she and the Father lived in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania.


The phone would ring; I’d pick it up and hear, “Sweetie, sweetie, it’s Mom,” as if the two of us had been reaching out for each other, arms and hands all fluttery with love, over the Berlin Wall.


I would ask her, “How are you feeling, Mom?” This would be followed by a long pause. I’d begin to think it was my task to fill it. Mentally, I’d begin to list options: I could tell her how she was feeling; I could remind her that it was she who’d called; I could tell her how I was feeling.


Finally, she’d emerge from the pause. “I don’t know,” she’d say. “Robert [that was the Father] Robert, how am I feeling?” And he actually had an answer. He did not find it odd that he knew how his wife felt more clearly than she did.


I’d try to keep the ball rolling and ask, for example, for the details of her illness: its course, the types and doses of her medication. “Are you feeling better?” I’d ask. “Are you feeling worse?”


Her baffled reply suggested that the three of us should ponder this together. “I don’t know,” she’d cry. I could almost hear her blinking. It was really as if someone else Up There were pulling her strings.


I’d try again. “How are you feeling, Mom?”


“Well, sweetie, I’m not too tired today,” she’d venture. “My goodness, I’m not tired! Where did tired go? Robert, why aren’t I tired?” And from a way-back-of-the-room sort of place, I’d hear the Father’s calm and patient voice: “Oxygen, dear. You are on oxygen.”


“Yes, oxygen,” she’d say, as if it were an item on a menu in a foreign language.


This, a representative conversation, was conducted with few changes during Mother’s final year. Nothing shifted but the props—oxygen and its wicked tubing; potties; medical personnel. I thus began to anticipate the gifts of intimacy I imagined to be the landmarks of dying. I forgot, though, that intimacy had not occurred between us since we’d sat side by side on the steps of a veranda in our bathing suits, in Ocean City, New Jersey, tanned and salt-rimmed from the beach, gazing lovingly into each other’s eyes. I was five. Thus, I found her current imprecations puzzling and bizarre. What comfort could I, in my present guise, bring her?


And then there was Mother’s Christian Science, a knotty and all-pervasive thing. People think of Christian Science as the “you don’t believe in doctors” religion, or as the religion housed in elegant, Palladian-like churches that don’t look like churches, with signs above the portals saying FIRST CHURCH OF CHRIST [COMMA] SCIENTIST. Probably you’ve walked by these churches that do not look like churches, or past the warm, lair-like Christian Science Reading Rooms, and barely wondered. After all, ours is a culture in which whim transmogrifies to institution almost overnight and we might turn a blind eye, bent on self-protection, to the sheer volume of eccentricity parading as Truth. But pick up Mary Baker Eddy’s Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures and open it to any page, and you will start, very quickly, to blink and feel those wrinkles deepen in your brain, the ones that signal rough seas ahead in the cognition department. You will wonder, how did this woman—a celebrity in her time, who offered a hash of half-baked Emersonian ideals and verbiage swirling in the empyrean of Lofty Language, who acquired estates and jewelry and wealth—manage all that material manifestation while stoutly denying the material world, let alone profess to hold the Key?


Equally amazing was how Mother’s hypochondria, allergies, and chronic illness all huddled under the umbrella of Christian Science. Or how she understood her disease in the adherence to a faith that, despite evidence to the contrary, denied the sovereignty of the human body. No wonder the poor thing turned to her husband when asked, “How are you?” She was relieved that someone had an answer. Clearly, the Conversation of our Eternal Present signified that Mother’s brain had short-circuited, what with all the contradictions.


Have I mentioned being adopted? I was. I am. I have failed horribly ever to get over it. It is and has been my defining moment, even as I lingered on my initiatory rung of middle age. There it spat and fumed, my looming, ineradicable, inerasable detail. In our frayed little familial unit, adoption remained forever our bête noire. By virtue of their cool unwillingness to ponder, to entertain, to breathe in the complex bouquet of our fabricated family, my relationship with the Parents pickled in the brine of disappointment. I, too, disappointed, exhausting them with my endless curiosity and questions, forever pounding my issues like meat, forever working to solve “the adoption problem,” as if I were masticating gristle. Their silence was impressive, a natural force—the San Andreas Fault of lost opportunity.


Thus, we drifted. Continental drift characterized my relationship with my adoptive parents. So when Mother began to importune four decades later, “Sweetie, I’m scared. Come home,” imagine my surprise at being reined back into the family circle. In the last year of Mother’s life, to be cast in the role of “loving daughter” would prove, I reasoned, either a text written by the absurdists or a chance to find some mercy and to mend.


But my dread at going “home” proved an obstacle. It had taken grit and ingenuity to flee west, to plant my feet on the ground when I stopped running, and to learn to trust the solidity of feet and ground, what with all that lofty, concept-burdened Christian Science. In saying yes to Mother and experiencing the complications of my choice, I would, of course, have to write about it—the tedium, the guilty irritation, the queasy fears, the ill will and resentment, the moment or two of grace.


It was like a flight to Europe: You board the plane. It is one of those wide, wide planes with five seats on either side and about an acre of seats in the middle. It is a veritable football field of a plane. Everyone climbs onboard with tidy bundles, looking crisp and eager. A solid hope prevails—in efficiency, good cheer, the sustained excitement in the going, and, most of all, the arrival without mishap. Shoes are shiny, reading matter at the ready, bottled water tucked under every arm. The plane takes off. Everything is working—the toilets, the flight attendants, the terrible forced air. Blankets, folded neatly in sterile plastic wrapping, support the anticipation of happy sleep.


And then, midflight, it starts to fall apart. Everybody’s hair has flat spots. Everybody’s clothes are wrinkled. Eyes are rimmed with sleep; everyone has a crooked, puffy face. The toilets have not flushed since the mid-Atlantic. Toilet paper ran out somewhere over Greenwich. The aisles look like a dirty river. Debris and garbage bob. Four hours into the flight, the plane seems to have run out of air and everyone has been inhaling everyone else’s racking coughs and wet sneezing. Backs seize up. Legs will not unbend. The illusion of crisp efficiency in the little world of the Boeing has been shattered.


My experience of Mother’s dying is that flight. Writing about it gives you and me the illusion that there was a clean narrative line, that the event—even that there was an event—produced insight, action, dramatic changes in behavior, and on and on. In the end, it has more accurately been the jet a few hours out of Newark, caught between the excitement of here we go and the exhausted flight attendants maintaining cheer in the face of the toilets overflowing.
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Commentary:


CONTRADICTIONS



IN THE ORIGINAL MEMOIR, I ONLY HINTED THAT MY quest was shaped by a spiritual perspective, one quite emphatically the opposite of Christian Science. I hoped that the tone employed in setting a scene, or the way I described myself in that scene, would signal “spiritual perspective” to my readers. I asked you to trust my authority without revealing my “credentials.” Buddhist practice has been my moral rudder and my lens through which to view myself for over thirty years, and, unlike Christian Science, constantly urges compassionate engagement. Revisiting this memoir invited me to make explicit connections between my encounters with the elderly and Mother and the dharmic principles so rich and useful in a life: impermanence, emptiness, no self, the Five Precepts, the Four Noble Truths, mainly. The memoir, after all, is my tale from brokenness to integration, from despair to a kind of atonement, and one doesn’t board that train without required reading, nutritious snacks, and sturdy luggage.


In the commentaries, I hope to add depth through maturity—the power of spiritual practice; the theme of loss that dogs so many of our actions and all of our days; the impact of growing up in Christian Science; issues of identity that can accompany the experience of being adopted.


Christian Science, for example, a source of mockery in the original, turned into the desire to understand how its skewed philosophy informed my relationship with Mother and how I might come to identify its grip. I hoped that learning something of its history and the context that enabled its trajectory would let me come to see it as yet another example of history’s rich jokes and unjust terrors, and so end my persecution.


The original memoir offered a beginner’s thoughts and observations on aging. For this, I enlisted characters in my work as a companion for a Lutheran organization called Club 24, which invariably would slip out as “Cloud 9.” Cloud 9 it wasn’t. My aged characters struggled, and out of their suffering, conscious or otherwise, I wrung vignettes. I didn’t empathize so much as project upon them. I hope in the commentaries to be kinder and make a fuller story.


And the memoir is concerned with identity—its more customary falseness, arbitrary nature, and fragility. Adoption makes identity a living question—for parents and children alike, I think. Of course, we are all the playthings of chance. But in the absence of the grounding omphalos of the biological family, adoption throws, quite early on, an existential wrench. Identity is a freedom and a shackle; it creates itself, shifts, and moves away like a cat descending a flight of stairs. Above the stairs and treetops, the morning sky is brilliant, and the cat, with no apparent shift in position, melts into its own long, downward reach from stair to stair. Sunlight passes over its back as it continues its slow, dappled way down. The sun freckles the cat’s back like fish darting between rocks. And then it’s gone. One moment, the more-or-less-solid movement of the dappled cat, the next, merely light and shadow. It hasn’t leapt. It is not hiding in the bushes; rather, it’s dissolved, as if becoming the movement of its own cells and breathing. Has it possibly slipped into an invisible pocket of something to be carried along that current and to reappear a solid cat, reassembled on the concrete curb? But nothing. It has shifted into dappled air.


That is how our fragile hold on identity still strikes me.





TWO
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A Medley of Awkward Changes and Flagging Self-Esteem


AT THE TIME OF MY EMPLOYMENT WITH CLUB 24 AND Mother’s long demise, I was living in Belltown, a Seattle neighborhood characterized chiefly, as my own life had so far been, by sheer potential. For decades, Belltown enjoyed a reputation of dank seediness and squalor. Compensatory institutions, such as the Catholic Seamen’s Club, soup kitchens and flophouses scattered hither and yon, and an infamous watering hole named My Suzi’s, served a population of sailors, old and young, and those odoriferously, chronically down on their luck. The oxymoronic Labor Temple presided over a city block between Cedar and Broad.


Over time, Belltown upgraded and the derelict influence expanded to welcome drug addicts, the certifiably insane, and artists. However sad or sinister this part of town, it retained vista-rich expanses where one could stroll amid debris and beggars, breathing in the good, salty air, able to look, unimpeded, across the moody bay to the snowy peaks of the Olympics. And then, suddenly, Belltown caught the eye of developers, and so began an orgy of construction.


First to go was the vacant lot beside my small apartment building. It was not an inspiring piece of ground—in the middle of downtown, how could it be—a catchall for mendicant plastic bags and paper scraps. Dog poop lined the cyclone fencing like dull but fragrant garnish. Fennel grew and flourished and in the heat of summer afternoons offset the smell of poop with a licorice fragrance, heady and brave. There were great jolts of grass and the yellow tassels of the fennel, and at least one tenant would be walking a dog in the little tract whenever I passed. Although it was not a terribly pretty place, that it was an open tract sporting all that fennel and affording the absence of urban frenzy so that a dog could have a stretch and the eye could roam, wasn’t that worth something? Naturally not. Within a year would come convoys of great machinery and troops of men in hard hats and lunch pails, and of course there went the days of easy parking. Construction began. The perfecting of a hole that would in turn provide the parking pit and the foundation for the luxury condo high-rise took one whole year. My beleaguered fellow tenants and I were launched from sleep at six thirty every morning by noises typically associated with modern warfare.


Internal forces mustered. The body, too, began to toot the torments of menopause. No longer an intriguing mirage glimpsed in the distance, it had come upon me. Nothing less than An Event of the Body, it sang its truth that the body will have its way. The discomforts imposed mimicked such nonfatal torments as hangover, chills and fever, ennui and dread. I’d leave home, turn the corner, and walk right into a hot flash. My dazzling and disorienting menopausal symptoms—which, like adolescence, brought the knowledge that however earnest and industrious our minds, the body’s truth is sovereign—were offset by the thrill of knowing that any moment I’d stop pouring a fortune into the feminine-hygiene industry. The fifties and adolescence indeed felt similar, except my decade lacked the thrill of naïveté and illusion. Both in adolescence and in old age, the future looms. But the former floats a kind of hopefulness over a landscape of primary colors and views unobstructed by the neighbor’s, for example, augmentation of her roofline, while the latter is a land where gray predominates and all you can think of, bitterly, is your stolen view.


Further incidents: my eyes now saw as if through a smudged and dirty windowpane. There had been no distance as yet invented to accommodate this kind of vision. Faces blurred. I couldn’t hold comfortable conversations. While I sat across from lover or friend, with glasses on, the face leaped into a crisply rendered landscape filled with pores and pimples, streaks of errant makeup, an eyelash tumbled onto a pitted cheek. I preferred to view my friends sans specs, as the more familiar and lovable blots and blurs.


There was the awkwardness of morning aches; the stiffness of hands exposed a tad too long to cold. There was the fear that my sex life would expire in what might begin as a small plea—“I’d rather watch telly tonight, dear. How about you?”—and extend into a guilty, dry forever. There were distressing terms, like “dry vagina,” that women of my age would read and then think, with a shudder, I am living on borrowed time.


No doubt about it, my flesh was losing bounce. To reconcile, I started reading about the practice of Buddhist monks in ancient times, who, by sitting in the charnel grounds to meditate on corpses in various stages of decay, hoped to bring death into a day-to-day awareness. Where, I wondered, was today’s analogy? Where could one go for such pungent reminders of the self’s departure? The neighborhood alley onto which backed several fast-food restaurants, each with several teeming Dumpsters all its own, was about it. There on a hot summer day, for example, one might sit on the lip of a Dumpster and ponder the natural phenomenon of decay while smelling imploding melons; crow-pecked, greasy bones; soggy pizza leavings, the blood-rot smell of old meat; perhaps a little throw-up; the raw, rambunctious waft of fortified wine from an almost-empty bottle. Dignity does not derive from Dumpster study, of course, but seriously, I ask you, where else in Belltown can you go?


One afternoon, I was hoisting my bike onto the car’s rooftop rack. That I could do this at all satisfied me deeply, implying as it did that I was not yet decrepit and decayed. I’d just completed an hour-long ride, which included more uphill terrain than down. A friendly man, passing me on foot, noticed both my hoisting and the virtuous glow of my exertion. “How many miles?” he asked me.


I answered, “Oh, no more than eight miles. Down to the lake and all the way back up.” I shrugged to emphasize that he needn’t be impressed on my behalf.


“Honey,” he said, “I know people half your age who can’t even walk a block without huffing.”


That stopped my mind. Not how you might think. The compliment proved that the signs had grown obvious; others had begun to view me differently from how I viewed myself. I did not like having this brought to my attention.


I do not feel like the sort of person who is older than “people half my age.” I feel like those people who are half my age, meaning I believe that I look like them, and the truth is, according to this kind, supportive passerby (incidentally, I couldn’t tell how old he was), I do not look like the people whose ages I think I look like. There are the places along the jawline where the skin has begun to pull away, the flesh of thigh that has transformed from its accustomed tautness of burnished skin to what is called, appallingly, “crepe.”


I wish I were the sort of person who could just relax. Just take it easy. Survey the human condition for what it is—a logistical nightmare that involves a lot of shlepping—and kick back, keep the cooler filled with refreshing beverages, and do what needs doing. Make money. Reproduce. Attend funerals and weddings. Learn to like parades. Proudly acquire such collectibles as Bakelite, rotary telephones, antique weather vanes, or Tupperware containers. But no. I had to turn fifty over and over again, until my resistance to it stiffened, like a fallen leaf, and the breeze bore it away.


Why did I contend that fifty, this marker of a life half done, was a phase to be entered with alacrity, grace, and perspective? I had succumbed to the belief that the decades heralded pertinent tasks to be mastered. This suggested a rehearsal frame of mind. I would rehearse being fifty, as one, in childhood, rehearsed bicycling with the help of training wheels. I would wobble, careen, and fall, but, by God, I would master middle age.


I let my actual birthday go by, spending it in a fidget, ignoring imprecations from friends to celebrate hugely. I avoided it intensely. One year later, when I turned fifty-one, I had a fiftieth birthday party for myself. I “themed” it, intending it to be an opportunity to celebrate impermanence, and invited those who had a high tolerance for my spiritual shenanigans. Every year, I would try turning fifty again, entering the decade as if it were an enchanted wood.


All I really wanted to do was talk about this with some sympathetic soul, and where better to turn over such morbid thoughts than with those who can contain the miseries of the flesh, its horrors? It occurred to me that this hunger to share would be perfectly served if I worked in a morgue.


What would I do there, you wonder? I thought of myself as a greeter. I would pet the bodies and welcome them, making sure everyone had a nametag. I would improve their hair, adding, if not luster, at least a semblance of tidiness. Eventually I would learn how to perform autopsies. Biology, after all, had been my favorite class in the seventh grade. My best friend in the seventh grade was my very own cat corpse, steeping in formaldehyde. Mrs. Scibo was my very favorite teacher, along with Ms. Oliver, who taught zoology and looked like a Don Martin cartoon out of MAD magazine and was known to store her lunch in the lab refrigerator reserved for the dissected remains. Oh, how I loved to learn the miraculous, inner workings of our small cadavers, and the special challenge of recognizing the actual body part after studying those textbook illustrations that gave one the idea that the innards lay in tidy stacks and layers, all primly outlined and color-coded and helpful with arrows and labels.


Because I am the sort of person who can never just relax, who when seized by an idea am not content merely to let it picnic in my little brain patch and then float merrily away, I buy a lot of books to hoist my questions toward Significance and then make many phone calls to Experts in the Field. In this case, I tracked down such people as the county coroner, the police, the morgue folks, and anyone whom I thought might know how I could engineer my career change from, well, nothing in particular, with some well-developed language skills (that would be my English-major background), to An Autopsy Person.


Appalled, my friends asked, “Why?”


I replied, “I like dead people.”


The truth was, I’d never known a dead person. Oh, yes, I knew people who had died, but I didn’t know them as, you know, dead people. Mother, ill for years, had begun to worsen. Her diagnosis was a rare—of course it would be rare—a chronic pulmonary disease called mycobacterium avium. So with that, I reasoned, soon I’d know one. Naturally, the horrible and guilt-inducing thought followed: Would I prefer my mother as a dead person to a living one? Once Mother was dead, after all, the possibility of memories uncensored by such challenges to relationship as narcissism and situational hearing loss loomed unfettered. Nostalgia might bloom. I might actually miss her. Not that I expected communication from her once she passed. Since her worldly advice ran a modest gamut from ironing tips to the crucial significance of vitamin supplements, I figured that her contribution would not be much regarding news from the other world, or the beyond, or the afterlife, or whatever it is we lapsed Christians are wont to call it.


BUT BEFORE I COULD PUT INTO ACTION MY PLAN OF working in the morgue, I spotted Harriet’s ad, and so I had to tuck the idea back into the cabinet of future dreams.


My first potential model for graceful aging was Pauly Amos. Harriet described my job with her as simple—“Making order,” she said, adding coyly, “things are never what they seem.” Pauly’s son had moved her to a roomy Queen Anne apartment, in which she had dwelt, unpacked, for the last two years.


My first Pauly Amos morning, I was greeted by a tiny, dreadful dog named Chad. A Yorkshire Terrier, Chad was the sort of mammal that looks like a cleaning implement. He liked me at once. He demonstrated his affection by licking every part of my leg from the moment I got there until leaving time. Being old, Chad had teeth that fell out willy-nilly. I would find them here and there—on the sofa, on a chair, underfoot—curdled brown nuggets that amended the content of Pauly’s carpet with organic content.


I realized from the moment of meeting Pauly that our relationship would be contentious. About the reason for my employment, we disagreed. She thought it was to share a little reminiscing and to leisurely go through the two years’ accumulation of junk mail. I thought it was to unpack her and make at least some walkways through, over, and around her stuff. It did not take social-worker perspicacity to note that in the garbage bags full of do-not-ask, the dirty dishes and glasses in do-not-ask sorts of places, the undiscarded, empty tins of dog food, and the omnipresent heaps of mail, a little mental illness was afoot.


Now Discard is my middle name. I live to toss and tidy. Lead me to a shifting pile of magazines and curly-edged papers, and I’ll give them three seconds to shape up, or out they go. Belts? Unmated socks? Heirlooms that look like tchotchkes? Rusty garden tools? Pot metal flatware? I am the Great Leveler when it comes to stuff.


The first task that Pauly set us to was sorting through the mail. The problem was that we’d no sooner start than she’d get really, really engaged with what came to hand—last spring’s Nordstrom catalog, for example, or next spring’s glossy brochure for some impossibly expensive cruise to Malta. Back they’d go onto her “save” pile. So I tricked her. I urged her, for example, to read all of the fine print in the brochures, and then, when she was good and engaged, I quickly hid my admirable discard pile under a corner of the rug. Later, I reasoned, I would walk all of it down to the Dumpster.


We lasted two weeks as an item, Pauly Amos and I. According to Harriet, the reason Pauly didn’t want me was that she had a problem with my age. I was too fit, she said. Pauly couldn’t quit resenting that I rode my bike to her apartment. She couldn’t get over the fact that I had a working set of legs. She couldn’t get over the fact of my relative youth.


With this first disappointment, my search for the Map of Aging Well only intensified. I wondered, would the ingredients prove to be one part wisdom, two parts exhaustion? When you got finished with dread, sadness, and denial, in the end, probably, you just ran out of steam, letting wisdom emerge from the vapor.


[image: image]


Commentary:


ANOTHER DAMN CANCER STORY



I CAN SEE NOW THAT I MADE TOO BIG A FUSS ABOUT menopause. It was a sojourn in Cancer Land that would lend perspective. I was lucky. (See how quickly my words rush in to reassure you.) I was lucky in these ways: it was detected early; the lump was minuscule, the lymph nodes clean; my procedure was simple—two lumpectomies followed by ten weeks of radiation. I had my summer plan.


I cannot make any sense of this experience, still. My life did not feel threatened; I held that fear in check. Were I to be given a biopsy report that found cancer in my lymph nodes, then, I reasoned, I’d exhibit full-throttle hysteria. Assuredly, the diagnosis got my attention. I diverted an emotional reaction to my special news into a strategy of vigilant compliance: I would do everything they—oncologist, nurse practitioner, naturopath, radiologist—told me to do, and thus proceed quickly through it. As a recipient of cancer care, I experienced minor insults—the obsequious regard of a surgeon whose role, allegedly key, remained ambiguous. He had the longest face I’ve ever seen, sort of like John Kerry’s stitched onto Dick Van Dyke’s—handsome in an almost sort of way. He rubbed his hands together and bobbed toward me, this odd gait magnified by the smallness of the room and the lack of space between my jutting knees and the door, where he loomed. He seemed to savor his role as both the bearer of bad news and the chief comforter. The flaw in this was embedded in projection. He projected onto me the fear and dismay and bafflement and rage that he assumed to be my cancer companions. He petted my knee and gave me an unguent of assurance, speaking kindly, speaking slowly. He knew what I had to be feeling. The nurse would handle that. Pressing his tie to his heart, he retreated, vowing, “We are here for you.”


Onto such tiny moments, I imposed the larger feelings I could not contact in my consciousness, or what seethed beneath. Similar, though less disingenuous, phenomena occurred when I shared my news with friends. My experience was up for grabs, I learned, before I could even own it. When I mentioned my cancer, people rarely paused to let the moment of disclosure penetrate and give rise, then, to reflection, but instead immediately and intensely projected: “My God. Your whole life must have passed before your eyes!” or “I bet that helped straighten out your priorities!” Rarely was I able, in sharing, to have my own experience. So I stopped. I honestly didn’t know how I felt and didn’t want to be taken hostage by feelings not my own.


Cancer scaled down the comic goings-on about my menopausal ills. Cancer is a bigger word than menopause, although sadly breast cancer has become, for women in the United States, almost a rite of passage.


Does one say “my cancer” or “the cancer,” unadorned? Was it mine? For all I knew, I could be cancer’s minion.


My left breast sports a divot from the radiation; its tissue exhibits a variety of textures, from Styrofoam packing peanuts to charbroiled meat to freshly tanned leather. My breasts no longer occupy the same plane. My burnt breast seems to have slid down its chest wall. Their appearance doesn’t bother me, nor does the divot. I’m not vain of breasts. Or I am, in the sense that life writes upon our bodies, marking us like tooled leather. I am telling this because I don’t know what to make of it, while I believed I knew exactly what to make of menopause. But in the rants, I could be funny, and cancer isn’t funny, by most accounts. What is funny, however, is the plethora of products “for the cure”: corn starch and sneakers; key chains and soda pop; tube socks and breakfast cereal. The incongruous coupling of cure products inspires its own incongruity: gratitude and cynicism.


I received the confirmation of my diagnosis while visiting the Father. Mother had been dead for several years; that gave him reason to believe, or hope, that the two of us might grow into a Family. I didn’t want to grow anything with him, but my father was ninety by then and I owed him something. The visit had been planned for a while, and a day before, on the birthday of my wife, Dana, I had been called back to mammography to have some ambiguity on my film reassessed. That led to an immediate call for an ultrasound, and, instead of meeting Dana for our dinner date, I called her from the hospital. She found me in the labyrinthine basement of Radiology, where I was jellied up and about to be scrolled over. The procedure seemed to last a long time; concern took the room temperature up a notch, and a physician was called in for consultation. He studied the screen, trying to look neutral. Dana, who had had myriad and varied experiences in hospitals and with medical staff, knew just how to ask him for confidential information.


“It doesn’t look good,” he said. “I’m concerned.”
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