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On a February morning, when a weather front is moving in off the Pacific but has not quite arrived, and the winds are changeable and gusty and clouds drive over and an occasional flurry of fine rain darkens the terrace bricks, this place conforms to none of the clichés about California with which they advertise the Sunshine Cities for the Sunset Years. No bland sky, no cool morning overcast, no placid afternoons fading into chilly evenings. This is North Sea weather. The sky boils with cloud, the sun glares out now and then like the opening eye of a doped patient, and the brief beam of intelligence it shoots forth lights on the hills and turns a distant subdivision into a view of Toledo.

Fat towhees sidle up to one another, pinheaded doves forage in the grass, the field next door is suddenly full of robins who arrive like blown leaves, picnic awhile, and depart all together as if summoned. From my study I can watch wrens and bush tits in the live oak outside. The wrens are nesting in a hole for the fifth straight year and are very busy: tilted tails going in, sharp heads with the white eyebrow stripe coming out. They are surly and aggressive, and I wonder idly why I, who seem to be as testy as the wrens, much prefer the sociable bush tits. Maybe because the bush tits are doing what I thought we would be doing out here, just messing around, paying no attention to time or duty, kicking up leaves and playing hide and-seek up and down the oak trunks and generally enjoying themselves.

It is meditation of this kind that keeps me, at nearly seventy, so contented and wholesome.

Ruth, finding me irritable and depressed, has pushed and pestered until she has got me to promise I’ll go to work on the papers again. Eight years ago I took them from the office like a departing  bureaucrat trucking off the files, thinking that at the very least there were things in them that would get me a tax deduction if presented to some library. I thought I might even do one of those name-dropping My Life among the Literary books out of them. Ruth still thinks I might. I know better.

The writers I represented have left their monuments, consequential or otherwise. I might have done the same if I had not, at the bottom of the Depression, been forced to choose whether I would be a talent broker or a broke talent. I drifted into my profession as a fly lands on flypaper, and my monument is not in the libraries, or men’s minds, or even in the paper-recycling plants, but in those files. They are the only thing that prove I ever existed. So far as I can see, it is bad enough sitting around watching yourself wear out, without putting your only immortal part prematurely into mothballs. I am not likely even to put the papers into order, though that is the excuse I make to Ruth for not starting to write. A sort of Heisenberg’s Principle applies. Once they are in order, they are dead, and so am I.

So I watch the wrens and bush tits, and paste photographs into albums, and read over old letters, and throw some away and put some back, and compose speeches to Ruth to the effect that it is one thing to examine your life and quite another to write it. Writing your life implies that you think it worth writing. It implies an arrogance, or confidence, or compulsion to justify oneself, that I can’t claim. Did Washington write his memoirs? Did Lincoln, Jefferson, Shakespeare, Socrates? No, but Nixon will, and Agnew is undoubtedly hunched over his right now.

As for Joe Allston, he has been a wisecracking fellow traveler in the lives of other people, and a tourist in his own. There has not been one significant event in his life that he planned. He has gone downstream like a stick, getting hung up in eddies and getting flushed out again, only half understanding what he floated past, and understanding less with every year. He knows nothing that posterity needs to be told about. What he really does in his study is pacify a wife who worries about him and who reads newspaper psychiatrists urging the retired to keep their minds active. Now I  finally get around to writing something—not My Life among the Literary, nothing more pretentious than My Days among the Weeks.

Ruth herself, having got me, as she thinks, working, goes forth into the world and agitates herself over environmental deterioration, the paranoias and snobberies of our town council, the programs of the League of Women Voters, and the deficits of the Co-op. Once a week she goes down to the retirement home (convalescent hospital, death camp) and reads aloud to the shut-ins. A couple of times I have gone there to pick her up and have come out with the horrors. How she stands spending a whole morning among those dim, enfeebled, tottering dead, knowing that she and I are only a few years from being just like them, is beyond my understanding.

“They’re sweet,” she says. “They’re lonely, and friendly, and game, and pathetic, and grateful. They have so little, some of them.” I suppose they are, and do. As if to shame me, one of them even made me, in gratitude to Ruth, a psychedelic typewriter cover, green baize appliquéd with orange and magenta flowers, asserting something sassy into the teeth of time. They have asked me to come down and talk to them about books, but I have not gone. I have no more to say to them than if we were refugees from some war, streaming along a road under air attack, diving for the same ditches when we have to, and getting up to struggle on, each for himself.

What Ruth fears most in me is depression. Well, I wouldn’t welcome it myself. So I will try her prescription (Write something. Write anything. Just put something down) for a week, the way a kid lost in the mountains might holler at a cliff just to hear a voice. I do not expect revelation to ensue, or a search party to emerge cheering from the bushes.

At eleven this morning, as usual, I walked down the hill for the mail. Up on top in the sun it was so warm that I went in shirt sleeves, and at once regretted it, for on the drive cut into the north-facing hill it was as clammy and fishy-smelling as a cold lake shore. The gully below the road muttered with the steep little  stream still running from last week’s rain. The steepness aggravated the pains in my big toe joints and knees. I found it hard to believe that no more than a year ago I used to plunge down that drive fast, letting gravity take me.

Halfway down, I stopped to watch a couple of does bedded in fresh grass across the gully. We are much too tamed in these hills for mountain lions, and too subdivided for hunters. Result: an ungulate problem worse than Yellowstone’s. They come in, twenty at a time, to sleep in our shrubbery and eat our pyracantha berries, roses, tomatoes, crabapples, whatever is in season. I have old socks full of blood meal hanging from trees and shrubs I value, because deer are supposed to be offended by the smell. I have even contemplated getting a shipment of lion dung from that place in Los Angeles that sells it, and have only been deterred, or deturded, by the reflection that lion dung would probably offend me as much as it would offend an ungulate.

These two lay tame as cows under a big oak, their jaws rolling and stopping and rolling again as they watched me, their club ears forward, their tails twitching. Morning, neighbors. And stay the hell out of my garden if you don’t want your hides full of bird shot.

At the bottom of the hill I came out of the tunnel of trees where the culvert leads the runoff under the road and between two big eucalyptus trees. At one stride I passed from chill to warmth. The sun flowed over me, the grass brightened, the goose pimples smoothed out on my arms, my low spirits briefly rose. California February, as new and green and sodden as a fern basket dipped in a pond. Hoc erat in votis, Horace said. This used to be among my prayers: a bit of land not too large, which would contain a garden and near the house an ever-flowing spring, and beyond that a wood lot.

Exactly. What we came for, what we have. I should be as placid in my mind as those two deer ruminating my shrubbery up on the hill. For a while I was, at times I still am. At the moment, in the generative sun, I felt practically no pain. O brave new world, that hath such Februaries in it.

Or Febuaries, as Cronkite and half his tribe would say.

I walked on past the Hammond cottage, which I will never get over thinking of as the Catlin place, though Marian died and John and Debby moved away four years ago. People we loved; there are too few of them. The very sight of their house darkened the day again for me.

Nobody home, as usual. Mrs. Hammond sells real estate, the girls are in school, and old Hammond is off in Baluchistan or somewhere training gendarmerie for the Iraqi government, exporting American know-how to help put down the Kurds—the valiant  Kurds, as I remember them from “Sohrab and Rustum,” the Kurds who are demandeen self-government, as I hear from Cronkite.

Damnation. Instantly irritable, I compose a letter to the press instructing news commentators that those who use the language publicly and professionally should be advised that there are two r’s in February, that ing is not pronounced een, and that verbs enjoy other possibilities than the present participle. The White House announceen today that it has called a meeteen of business leaders for early Febuary. Just saying it to myself, like the old pantaloon I am getting to be, brought my blood pressure up to about 250/200, and when I found that the mailbox was empty, that the postman was late again, I announced a loud God damn to the startled creekside and sat down to wait on a pile of timbers that was once a bridge until I replaced it with a culvert. My internal grumblings went on, the way a high-compression engine running on low-octane gas will go on galloping and coughing and smoking after the ignition is shut off.

It’s a bad sign, I know it. Ruth tells me at least once a day that old people, or people getting old, tend to disengage, back away, turn inward, listen only to themselves, and get self-righteous and censorious. And they mustn’t. (I mustn’t.) She hates to drive anywhere with me because I am inclined to cuss out drivers who don’t please me. What good does it do? she cries. They can’t hear you. All you do is upset me. It lets off steam, failing which I  might explode, I tell her. What are you doing now but exploding? she asks.

Right, absolutely right. Faultfinding doesn’t let off pressure, it only builds it up. It is only one of many processes, none of which I like and most of which I can’t seem to help: the decreasing ability to stand heat or cold, something to do with the expansion and contraction of the capillaries. The slowing down of the mitotic rate in body cells, with resultant deterioration and lessening of function. The accumulation of plaque in the artery walls and of calcium spurs in the joints and of uric acid, sugar, and other undesirable chemicals in the blood and urine. Inescapable, irreversible, hateful.

Like last week, when the dentist told me that the molar he has been trying to save by root canal work will have to go. I can read the future in that direction without cards or tea leaves. First a bridge, if he can find anything to hitch it to. Then a partial plate. Finally a complete cleaning out of old snags in preparation for false teeth, on television called dentures. There will be a morning when I look in the minor and see an old sunken-cheeked stranger with scared eyes and a mouth like a sea urchin’s.

I can stand it, and I really ought to try not to let it and other things make me crabby. But I damn well don’t look forward to it, and I don’t like any of the signs that the cookie has already started to crumble. The other day at the museum the young thing at the gate took one look at me and said brightly, “Senior citizen, sir?” and passed me out half-price tickets. That shook even Ruth. The way I felt, half price was an overcharge.

 

I had been sitting on the old timbers for about ten minutes when Ben Alexander drove in from the county road in his convertible. His top was down, his hair was tangled, and he had Edith Patterson in the seat beside him, looking like a raccoon in her wraparound Hollywood shades. It was all so young and gay and California that I had to laugh. Ben is the very chief of the tribe that makes old age out to be a time of liberation. He is writing a book about it.

He stopped beside me and ran down the window and sat looking at me with his hands on the wheel. Until he finally retired a couple of years ago he used to be my doctor, and he can still make me feel as if I am sitting there on the table, ridiculous in my shorts, waiting for the rubber hammer under the kneecaps and the steel handle against the soles of the feet, and the finger up under the scrotum (cough), and the rubber glove up the ass trespassing on my most secret prostate. (How’s the urine? Good stream? Have to get up in the night?) He is a man I admire and trust, one of the godlike ones who direct lives, their own and others’. Maybe that is what keeps me from ever quite relaxing around him, for I am one of those to whom life happens. Maybe I disbelieve his pollyanna doctrines about old age. Or maybe it is only the doctor-patient relationship that makes me slightly uneasy. It is hard to be relaxed around a man who at any moment might examine your prostate.

His gray medical eyes were noting the condition of my eyeballs, my paunch, the stiffness with which I stood up, for all I know the spots on my lungs and liver. “Resting, roosting, or nesting?” he said. Edith, with her curved, reflecting blackout windows turned toward me, made a little smile.

“Brooding,” I said, and rose and dusted off my pants. “Molting. Hello, Edith. Don’t you know a girl can be compromised, running around in a convertible with this old rooster?”

Which was plausible enough to be not so plainly spoken. Ben being Ben, you always wonder when you see a woman with him. His wife, who was wonderful and whom he adored, died several years ago. Ben is seventy-nine, he has sons over fifty and grandsons who have voted in the last two presidential elections, he wears a hearing aid when he wants to hear from the right side, a pacemaker is implanted under the skin of his chest, and his left hip joint is aluminum, newly installed. Nevertheless, with vitality like his, you never know.

As for Edith, she is always a little cool and aloof and amused. Not unattractive—she is as attractive a sixty-year-old as you ever saw. Her air of faintly mocking imperturbability has a remembrance of Dietrich sultriness about it, and though I never saw anything even slightly askew between her and Tom Patterson, an architect whose name is as well known in Karachi and Tel Aviv as in his home town, and who has had two operations for cancer of the tongue, that didn’t prove anything either. One of the few wise sayings I am sometimes tempted to pass on to breathless posterity is that anything is possible at any time.

“They fight for the privilege,” Ben said. “What are you doing,  waiting for the mailman?”

“What else do you do for the damned mailman, except give him five dollars at Christmas?”

“Ruth home?”

“Yes.”

“Edith wants to see her a minute. Edith, why don’t you take the car and go on up? Ill sit down here and console Joe.”

Edith, who had been looking off down the creek, turned her black windows again. The molded mouth and nose and cheeks below them were expressionless. She nodded, and as Ben got out, helping himself with a cane, she slid over, put the car in gear, quirked her mouth in the slightest of smiles, and drove on. Ben stood with his cane planted and both hands stacked on it and looked down on me from his stooped six feet five.

“I wanted to ask but didn’t quite dare,” I said. “How’s Tom?”

“He’s a dead man. I’ve just been down at the clinic with Edith while she heard it from Arthur.”

“Oh, Christ I thought she was being pretty silent.”

“She’s all right You know what she wants to see Ruth about?”

“What?”

“To tell her she can’t play the piano for the shut-ins for a while. Wants to arrange for someone else.”

I thought about how much my mind would be on those shut-ins if I’d just got Edith’s news. “That’s touching,” I said. “Does Tom know?”

“He’s known for a week. I talked with him.” The gray corkscrews of hair stood up on his head. The breath he breathed down on me was loud and sour. “We both thought it was better  she should hear it from his doctor. Tom couldn’t quite tell her. That’s a very close marriage.”

“I guess,” I said. “They’re always so composed about everything you get to thinking of them as unflappable.”

A little gust of wind came up the valley, the roadside darkened under a swift cloud shadow. I rubbed my goose-pimpled arms. “Well, damn everything,” I said. “Damn the clouds. Damn the dawdling mailman. Damn the collective carcinogens. How do doctors stand being always cheek by jowl with the grim reaper?”

“Death?” Ben said, surprised. “Death isn’t that much of a problem. It’s as natural as living, and just as easy, once you’ve accepted it. I’ve been dead twice myself. Both times when they hooked up my pacemaker I died on them, and they revived me.”

“Well, at least your book on old age has a logical ending.”

I must have sounded bitter, because he fixed his old medical eyes on me again. “I haven’t seen you around much lately. What’ve you been doing?”

“Tending my garden.”

“You ought to wear a sweater in this kind of weather. Been having any more pain?”

“Who told you I’d been having any pain?”

“Your doctor,” Ben said. “To whom I referred you. I looked at your last tests. Jim thought he might have depressed you with that diagnosis of rheumatoid arthritis. Did he?”

“Depressed me? No. I didn’t exactly cheer, but I wouldn’t say I’m depressed.”

“What’s he giving you?”

“Allopurinol for the uric acid, indocin for the pain, synthroid for general metabolic reasons, oronase for the blood sugar, something else for the cholesterol, I forget its name. I just take the handful of pills Ruth hands me.”

“I forget, have you got a heart history?”

“Myocarditis once, years ago. Or pericarditis, endocarditis, nobody ever quite labeled it. I got these chest pains, and the electrocardiograph went crazy, and I dropped about twenty pounds. They kept me in bed and it went away after a while.”

It was just like his office. He made me feel defensive, standing there planted on his cane and scowling at me. He grunted and wheezed, and again I smelled his sour breath. It annoyed me to have this giant ruin acting as if he was immune and immortal, and probing around in my insides, when he was ten years closer to the edge than I was. Sure enough, he undertook to reassure me.

“That’s one thing that suggests rheumatoid to Jim, that myocarditis,” he said. “It’s associated with rheumatoid the way rheumatic fever’s related to coronary disease. But I don’t necessarily believe he’s right. Lemme see your hands.” He examined the knuckles of the hand I held out, then ordered up and examined the other. He did not say what the inspection told him. “Even if he should be right,” he said, “you’re not to worry yourself into a wheel chair.”

“I’m not worrying.”

Wheezy and loud, his voice rode over mine. We stood in the green angle of the roadways, with the creek rustling in its deep channel, as if we were engaged in a quarrel that we didn’t quite want to make plain. “Diseases don’t live up to their full potential any oftener than people do,” he said. “You’ve got at most one chance in five it will really cripple you. You get plenty of exercise?”

“We walk, I work in the yard.”

“Good. You’re in good shape. You’ll make it into the eighties.”

“Why, thanks, Doctor,” I said. “I appreciate the offer.”

That old reptilian eye again, a snort through the long nose. “You know what you’ve got? You’ve got a bad case of the sixties. The sixties are the age of anxiety. You feel yourself on the brink of old age, and you fret. Once you pass your seventieth birthday that all clears away. You’re like a man with an old car and no place in particular to go. You drive it where you want to, and every day it keeps on running is a gift. If you avoid the killer diseases and keep the degenerative ones under control with a sensible diet and regular exercise and whatever chemotherapy you need to stay in balance, you can live nearly forever. Strictly speaking, there  doesn’t seem to be any such thing as old age. You can keep chicken tissues alive indefinitely in a nutrient broth.”

“You know, it’s a funny thing,” I said, “I never had the slightest desire to live in a nutrient broth.”

I exasperated him. “You’re bored with your garden. If I’d been there when God set Adam and Eve in that perfect place I’d have given them about four months. They’d have lasted longer in Las Vegas. Who do you see? Who are your friends, besides the ones I know?”

“Have you been talking to Ruth?”

“No. Should I?”

“No. But she has this notion you do, that I need more people around. I never have needed many people around. I always had more than I wanted. A few friends are enough. There are lots of perfectly pleasant people whom I like, but if I don’t see them I don’t miss them. What kept me in New York was work, not people. When the work ended, most of the people ended, all but the handful that meant something. Maybe that’s alarming, but that’s the way I am.”

“All right,” Ben said. “Some are. You don’t have to start going to Arthur Murray. But I’m not kidding, old age is too God damned often self-inflicted. You don’t want to turn into a hermit saving string and bottle tops and running the neighbor kids out of your yard. Come out more. Come to lunch with me.”

“Sure, any time.”

“I’ll call you. And for God’s sake don’t go thinking yourself into any God damned wheel chair!” He reversed his cane and thumped me for emphasis on the breastbone and almost knocked me down.

“What the hell is that, a shillelagh?”

“Haven’t I shown you that?” He held it up. To the shaft, which looked like cherry wood, had been fastened this big bone, obviously the ball of the ball and socket joint of some large animal. The knob was the size of a handball, with a frill of bone around its base and a two-inch shank of bone projecting from that and bound to the wood with a wide silver band. As the finial of  the polished, elegant stick of wood the handle was grotesque, the sort of thing any self-respecting dog would bury and never go back to.

“That’s my hip joint,” Ben said. “When I broke my hip, and they had me in the operating room, the last thing I said to the surgeon was, ‘Doctor, save me that joint, I want it’ I’d walked on it for seventy-nine years and I damn well wanted to go on walking on it”

By then I was laughing and holding my nose and pushing away the cane that he held up in my face. The thing looked as if it might smell. “Couldn’t you at least have left it out in the sun to bleach?” I said. “That’s an awful brown untoothsome-looking bone.”

“That’s a sound bone. When I saw it I was proud, by God. Look at it. No spurs, no decalcification, no nothing. Except for that fall, it would have lasted me a lifetime.”

The white convertible eased into sight around the corner of the hill by Hammonds’. “Here comes Edith,” I said. “Do I act as if I know?”

He considered only a second. “I wouldn’t. If it was me, I wouldn’t hide it But she’s like you, she’d rather go off by herself and grit her teeth.”

She pulled up, impassive behind the glasses, her flat cheeks looking deceptively young, her mouth fixed in the usual expression of remote and forgiving amusement. Ben opened the door, she slid over, he got in and threw the cane into the back seat “Think about it,” he said. “I’ll call you for lunch one of these days.” They lifted their hands and drove off, and I sat down again on the bridge timbers.

I don’t respond gladly when other people show a willingness to direct my life, routines, or feelings. Ben has a way of making me feel about fifteen years old, an age that appeals to me even less than sixty-nine. He never doubted himself in his life. He is one of those people, insufferable when you think about them, who have always been able to do exactly what they set out to do. The son of a China missionary, he came to California without a dollar, determined to become a doctor. He became one, a very good one, some people think a great one. Even yet, when he has all but quit practicing, people come from a long way off to be treated by him. He has doctored everybody from Admiral Nimitz to Angela Davis, he has more celebrities in his files than I have, and on more intimate terms. I have only read their manuscripts and taken them to lunch and prepared their contracts and advanced them money and bailed them out of difficulties. He has examined their prostates, or the equivalent.

Wanting money, he made it, made two or three million dollars. And give him credit, he practices what he preaches. When he built his big house in six hundred acres of foothills he didn’t retire, he pulled the world out to him. It is about as secluded as Vandenberg Air Force Base. Two or three nights a week his Chinese couple serve dinner to twenty or so people, the kind of people who have been everywhere and done everything. From his little vineyard Ben makes every year a thousand bottles of extraordinary Cabernet Sauvignon. He is a director in a half dozen Peninsula electronics firms, he has served on a half dozen presidential commissions, he owns vineyards in Sonoma and ranches in Mendocino County, and he collects things—friends, books, money, limericks, dirty stories—the way an air filter collects lint.

Also, I was thinking as I sat on my splintery 8×8 beam, he is one of the few men I know thoughtful enough to go down with Edith Patterson while she received her husband’s death sentence, or take a few minutes to read the lab tests of Joe Allston, a crybaby former patient, and make a special trip out to calm his mind.

Grit my teeth, did I? The hell I did. I complained by withdrawal and irritability and silence. Ten minutes with Ben Alexander and I was resolving to quit being a sissy about growing old.

Eventually the mailman’s red, white, and blue truck came in, and the mailman, as cheerful as if he had been on time, handed me out a little bundle. Most of the letters, as usual, were addressed to Boxholder or Resident. Those that were not seemed  to be appeals. That is another symptom of retirementitis, the way the mail decreases in amount and significance. I put the bundle in my right-hand pocket and walked back up the lane, reading as I walked, and transferring the read items to the pocket on the other side.
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