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HEATHER TOSTESON

LIVING OUR BLESSINGS:
AGING, MORTALITY ¢ GRATITUDE

Age is a strange place—filled with abundance and scarcity, more
fixed and more fluid than we imagined before we arrived there. Our
bodies teach us it is now or never. We have passed our apogee and the arc
of our life bends relentlessly earthward. No two ways about it. Physically
we 're just not up to what we could do for half a century or more.

But our hearts won't stop growing, expﬂnding, revising, and
revisioning—and we have to do something that acknowledges that as well.
Here the surprising questions are often positive. All that angst, was it really
necessary? All that will and drive—did it steer us in the right direction or
did it narrow our focus unnecessarily?

Has the love, the good, both momentous and minute, we have
experienced in our lives gone fully recognized, born fruit, multiplied? If
not, was it because we just didn't trust our "more” with our full weight
because it was a gift freely given—ours to accept or refuse but not to
originate? There is a keenness and drive to our need to get life "right.”

Savoring can become a call, a necessary rebalancing of the scales.
One of the simplest ways to do so is just to open to the mystery of the
mundane and our own participation in it. It is often so simple it shocks
us: The way, after twenty-five or fifty years together, we still can't finish
our partner’s sentences or they ours, how we remain such an intriguing
surprise to each other. The way we can so vividly recall a decisive, perhaps
anguished, moment in our childhood or middle age and see it fall into
place in an entirely new, more beneficent, story. The way a minute on the
porch listening to the cascade of cicadas can feel like a baptism.

I wrote this anthology call last summer soon after I had been diagnosed at

the end of June with a rare, incurable cancer of the lung lining, mesothelioma.
The diagnosis still felt improbable—there is absolutely no history of cancer in
my entire family for three generations—and irrefutable. "Six months survival
without treatment—two years, at best, with it," the Brazilian-born oncologist
had said with a bluntness unsoftened by her elegant dress, her equally elegant

offices in a downtown Atlanta high-rise.
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I think it wasn't until the second chemo infusion that I understood
what kind of commitment I needed to make—to myself, to my beloved
husband, and to the great good mystery of life which includes, indissolubly, a
commitment to the mystery of death as well.

I came home and went to my desk and wrote out what became this call.
It was, first and foremost, an invitation to myself. It wasn't until I finished it
that I realized it was also an invitation for companions on the way.

All our Wising Up Anthologies are grounded in personal experience.
Sending those existential questions out into the world as anthology calls has
been gratifying because each time it makes me realize how common, how
natural, how human, my own questions, quandaries, joys and griefs and rages
and wonder are.

Something significant changes when we understand that so many
experiences can be shared, explored together. A look at the list of our
anthologies shows our recurrent interests in the complexity of family
dynamics, the power of positive emotions, the importance of social inclusion
and cohesion. For us, these twenty-two anthologies are a testament to how
much our understanding is enriched when we invite in other perspectives,
experiences, that are as deeply personal as our own.

A\ 54

We were surprised, once we posted our call, how immediate—and
extensive—the response was. We have never received as many submissions.
Clearly this invitation to myself spoke intimately to others as well.

This year, for Charles and me, has been one of profound sweetness
and grace. We treasure every day we have together—and the many activities
and interests we share. A very important one of those shared interests is the
co-editing of these anthologies. We spent January in Chile and Argentina
revisiting cherished places—and also spending a great deal of time on our
rooftop in Valparaiso and our living room in Buenos Aires reading and
selecting from the extensive number of submissions we had received.

Charles and I were surprised—as we always are when we select for our
anthologies—by how similar our responses, especially given the differences
in our temperaments. We teared at the same pieces, felt encouraged,
companioned, mentored by others. As I, later, organized the anthology, I
kept our reading experience in mind, hoping to create a sequence that might
speak to others.
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As a writer, what I love about anthologies is the way they jolt us out
of the solipsism that is one of our major occupational hazards. We realize
that our most personal experiences gain traction—and sometimes change
meaning in illuminating ways—when put in relation to those of others. We
hope you will have that experience when you are reading this anthology.

Y

Aging and mortality are inseparable, however we might wish otherwise.
But accepting that allows the meaning of both to transform. We appreciate
more as we age—an appreciation that can move backwards in time and also
expand our present. It is that quality of aging we hear repeatedly in these
selections—that this is a time of redefinition, of treasuring, in a way that
cannot separate loss and frailty and joy and wonder.
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LAURA GRACE WELDON

FIRST LIGHT

First light through the curtains

I find myself simultaneously

four billion years old

and newly made as bread dough.
Pillowcase wrinkles

on my face are spacetime,

my bed aloft on cosmic riptides.
From here I can see every particle
entangled with every other particle.
From here, reality is infinity
expressed in intricate calculations.

I arise wearing my newest disguise,

a 57-year-old wobbly-necked woman
entranced by trees, books, clouds
though I am still

light leaving the first stars

still growing fingers, lips, eyes,

still inventing language,

still trying to evolve.
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KATHIE GIORGIO

PHOENIX

When Lynne turned sixty-one years old, just a month before the New
Year, she decided to go a little nuts. Since she was considered a sensible
person, someone who went to work and got the job done, who paid her bills
on time, who wore what was appropriate and who never went more than five
miles over the speed limit, she figured she was due. At her new age, when she
looked back, it seemed like so much happened to her that should have been
more than a little crazy-making:

*the birth of four children, one gifted, one autistic, one severely
asthmatic and allergy-prone (even though the child was now an adult and out
of the house, Lynn still carried an inhaler and an epi pen in her purse), and
one supposedly as average as could be, though none of them ever felt average
to Lynne;

*a divorce that left her alone with these four kids except for "Here's
all the presents and vacations you could ever hope for!" visits (only for the
kids) from her ex that left those same children hopelessly enamored of their
father while glaring balefully at their sensible mother who considered a trip
to Target a fun weekend activity;

*dates that went nowhere;

*a job that never got worse, but never got better.

All that and more, and now, she wasn't just sixty, she was over sixzy,
which seemed very wrong. So little time was left in front of her. Her kids were
grown, but still went on trips with their father that she could never afford.
There'd been no dates for a couple years.

But there was her job, where she'd been for thirty years. There was her
home, especially her recliner and her television. That was about it. If she was
going to do something unusual, extravagant, over-the-top, now was the time.
Over-the-top, when the life she maintained was always level and steady — not
at the top, not at the bottom, but safely in the middle. Over-the-top, now
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JEFF BURT

SHOES, A BUCKET, PENCILS

His thumbs slow, inarticulate, his index inaccurate from tremors,
he tried to type on the cell pad as if grasping a screw, with both thumb
and index finger near the letter. Turning the hover feature on meant that
letters accumulated like the contrail of a jet at high altitude—a trail of
undistinguished marking. He thought he'd rather call than suffer such
embarrassment. But he wouldn't call, his voice more like his heavy thumbs
and shaking fingers, his disposition towards newsy information declined. He
wanted meaning, important conversation from his children, drawn pictures
from his grandchildren that displayed where their hand coordination stood
with the articulation of their eye, what grabbed their imagination. When he
grasped his arm with deliberate force and gradually the force diminished, he
could tell what his body revealed that his hands and voice could not say. He
was not just old. He was withering.

His hand curled as if to make a fist, then stopping midway, tremored.
His index finger, though, stood straight out as if pointing, and tapped on
the desk as if a muted drumstick on the skin. It took all of his attention to
listen to his raspy, worn, slow voice, for his curiosity had been captured by
the hand. Why the straightened index? Why the perpetually curled hand? He
was only in his late sixties, but his voice sounded older, and his hand made it
seem like it was no longer an instrument of utility but an unreliable foe. After
several minutes of continually glancing down, he withdrew his hand from the
desk, but he could hear a slight beat against the weft of his trousers, which
meant he could not control the tremor, could only hide it. Parkinson's, he
whispered, then, softer, dementia.

He had retired because his body had worn out. What could he contribute?
The war and inflation had taken his savings. His hands were gnarled, mind
slow, speech capable only with long pauses. He shuffled his feet. His wife,
much younger, still worked, but with his small government check, without
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LINDA MCCAULEY FREEMAN

RECONCILING

I am not who I was and yet I am.
I am not who I was and yet I can't be

my grandma—thick

glasses, false teeth, gnarled fingers—
my ancient aunts—

turkey neck and rocking chairs—who
pinched my cheeks, declaring

how much older I am.

[ live in the duality of decades.
I recall a conversation with my husband
but can't remember which husband.

On the phone with my best friend
she reminds me that her mother died
at fifty-three. How can we be

so much older?

We gab for three hours,

like when we were sixteen

and my father would ask

what in the world

we could talk about for so long.

When I hang up, my husband asks
the same thing.
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DEBORAH SCHMEDEMANN

ACCRETION

As we plodded through the tunnel and up the lightly lit hill, along the
winding path toward the fabled Hollywood Bowl, it dawned on us: we heard
no music, people chattering, yes, but no music. Had our plan, hatched over
an hour-long, three-way call in Minnesota weeks earlier, actually worked? As
we found our seats on the wooden benches among 18,000 other music fans
from our generation, we whooped a little. With the help of a Lyft driver, we
had indeed managed to leave the football game between the University of
Minnesota and UCLA at the Rose Bowl in Pasadena at half-time and arrived
at the Hollywood Bowl between the opening act and the main event. A
woman a few rows back snapped our photo just before the drum roll started.

On the jumbotron, Eric Clapton appeared many times larger than life.
He wore a blue baseball cap, blue jeans, a blue sweatshirt, and a poncho in
wide blue and white stripes, an outfit that belied his fame and warmed him
in the cooling night air. He stood still, no dancing or prancing for him. He
said nothing; he spoke through his music—his lyrics, his guitar licks. Our
generation's legendary guitarist.

Wonderful Tonight. After Midnight. Knocking on Heaven's Door. Was it
the music or the wafting marijuana that stirred up my sentimentality?

How did the six of us get started on our elaborate birthday celebrations?
Alice and I gave Rose a monthly "hunk movie" club for her thirtieth birthday,
coming up on forty years now. This club morphed into years of monthly
dinners of pizza, carrots, apples, and birthday cake, followed by the women
going out to a movie while the men watched our six daughters, born in 1982-
1987. But who started the tradition of the elaborate decade birthday event?
I couldn't recall, but I toggled through some of them: indoor rock-climbing,
pottery-making, a city-wide scavenger hunt, an AKC dog show, sky-diving,
extreme sandbox (operating construction equipment), an escape room, a spy-
themed weekend to Chicago. And now this trip halfway across the country to
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GAIL VALLANCE BARRINGTON

JACK'S PLACE

A strange blue object floats in front of Jack's left eye, about to gouge it
out. He rears back. Then the clouds of anesthetic part enough to see that it's
only a pen. It's held by his son, Marvin, who's jabbing it at him.

"Dad, sign here." Marvin thrusts a sheaf of papers in his face. "We're
going to sell your house and find a comfortable place for you to live."

"Leave them," he rasps, his throat unaccountably dry.

"But Dad, I need to get them to the lawyer right now. I'm leaving
tomorrow." His voice echoes through the darkened room, accusation loud
above the humming monitors.

"Leave them," his father says, closing his eyes. Marvin eventually realizes
that this conversation is not going to happen and slopes off. Jack tries to
settle, but two unyielding pulleys and a full-length cast hold him captive.

At the best of times, with his pendulous ears and darkly fringed eyes,
Jack is not a handsome man. But when his ready grin spreads across his face,
it's like the sun has emerged. Today, after major surgery, there is no sun. He
looks like he's lost a fight with a wrecking ball.

The medication is wearing off. Pain shoots through his leg.

Two bones shattered. Screws in my foot and ankle. My own fault. Good
thing it wasn't my hip.

After being a dentist for forty years, he turns his practice over to his son.
Disregarding his hard work and sacrifice, Marvin doesn't even say thank you.
As soon as he walks in, he hires a former classmate as junior partner. She does
most of the work.

s she sweet on him? No one else would tolerate his tantrums.

Marvin wants to move the clinic to a more upscale location, but that
costs money. He's always on the brink of poverty if you can believe him.
Jack's assets will be his one day, but sooner is much better than later.

He wants to put me somewhere comfortable.’ A nursing home I bet.
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LOUIS FABER

AS I GROW OLDER

I count the days I have lived
preferring larger numbers.
I wear gray socks with a blue suit
and feign forgetfulness.
I can be cranky or downright obstinate
and no one expects otherwise.
I can secretly glance at young women
and imagine acts of passion
and momentary love, secure
I can no longer perform them.
I can sit in a hotel room and watch
India and Sri Lanka
play an unending match of cricket.
I rewrite my life and recall it
as | wished it were.
I imagine just how much I will save
with a Senior Citizen's discount.
I board airplanes on the first call
needing a little more time.
I will tell you, if you ask politely,
of all my former lovers,
real and imagined,
of the many places
where I lost my virginity.
I freely dispense my wisdom to all
who happen by, some
who actually listen
assuming I know
something of importance.
I count the hairs in the shower each morning
and also those that remain.

107
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NANCY KING

LOST AND FOUND

In April 2023, two months shy of my eighty-seventh birthday, I called
a friend to tell her where I planned to hike and then drove to the trailhead.
Hiking alone does not please my friends, To assuage their worries, I tell
someone where I'm going and check in after I return home. This began
during the Pandemic when hiking groups disbanded. My only choices were
to hike alone or not hike. I decided to keep hiking. With almost no one to
hike with I usually hiked by myself. In the process I discovered I liked hiking
solo, with only the sounds and smells of nature to keep me company.

One of the advantages of hiking alone is that I often have pleasant, brief
conversations with hikers I meet on the trail. Occasionally I'm able to help
someone find a trail, or to give them encouragement when they're struggling
up a steep incline, plagued by doubt or injury. One time I met a young
family. The man was carrying a baby, the wife held the hand of a young boy,
maybe four-years-old. "What a good hiker you are," I said to him.

"My socks won't stay up,” he said.

"Well," I told him, "mine don't stay up either, and this is what I do." I
showed him how I roll my socks to keep them up.

"That's a good idea," he said solemnly. He looked at my socks as he and
his mother adjusted his. I wished them a good hike and left, my spirits lifted,
still smiling at his initial response.

About a week later, on a lovely spring morning I started up a familiar trail
still covered in snow. I slowly made my way up the steep climb, clambering
over dead trees, looking for footsteps to guide me, pausing to figure out where
the trail was, occasionally stopping to catch my breath. Overcoming all the
small obstacles, I reached the top, we call the knoll, and I sat on a downed
tree, enjoying the blue skies and warming sun as I drank, ate part of a protein
bar, and munched on chocolate.

Feeling rested, I started down. I'd only gone a little bit when I realized
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BRIAN DALDORPH

READING HAMLET BESIDE MY SLEEPING FATHER

I'm sitting with my father in the lounge of my parents' house, and our
disjointed conversation is over. He's sitting upright in his favorite chair doing
what he does most of the time now, sleeping, his head leaning down, chin on
his chest.

I'm reading Hamlet. Well, not so much reading it, more like I'm flicking
through it looking for key passages which I remember, though not exactly, so
I need to check on the actual words. I want to find that quote where Hamlet,
I think, says, "Here is a great mind overthrown," because that's how it is
with my dad now, his great mind pretty much overthrown by the ravages of
Alzheimer's.

It's strange to talk to him these days. He still has the same tone of
expression he's always had and the same cadences to his sentences, it's just
that his words are no longer the meticulous picks of a man who always used
words carefully and often quite humorously. Now his words seem to be quite
random and often incomprehensible. Horatio says to Hamlet, "These are but
wild and whirling words, my Lord."

Maybe I, like Hamlet, think about death too much. Maybe I've always
been too willing to jump down into the open grave, grab Yorick's skull from
the dirt and philosophize on dark matters, but I have thought for years about
what I'll say at my father's funeral, and not surprisingly I was drawn to Hamlet
to find a suitable quotation, that masterful study of the relationship between
fathers and sons, Hamlet and Claudius (OK, he's stepfather), Laertes and
Polonius.

Look, my dad was not always a great dad, by any measure, and when
I think of him I keep thinking of Hamlet saying about his father, "He was
a man, take him for all in all. I shall not look upon his like again." As he
shuffles closer to the graveyard in his old shoes—one loose sandal on one
foot, an unlaced leather shoe on the other—I think those lines catch him as
well as anything else I've ever read.

My father didn't think I could make a living with my words, words,
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TERRI ELDERS

GETTING IT

When you arise in the morning, think of what a precious privilege it is to
be alive - to breathe, to think, to enjoy, to love". —Marcus Aurelius

I stumbled into the bathroom, pain radiating down the back of my legs.
I'd forgotten to take my bedtime pill last night, and I mentally kicked myself
for my forgetfulness again.

I was nearly paralyzed with fear that between my progressive severe
lumbar stenosis and my less than razor-sharp memory, soon I'd no longer
even want to get out of bed in the morning. Why do I have to take these pills
Sour times a day, 1 grumbled.

While I showered, I reviewed what I had to do that day. I had to do the
laundry, mop the kitchen and bathroom, take the trash down four flights in
the elevator, bagged precariously atop my rollator walker and to the bin. I
sighed and blinked back a tear.

Ob, well, I better get started, 1 said to myself, throwing on my clothes. /
have to get all this done before I run out of energy.

By afternoon, I'd finished my chores, so sat down at my computer to sift
through my daily email. I noticed something on Quora that mentioned an
old reframing technique: instead of saying "I have to," say "I get to."

Wow, I thought. Maybe I could try that. This could be my New Year's
Resolution!

So, I accepted the challenge. I began to think of my daily "to do" list as
my daily "get to do" list. I began to realize what a blessing it was that taking
my medicine four times each day was what helped me avoid spine surgery
that would have left me unable to bend over or dress and shower by myself.

I began to realize how lucky I was to be able to maneuver around with
my rollator/walker, instead of being confined to sitting in a wheelchair. I
remembered that I'd recently passed my driver's license exam, so I still could
drive to a nearby grocery store to shop. And thank goodness I still got to cook
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JON FAIN

INDIVISIBLE

In a waiting room, some are alone with their thoughts. Others are with
a spouse, friend, or their adult children. Nurses or medical assistants call
names, best-guessing the hard ones. The TV's on. Some watch it; others read,
but most are on their phone.

Some people watch us. My wife uses a power chair with head and neck
support, and a chin control that she can use, but not in tight spaces. When
we go on appointments, I run the chair to bring her into the waiting room.
Give her water. Crack jokes. She's beautiful all the time, but especially when
she smiles.

When people stare at her, wondering what's wrong maybe, or maybe
glad it's not them, I watch them watch. In those moments, while others focus
their whole attention on her, I'm invisible.

I wasn't with her, decades ago, on the appointment when she found out
what was causing her to walk unsteadily. She got the diagnosis, and called me
at work. I said we'd get through it—hoped saying it would convince my own
legs to stop shaking.

MS symptoms come and go, leaving deficits, increasing disability. In
spite of this, she forged a noteworthy career in city planning. After working
on staff for various towns and cities around New England, she got a job
teaching at MIT part-time and leveraged her contacts and good reputation to
work as a consultant for communities, citizen groups, and even the occasional
developer.

Throughout this time, she faced and overcame the "new normals" of
her condition. She went from using a cane to a scooter. She could run it
with her remaining good hand, but when she had medical appointments, I
came along, to transfer her to exam tables, help decide what to do next, be
there when the next new thing was injected to relieve symptoms or stop the
"progress” of the disease.
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MARILYN ZAGHA-KEESHAN

Q-TIPS

I'm so tired of cancer. It's been five years and still counting. I expected
to be treated, cured and to go back to life as usual but instead, as my body
fights for wellness, my emotions, mind and spirit whine like a baby, "Woe
is me"—until I got my second steroid shot for the nerve damage in my left
hand due to shingles and learned a valuable lesson that changed the way I
look at my life .

I finished chemotherapy followed by stem cell transplant in October
2020. As stem cell transplant leaves the patient with all new blood, like a
baby, one year after the transplant I had to get all my immunization shots
again. Along with the long list, a couple of other shots were added, including
the two shingles shots, for all that was worth.

About four months later, I began to get a piercing pain in my left hand,
which baffled me and a few days later red blisters started to appear, like polka
dots all up and down my arm and hand. I went to my internist who diagnosed
it as shingles, which baffled me even more! "But how could that be? I got the
shingles shots!"

The treatment included one medication for a week, and was followed by
gabapentin for the nerve damage, which lasted long after the shingles blisters
were gone. Gabapentin made me light-headed; I fell and fractured my left
shoulder. I was a mess, but physical and occupational therapy helped me
regain most of my strength, but my stiff, hard-to-move fingers were still a
problem. The occupational therapist recommended that I see an orthopedic
doctor.

Given the endless amount of time with all that is involved with cancer,
a fractured shoulder, and shingles, I needed something to make it all go away
with a little more speed. The orthopedist was very obliging with the suggestion
that a steroid shot would alleviate the stiffness and increase mobility. I wished
it could also relieve a lot of other maladies, physical and emotional.
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PATTY SOMLO

WHO WOULD HAVE IMAGINED?

I'm the first student to get my legs up, feet pressed against the wall.
Though our sometimes tough, frequently funny instructor hasn't revealed
what this effort is working toward, our hands flat against the floor, feet
climbing the wall, it's becoming clear to me now. This is a step toward the
ultimate goal of executing a handstand.

The nearly all-female class applauds the thirty seconds or so I keep my
legs and feet up. I smile and laugh, unaccustomed, especially at this advanced
age, to being athletically adroit as well as the center of attention. I came to
this yoga class a year ago, hoping the practice would ease the thick dark grief
I was experiencing following the death of my husband Richard. In moments
such as this one, with my legs inverted and arms helping hold me up, I get an
inkling that I'm gaining more from this practice than I realized before.

Grief from the loss of my spouse is unlike any emotion I've ever felt.
I can never predict when it will hit and toss me smack into the center of a
storm. Grieving's a full-body experience, so profound I sometimes feel as if
my cells are splitting apart.

The death of my spouse, the love of my life, has felt like losing a huge
chunk of my heart. How, I asked myself many times before first coming to
this yoga class, could I possibly heal such a loss?

I was introduced to yoga decades ago, by a friend with whom I shared
a small apartment in Washington, D.C. Thinking of John as I write this, I
can still picture him, long legs high above his head, balanced in a perfect
handstand, inches from the living room wall.

Years later, I gravitated to yoga classes, to learn more, and began to
see that the practice often acted as a natural mood medication for me. Yoga
gently tempted my thoughts away from frequent brooding or worrying about
a catastrophe that would likely never strike. Listening carefully to the yoga
instructor, I would slip into a pose, sometimes awkwardly, then pay attention
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BETH THOMPSON

MY MOTHER WANTS A DOG

"I want a dog," my mother says.

I adore my mother and she wants a dog. The only problem is she is
ninety-five and lives in a retirement community. She is in Independent Living,
but she is not independent. Sometimes she cruises around the complex in her
see-through nightgown. Sometimes she knocks on doors in the middle of the
night. Once we found mud on her walker. Somehow, she had cruised all the
way outside and returned.

She cannot be left alone for a minute. Her caregiver, Cindy, left me a
message while I was teaching and said, "Your mother is crying for a dog."
Although I warn my students that I will take their phones if I see them in
class, I excuse myself. I move quickly because Mother's caregivers want to give
her what she wants. Once Cindy texted me that mother wanted an iPad. I
was driving and sensibly waited until I stopped to respond with a resounding
No! I opened my phone too late to see a picture of Mother cradling her new
device like a baby.

Mother cannot have a dog. We are already on thin ice at Edgemere. The
other residents forget what my mother was like when she moved in ten years
ago. The trim, well-dressed Dallas lady driving her own lilac-colored car. The
famous book reviewer leading discussions of poetry. They do not want to
eat in the elegant dining room with a woman who picks up a steak with her
fingers and looks at it as if to ask, What are you?

I can just hear the calls when the dog begins to bark. I know just which
woman will complain first. The caregivers say, "We will care for the dog." But
where will they walk the dog? They cannot take Mother with them and while
they are gone with the dog, she may bolt out the door, half-naked, and run
down the hall calling for the little dog that she now loves more than anything.

My mother is a strong Texas woman, but she has never worn cowboy
boots, spoken loudly, or used profanity. When my sons were little, they did
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They have an inescapable ache
knowing I woke to them
so late, yet opened

to them so completely,
immediately, as if

my whole being
unbeknownst to me

has been readying me
for all the awe—

the way it flows

in both directions.
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GABRIELLA BRAND

PASSING THE WILDEBEEST

As I grow older, I find myself following hearses. I put the little "Funeral”
sign on the windshield and drive through red lights to the cemetery. I get used
to filling out a Mass card or burning incense or listening to someone reciting
Kaddish. I wear the same black coat in the winter, the same black dress in the
summer. | throw dirt onto graves or scatter ashes at sea. I know the routines,
even when the customs are not my own.

I even derive comfort in the ceremonies, as one is supposed to do. If the
officiant is a mensch, or the priest really knew our friend, personally, and speaks
poignantly of her, I often find the departure ceremony blessedly cathartic.
The rituals and the words allow me to grieve in collectivity, to contemplate
my own death, and to re-connect to previous losses. Sometimes a well-run
"celebration of life" will have the same effect. Half funeral/half party, these
hybrid affairs can touch our very core. I enjoy the funny stories, the slide
shows, the videos, the favorite songs, the grandchildren running around
handing out potted plants, and the good food. There's a sense of excitement,
almost an exhilaration. Life feels like a beautiful, gossamer thread.

After all these events, I go home to my little life, bereft or uplifted,
sobered or wistful. I nurse another hollow in my heart, I delete another phone
number from my contacts list. But I return to myself with the knowledge that
I'm still here and I'm still kicking, or if not kicking, I'm putting one foot in
front of the other.

Saying goodbye, while painful, is not the real problem. What's a lot
harder is saying hello. Saying hello means opening my arms to other human
beings even though I know, a priori, that one of us will attend the other's
funeral.

Sometimes I just don't want to bother. Sometimes I find myself saying,
"What's the point?" Friendship and love always end, and it hurts too much.

I open up an old photo album (the kind we all had before we kept
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MARY-FRANCES SCHNEIDER

THE LIFE OF CHIVES

Chives don't die—at least mine don't. They come back every year. I
count on them—first up in spring. Seventeen years ago, I planted one teeny
pot. This year, I rock on the porch, tea in hand, noticing chives have claimed
a fourth of my garden. Today, I gaze at a green and lavender sea of bobbing
purple balls.

Chives keep coming back—loyal, delicious, and oddly gorgeous.

A person can count on chives.

They make omelets scrumptious, spice salads, and savor sauces. I crown
them the most versatile spice of all.

Persistent, no-nonsense, down-to-earth—chives. Perennial, popping up
every spring for years to come. I envy them.

Last year, I still believed I was a perennial, like my husband, sisters,
friends, and everyone I love—all perennials. This year, I envy them because I
know I am not.

My chives will return next spring. I may not be here to greet them.

My friend Janice believes in reincarnation. I don't, but I want to. My
late-stage heart failure, purple nails, purple lips, labored breath, and arduous
steps are qualifiers for a speed course in reincarnation.

As a much younger woman, I endured successful chemotherapy and a
bone marrow transplant for lymphoma. This left a scar on my heart. I lived
peaceably with that scar for decades. A recent bout of COVID rattled the scar
and sent my ventricles whirling, pole-vaulting me into heart failure.

End-stage. Tick tock. I watch the clock. Up against mortality, I've
become an annual. A bloom and go.

Yes, you may ask, "Going where?" Well, Dearest, you must work that
out for yourself. Nobody can tell you, though many try.

Me? I probably won't be an angel, incarnate in clouds, flying around
the Divine—my husband's current best guess. Perennials can think like
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