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			Poems

		

	


	
		
			The Alfalfa Weekend

			Not long ago in Washington a strange event occurred

			(The weatherman was unprepared and couldn’t say a word)

			It seemed from out of nowhere and to everyone’s surprise

			A Breath of Fresh Air wafted down from somewhere in the skies

			The natives all were puzzled but were happy all the same

			Because the fresh air felt so good the instant that it came

			What could it be they wondered that has caused this healthy change

			The Ill Winds had been blowing fiercely, that’s what seemed so strange

			El Niño was considered and dismissed quite out of hand 

			For this wind was something pleasant and particularly grand 

			At last someone among them made a breakthrough on the case 

			It seemed that several Bushes had been seen around the place

			And someone else remembered how the city used to be 

			When George Bush was the president and all was quality 

			It stands to reason they agreed that this fresh air is due 

			To the presence of the Bushes in all sizes (what a crew!)

			The only thing that saddened them about this breath of air 

			Was that it quickly disappears when Bushes aren’t there 

			So to a man they all resolved to calmly hunker down 

			Till the new Bush President came riding into town.

		

	


	
		
			Dear Alice

			My house is like a palace
Thanks to your plants
Which brighten my glance
Whenever I look

			You are so kind
And it serves to remind

			How kind you always are
In fact no brighter star
Is on my horizon

			Love and kisses and Happy Safari!

			Phyllis and Bill

		

	


	
		
			For the Bancrofts

			A divorced man in town that we know
Was a loner for weeks and weeks, so
One day he bethought of his very close friend
She too was divorced, and so in the end

			They were married, and almost ever since then
They’ve traveled and traveled, so it happened that when
You’d want to see them you’d have to fly there
To a barge trip in France, or a ski slope somewhere

			Some houses they bought or built just for fun
Some they discarded, but a principal one
Stands in a beautiful spot all alone
In the town of Nicasio, high up, like a throne

			With a pool and a drop-dead great view everywhere
We’ve seen it, and wow! It’s a treat to go there
Who are these people of whom I now write?
Of course it’s the Bancrofts, on their special night

			The couple that exemplifies best synergy
Pete is the better for the match, and so’s she
So in the company of friends and of kin
I say hats of to you, Now where’ve you been?

		

	


	
		
			To Barbara

			There’s something I would like to know and so would all your peers: 

			How do you manage every day to do what should take years?

			You wrote a book in record time, you make a million talks,

			You sashay round the world the way we normals go on walks

			Still you find the energy to go on special jaunts 

			With grandchildren in tow, to visit children-friendly haunts

			Despite new hips and fewer toes, you barely stop to pause On top of all the rest there is the literacy cause

			Besides, there’s George, and golf to play, and friends to entertain. 

			(Especially when you’re “resting up” in Kennebunkport, Maine.)

			I haven’t even mentioned yet the role of politics

			And sons whose campaigns call upon your charismatic fix

			Regardless of your busy life—and awesome to relate—

			You always answer letters, and your scrapbook’s up to date

			So here’s the question, once again, from me and all your friends 

			We’ve watched and wondered long enough, the group of us contends

			Do you in fact accomplish everything you do alone

			Or is it what we all suspect ... There Is A Barbara Clone??!!!!

		

	


	
		
			Billy

			It seems so silly that you’re still Billy
When you’ve grown up and up
Billy belongs in the nursery
With blocks and a baby’s cup

			Now that you are an about-to-be-grad
From Andover no less
You’ve gained respect from your mom and dad
And your grandparents too, I profess

			With prospects bright for your future
And an entrée to UCLA
It’s enough to float on, for you, sir
At least for a month ... or a day

			Your future has me all excited
There are so many ways you can go
Maybe some day you’ll be knighted
Or star in the Timmerman show

			But whatever you do, cool or silly
Fun or awesome, being noisy or still
Just remember you’re no longer Billy
You’re a grown-up and your name is Bill

		

	


	
		
			Bill’s 80th Birthday

			There are many of us who can’t reconcile
Bill’s Birthday with how great he looks
He’s eighty, you say, and this makes me smile
If he is then that’s one for the books

			Our Bill has a full head of hair on his head
And all of his teeth, I’ve heard tell
He’s not to be found lying sickly in bed
And has all his marbles as well

			He appears to keep up with Bittan every day
And we know she’s his much younger wife
So we wonder if her youth rubs off in a way
That miraculously lengthens his life.

			Whatever it is, we’ll never find out
Exactly why Bill stays so young
I’m betting it’s Bittan, without any doubt
Whose Swedish charms dazzle the sun

			We lift up a glass to offer a toast
To Bill on this memorable day
It may just be time in life’s cycle to boast
To the world that you’re eighty. HOORAY!

		

	


	
		
			To Bill Bowes

			Surely you know our good friend, name of Bowes
A long drink of water from his head to his toes
He leaps into his sport car which is so very small
One isn’t sure if he’ll fit in at all

			His quiet demeanor and serious face
Are not what is in his interior space
He’s droll and he’s funny, he’s thoughtful and wise
And a good friend to everyone not just us guys

			His charity work has gained our respect
He finds a good cause, others tend to neglect
Whether its music or schools or stem cells
Whatever the cause, his guidance excels

			He and his Ute make a wonderful pair
She’s into fishes and loves the fresh air
He’s a VC of the widest renown
Who spreads his largesses all over the town

			We’re all aware it’s a big Birthday for Bill
By now he’s supposed to be over the hill
Maybe it’s due to his much younger wife
That 80 becomes him. He’s still full of life

			We wish for him only the best of the best
The best food, the best wine, the best friends and the rest
May the sun shine on him for the rest of his days
While we all continue to sing out his praise.

		

	


	
		
			The Camera Man... A Toast

			Here’s To Charlie, who is now the man of the hour
We trust that his Birthday goes well
But one little thing has me puzzled indeed
And has for a troublesome spell

			What worries me is, in all of the fuss
Of the biggest of birthdays to date
When people are gathered to wish him good things
And the family all congregate

			Well, what will they do without Charlie to take
The pictures for memories’ sake?
I mean, you can’t expect the man of the hour
To do anything but celebrate

			But who else takes photos with barely a pause
And generously shares them around?
Who’s always on tap with the greatest of shots
From the parties where he’s often found?

			You all know it’s Charlie himself who’s the whiz
There’s no one his equal to date
So I might suggest that you family folk
Call a pow wow before it’s too late

			Hire a pro, or hire two, that should be enough
To do what Charlie does well
Otherwise I fear that Charlie’s big day
Won’t have any show with the tell

			In any case here’s a cheer for dear Charlie from us
He's ever the gentleman who
Looks so good for his age that I be no one knew

			That he's 80 ... he looks almost ... brand new!

			Love and kisses,

			Phyllis and Bill Draper

		

	


	
		
			To Cathie

			Where’s Cathie, her friends are known to say

			Why I think I saw her just the other day

			But now she’s gone, someone else will offer

			To London, where she’s filling England’s coffer?

			Or maybe on a trip with SF Moma

			To parts exotic,( maybe not Tacoma)?

			It’s possible she went with Pilot Pitch

			To look for track meets, given Pitch’s itch

			To go to them wherever they might be

			And who else would go with him...? Only she

			Perhaps we’ve all been missing something here

			There are many times when she will disappear

			Could it be she leads another life

			A captain’s paradise of sorts, (though she’s the wife)

			I’m picturing a golf-free cozy place

			Where not to read all day is a disgrace

			This is all conjecture, understand,

			But tell me, before discounting out of hand

			My theory, Have you seen our Catharine doze

			In many venues, right beneath one’s nose

			It can’t be that tiring being Pitch’s wife

			There must be something else that fills her life

			And makes her weary (quite a lot you know)

			I must conclude there’s one thing that’s for sure

			Whatever Cathie’s doing is a cure

			Or prevention against bad health

		

	


	
		
			To Cathie and Barbara

			Seldom do I go to the same place to dine
Five years to the day, (as you know)
Both times were landmarks, both superfine
The latest one, yours, stole the show

			What could be better than dinner for two
Of the finest of friends, Pitch and Bill
Each one so graciously welcomed the crew
Of their fans—many over the hill

			The dinner you chose was the best it could be
No one left food on his plate
I loved the desserts all aflame on parade
And furthermore they tasted great

			The seating arrangements—a masterful touch
Of genius and just plain hard work
Was said to have pleased all the tables so much
Each one felt given a perk.

			As for the music, it was just the best
You know when it’s really struck gold
When the dance floor is constantly crowded with guests
And most of them eighty years old

			But here’s to the ones who were under that age
They added a lot to the scene
For us looking back at this much younger stage
Were any of us half that serene?

			The singer was stealing the show, we observed
We looked and it turned out to be
None other than Leslie, who rightly deserved
The kudos from all sides (and from me)

			As for the men of this much younger group
Two of them, Martin and Cree
Caused much laughter as each put his dad through the hoops
And their fathers were proud as could be

			Oh it was a happening—make no mistake
’Twas a party not to be missed
I feel awfully sorry for any bad break
That kept some from making The List

		

	


	
		
			To Cathie and Pitch, with love

			There’s no one who doesn’t love Cathie and Pitch
They’re such a remarkable pair
The causes they champion, regardless of which
Are thriving because they both care

			She loves science fiction, she loves lots of books
He’ll fly at the drop of a hat
She favors London, its crannies and nooks
He flies from this country to that

			They took time to bring up their own Gang of Four
Franklin, Leslie and Martin and Reid
When all together, there seem to be more
They’re such a sharp, witty, rare breed

			They have pots of money, as we all are aware
And yet they have changed not one bit
From our days at the steel mill, when cupboards were bare
To being honored tonight ... think of it

			Here’s to Cathie and Pitch, whom we’re proud to know
They deserve all the praise that they get
We’re all grateful for the help they bestow
But I suspect we ain’t seen nothin’ yet

		

	


	
		
			To Ceppie

			Are you eating something magical
That we should know about?
Are you exercising gradual
Or do you go full out?

			Brilliant colors that you love
Are they a sign of youth?
Are gods just gazing from above
Admiring and aloof?

			Whatever makes you oh so young
While all of us keep aging
Tell us your secret, we’re undone
From battles we are waging

			Have pity on us, Ceppie dear
And share your coolest tips
Or else we’ll soon be out of here
While you’re still taking trips.

		

	


	
		
			To the Chef, Trader Joanne

			I don’t know how you did it
But I know you did it right
All the sated guests were squirming
In their clothes, now over-tight

			But with smiles upon their faces
And a smarter, fuller brain
They left. Each one was wishing
That she be asked again

			WITH THANKS AND LOVE
Phyllis

		

		
		

	


	
		
			Current Events Christmas Party 2010

			The sun did not shine, on this December day
But nobody noticed, the day that was grey 
They were all too excited to come to the tea 
A Christmas tea, Current Events style. Whoopee!

			First came the ladies in charge of the food 
With platters all Christmasy to strike the mood 
There were all kinds of cupcakes and cookies galore
Which they artfully set on ten platters or more

			The rest of the group trickled into the house
A little bit later, and still as a mouse
When out on the lawn there arose such a clatter
They sprang from their chairs to see what was the matter

			The sun was not shining still out on the lawn 
And whatever the noise had been, now it was gone 
So they all settled back in their chairs for a while 
To take care of business, in haste, CE style

			Then came the time for the Tea to be served 
Headed for pleasures, not one of them swerved 
But when they arrived at the place it had been
No goodies were there, just the plates they’d been in

			Who stole our Christmas Tea they all asked each other
They turned to the hostess ’cause there was no mother
She said that some grinches had been spotted that day
But she was quite sure that they’d all gone away

			They were up to what Grinches are known to do best
At their worst they are monstrous and at best they’re a pest
Putting all this together, as the wise folk they are
The women were sure that they hadn’t gone far

			They went with a Grinch net out into the grounds
And they searched and they searched till they lost several pounds
As one by one gave up and headed for home.
They talked to each other and wrote this fine poem

			Whoever is able to go to a tea 
And lose several pounds, and return home scot-free
With no sense of guilt over how much you ate
I’d say net some stray Grinches if it’s not too late

		

		
		

	


	
		
			To Dawn

			When you can make eighty with all of your punch
And you look like a mere 55
When you have all your marbles, you eat all your lunch
And you feel very glad you're alive

			When you wake in the morning and plan a good day
Doing all of the things that you like
Though tennis is out, there's still bridge to play
And plenty to do down the pike

			A person like you with all systems running
Is a cinch to reach 100 years
So blow this small birthday away, you'll be gunning
For lots more, of that have no fears

			Happy Birthday and lots of love, Phyllis
(formerly the Other Voice)

		

	


	
		
			To Dot

			We thank you for the fun we had
The many laughs with one and all
The joy of seeing moms and dads
And kids all having such a ball

			Each grandchild looking so grown up
Each great grandchild a treasure
The two great daughters which are yours
Are loving and a pleasure

			The rest of them the in-law types
The Reverend, Rich and others
Are all such fun and such good mates
I'm sure they had good mothers

			We thank you for the chance you gave
To us to share your brood
Today my brain is harking back
To all that fun, in solitude

			Much love to you, the creator of them all.
And thank you thank you thank you, etc. etc.
Phyllis and Bill

		

	


	
		
			Demmon Party

			There were twinkling lights illuminating the outdoor dining room
There were flowers everywhere
Friendly faces, most of them familiar to most of us
Were gathered here and there about the lawn, talking

			Until summoned to dinner, at lovely tables so conveniently located
We all made tracks to find our very own
Ours was number one, in every way
A more congenial group you couldn’t find

			But in fact, it seemed that every table was a magic mix
Plenty of laughter, plenty of talking animatedly
Emanated from each one. Despite devouring every bite
Of delicious food from several outposts, they talked and laughed

			Continuously until it was time to leave
But no one seemed in any hurry to go home

			To leave would break the spell so carefully woven by our host
Made up of love and friendship, It was a tour-de-force in every way

			Thanks and lots of love, Phylsie and Billy

		

	


	
		
			For Dricks

			There’s much to be said about September births
Though I haven’t the time to digress
Just think of the people you know who were born
In September, who are a success

			You Dricks, are up there with some of the best
A leader of causes and such
You run things and play golf and bridge with your pals
The stories you tell are too much

			You bewitch the flowers in some occult way
To make of your garden a show
Your skills as a hostess are burnished by now
To perfection, wherever you go

			And speaking of this, we now have to share
You with all Santa Barbara folk
We know that you’re just as popular there
But we miss you at home here, no joke

			Happy Birthday to one of September’s best yields
We’re happy right now that you’re here
We hope that, wherever you are, starting now
You’ll have a most wonderful year

		

	


	
		
			Here’s a Toast to the Family Stein

			Here’s a toast to the family Stein

			Whose brand new house is simply divine

			The spreading oaks, strategically placed

			In a garden, in which wherever you faced

			You saw lots of beauty, of one kind or another

			Whether of grandchildren with their doting grandmother,

			Or a swimming pool looking very inviting

			Or trays laden with food that we found so exciting

			We gobbled so much, that we made it our dinner

			What more can we say.? The event was a winner!

			THANKS SO MUCH,

			With love, Phyllis and Bill

		

	


	
		
			From the Tables at Rosotti’s

			From the tables at Rosotti’s to the place where Timmy dwelt
To the dear old KA house he knew so well
Sing the brothers all assembled with their beer cans raised on high
As the girlfriends, ever present, cast their spell

			Yes the magic of these girlfriends, some of whom we knew so well
Leslie Torvik, Betsy, Kathy and the rest
Kept him happy in the hot tubs and wherever else he’d go
Then they’d pass and leave him waiting for the best

			He found Melissa, and she was the best by far far far
They have four kids, and all of them drive now, and far, far, far
A gentleman songster Tim wants to be
It’s Riskmaster for an eternity
Lord have mercy on you and me, bah, bah, bah.

		

	


	
		
			To Ginger and Doug

			What’s there to say
With Blanca away
For two hours at the peak time
Creating a glitch
Which might have just switched
Me to a mood far from sublime?

			Our hosts gave us a show
And a nice rosy glow

			Got by charm, mixed with sips of great wine
Saying no fuss at all
Saying let’s have a ball
We’ll be eating at least before nine

			What they did was create
On our overflow plate
A feast that would rival the Pub
At an hour so prompt
The truth is we romped
Home to bed—We’re the 10 O’clock club

			So if you should by chance
Get so much as a glance
From the couple named Ginger and Doug
Try to wangle a date
If you do, don’t be late
It’s great fun (and the wine’s not a jug)

		

	


	
		
			The Great Christmas Party of Current Events

			’Twas the great Christmas party of Current Events
Some members arrived just a little bit tense
From rain showers and shopping for family and friends
But soon we all saw through a rosier lens

			There was Jing with her knitting, smiling away
Catherine, her sewing piled high for the day
And Boots with her needlepoint also was there
Making a cover for some lucky chair

			How familiar and tranquil it looked all around
Not a harried expression or frown to be found
The two Lynns were chatting and laughing together
With Helens Gibson and Grommon discussing the weather

			Cynthia thought about taking a note
While Andrea Hennessey took off her coat
Nancy F. and her good friend Nancy Echemendi
Were wondering idly just when tea would be

			When all of a sudden, Christine, our good leader
Rang the bell gently but no one would heed her
Till Stina and Trudi, being foreign–polite
Told us all to be quiet, it just wasn’t right

			We simmered right down and heard welcome news
Peg’s foreign affairs gang had voted to choose
A poem of Christmas to read one by one
A remnant of childhood, evocative, fun

			Jeanne K. and the others chose wisely and well
Soon Bessie and Lee were enmeshed in their spell
Jogging our memories of Christmases past
Made us all wistful, the time went by fast

			Then what to our wondering eyes should we see
But a table all Christmasy-looking—our tea!
Sandwiches, chocolates, cookies and fruits
Would we ever fit into our new Christmas suits?

			On Amy, on Sarah, on Bessie and Dare
On Phyllises, Rosemary, Get right in there
To the head of the line, to the chocolate treats
(Mary Layne’s already gone for repeats)

			Not to forget the two Anns (one of them with an “e”)
And also Marion Adams and me
We all did our part in enjoying the food
Not to eat it, we thought, would be terribly rude

			We regretted our friend Ginny R. couldn’t come
As for others not there, I feel sorry for ’em
All meetings of Current Events are great fun
But this holiday meeting is quite the best one

			Soon it was time for us all to depart
In leaving, a Christmasy glow filled each heart
And many exclaimed as they drove out of sight
“Merry Christmas to all and to all a good night”

			Merry Christmas to all, from Phyllis D.

		

	


	
		
			A Guy Named Paul

			A guy named Paul that we know
Had too many friends come and go
He brought to a halt such a massive assault
But his many good Pals miss him so

			The condition of Paul as of now
Is much improved, Marsh will avow
With plenty of rest and his care all the best
He’ll likely be checking the Dow

			For such is the man, our Paul Wythes
You can’t keep him down–no one tries
His interests the same, he’ll be back in the game
Which is, his Pals say, NO SURPRISE

			Get well soon Paul. We do miss you.

			xxxx Phyllis

		

	


	
		
			Have You Heard the Latest?

			Have you heard the latest
About the one greatest
Salesman anyone knew

			Diane is her name
And her great claim to fame
Is in finding the dress right for you

			Time after time
She pulls something sublime
Virtually out of the blue

			You become, once again
Impressed, knowing when
There’s a need for the fancy and new

			Diane is there
To say what to wear
And to find just the one for us too

			So imagine my shock
I’m just taking stock
Of my options, but, really, who knew?

			I’ll scramble and poke
But her leaving’s no joke
And she leaves us all wondering “Now who?”

			WE’LL MISS YOU, DIANE!
Love, Phyllis Draper

		

	


	
		
			Have You Heard the News About Robin and Chris?

			Have you heard the news about Robin and Chris
Whoever thought they’d do some thing like this
They’re off to Madrid with the family in tact
And they’re going for ages and ages in fact

			Do they think of their houses and hot tubs and things
Do they consider the social whirl missing its wings
Have they given a thought to their left-behind friends
No! They’re off on a toot, God knows when this gig ends

			We wish them goodbye, Or I should say adios
There’s no substitute for them, not even close
So as much as we wish them a wonderful year
We’d welcome a pledge that they’ll come right back here

		

	


	
		
			Here’s an Ode to Missy Evers

			Here’s an ode to Missy Evers
But how and where to start?
I know that I must not forget
To mention, as a part

			Of her, her interests which vary
From great books to politics
(Not to mention Henry
Who is always in the mix)

			She goes to every lecture
With Henry at her side
No question she loves learning.
A college girl abides

			Inside this super human being
Who today is 85
She’s also full of zip and love
And grand kids give her pride

			A Parachutist to the core
She’s loyal as they come
She reads the books which are assigned
No matter where they’re coming from

			Our Emily has lots to tell
Of how we all should live
With grace and skill and brain involved,
She still has much to give

			So lets all toast our fine old friend
And hope that she’ll go on
To grace us with her presence here
Till 90’s come and gone.

			HAPPY BIRTHDAY, EMILY!

		

	


	
		
			Here’s to the Stitts

			Here’s to the Stitts, whose celebration
Caused the earth to move down under
They’re back again where they belong
Will the earth move here, I wonder

			I think there must be some mistake
About the number fifty
We can tell by just one glance
Though we aren’t all that swifty

			That someone has misunderstood
The time or place or date
(Though I’m set to celebrate
Whether early, middle, late)

			But no way will I support
The anniversary
As fiftieth, when it’s clearly not
They’re far too young, as you can see

			So here’s to Britt and Susan, though
Their math needs some attention
We love them both and here pronounce them
King and queen of unconvention

		

	


	
		
			I’m Expecting the Muse to Alight Very Soon

			I’m expecting the muse to alight very soon
On my shoulder to help me along
For the day is coming when at the full moon
You’ll be humming a grad-like swan song

			And I wanted to tell you how proud we all are
Though we can’t be on tap for the day
You’re graduating from the hardest by far
UCLA? It’s a great a place to play!

			As for your future, however you travel
It’s sure to be fun and who knows
You might be a lawyer with powerful gavel
Or a star on the Timmerman shows

			I can conjecture all day, till I’m blue
But I know I can’t guess the rest
I just know that I’m counting especially on you
To max each day... Give it your best

			And as for the name, isn’t it time to change
Now that you’re older and all?
Billy was good, but now it is strange
On a guy who is so very tall

			I’d like to suggest, humor me, if you will
That it’s time you were making a switch
Tell the troops that you’d like to be known now as Bill
(Say Bill T so they’ll know which is which)

			At UCLA is a good time to start
You’ll be meeting new women galore
Leave Billy behind in the Andover part 
And Bill will be able to score

		

	


	
		
			Jeremy

			How wonderful, as you have reached an age
When thoughts of carrying on the family take hold
That Jeremy should start another page
Of family history, yet to unfold

			I predict the best of lives for him
He’s got the structure family-wise in tact
With Great-Grandpa on the topmost limb
To set the tone for one and all, in fact

			Yes Jeremy’s a lucky boy indeed
He’s landed in a life that’s full of love
All of us, the guests at the Great Feed
Caught waves of it from all of the above

			We thank you for the person that you are
We thank you for the party that you gave
We’re grateful for dear Pam... She is a star!
(Now turning eighty doesn’t seem so grave)

			Lots of Love
Phyllis... and Bill (who shares all these sentiments)

		

	


	
		
			Kirby

			Hats off to Kirby, she’s a favorite of ours
And the friendliest girl that I know
Her smile has a bright and sensational power
To encompass us all in its glow

			She’s not at all awkward with elderly types
There’s no one she doesn’t befriend
But frankly I think when all’s said and done
She’d favor a dog in the end!

			As for her stories, she’s got ’em to burn
Each one is as good as the last
If you need a guffaw, she’ll wait for her turn
Then she’ll build us a yarn from her past

			They say that she’s lived fifty years to the day
Which sounds ever younger to me
In fact I feel a compulsion to say
You ain’t seen it all yet, Kirby

			HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO YOU,
And much love from Phyllis D.

		

	


	
		
			To Larry and Kris

			Here’s to our Larry, and here’s to his Kris
Nobody knew it would go quite like this
Larry’s now known as a superman
Kris is the angel since this all began

			Back in the days when the chemo ruled
And Kris wrote memos, (impressive, schooled)
Larry went on and on taking the stuff
Till the doctors determined that he’d had enough

			Then ’twas on to the bone marrow to scrub it clean
This is a program that’s known to be mean,
But still Larry took it, and all went so well
He was soon in his office and stayed for a spell

			Now I don’t know why this all happened to be 
A story with pain and adversity
And yet, like a phoenix, up rose our man
And with him, the rest of us rise, (if we can)

			We offer a high five to Larry and Kris
I feel very sure there’s a moral to this
But what I can see from my far-away spot
Is the beauty of steadfastness, which counts for a lot

			The baby that’s coming, the Princess’s first
The upbeat reaction with things at their worst
The courage they’ve shown every step of the way
Will carry them through to a healthy new day

		

	


	
		
			To Linda and Tony

			How smoothly does the evening go
When one is at the Meiers
Nothing’s either much too slow
Or fast as forest fires

			There is a feeling one derives
From just being with these two
I’d say serenity arrives
As soon as one comes through

			The welcome door and what a scene
Awaits them as they come
The house looks festive, bright and clean
The guests are far from glum

			The hosts have given lots of thought
Just who the guests would be
They puzzled out just what they brought
To the society

			A little bit of academe
Some good friends in the mix
The conversations, all of them
Went on, no need to fix

			A thing, And now we will opine
On dinner. ’Twas delish
The table: a big Valentine
Dessert: a special dish

			I’m eating my great place card now
It’s made a yummy snack
I’d like to come again sometime
I hope you’ll ask me* back

			*And Bill too

		

	


	
		
			To Linda Meier

			I forgive her for her beauty, and her quiet competence;

			I’m prepared to overlook her stylishness and common sense.

			Her legendary prowess on her boards and raising dough

			Are other things I’ll swallow, though it pains me to do so.

			Her hair is always perfect, and her house immaculate—

			For these I’ll maybe manage to forgive but not forget.

			But what will never never be acceptable to me

			Is something that for many years has plagued my memory.

			It happened one fine evening, and the scene was the new home

			Of Tony and his family, who’d asked if we would come

			To see their Isabella house, the one where they still live. 

			They added to our pleasure in proceeding then to give

			A tour of every room, each one more lovely than the last 

			How they managed to complete the job so well and yet so fast

			Still remains a mystery which I have never solved—

			It’s clear the Meier magic touch was heavily involved.

			I swallowed hard, and rose above this triumph of decor

			But then a glimpse of one small space through partly opened door

			Gave me occasion to abruptly modify my stance

			I took in Linda’s linen closet with one stricken glance

			And saw to my astonishment that every shelf was lined

			With fabric and assorted bows—the ornamental kind

			I don’t know at all, my friends, just where you’d draw the line

			But lining linen closets no one ever sees—that’s mine.

			P.S. Today’s her birthday, and I’m prepared to overlook 

			The fact she’s not exactly playing by the book

			Who ever saw a person who has so defied the years

			That it seems she’s getting younger, when compared to all her peers

			However when I think of what a gaping hole there’d be 

			Without a Linda Meier loose in our community

			I come out wishing that right down to the last bone

			The future powers that be will choose my perfect friend to clone

			This is a toast-roast. To be taken with a grain of salt.

		

	


	
		
			Maddy, Isaac and Rosalie

			Dear Maddy, Isaac and Rosalie
Than whom there isn’t a better three
To organize a cool festivity
As Wednesday night turned out to be

			The gang all there, and full of praise
For Maddy’s house, So many ways
It draws you in, and one who stays
Might play and play for days and days

			The winning smiles of welcome there
Did lots to conquer my despair
At having to be thrust out there
And front and center, with a flair

			The focus of the eve is me
I tried to act grown up, cool, free
Hoping that they couldn’t see
How embarrassed I would be

			My trepidations came and went
As flattery, from heaven sent
Poured into my ears, which were bent
On reveling in each compliment

			I found that I enjoyed it all
The people, the helpers the food (not one fall!)
So thank you dear people, be you slim, short or tall
I had a blast, a great time, ’twas a ball!

		

	


	
		
			Martha Lee

			Here’s to our good pal Martha Lee
I don’t think there could ever be
A finer sharer of family
(And grandchildren especially)

			Always up, and a wit to boot
She’d be there with the latest poop
About Toledo or who’s in the loop
Who’s related to whom ... a scoop ...

			Or maybe politics would be discussed
I’ll miss her terribly, as one I trust
To counterbalance the massive thrust
Of family Republicans saying “you must”

			We’re all aware that Martha Lee
Was not always the person she looked to be
This blue-eyed beauty, under a calm bright sea
Had a witty and strong personality.

			We’ll miss her smile and we’ll miss her joy
We’ll miss her motherliness, and boy!
We’ll miss her cooking. But we can enjoy
Our memories. These, time can’t destroy

			We’ll see her in Melissa’s smile
In Diana’s wit, and Tommy’s style
We’ll try to be like her with no denial
And learn to go the second mile

		

	


	
		
			The Meiers

			For those of us who would aspire
To entertain with grace
Just spend an evening with the Meiers
They really set the pace

			We were there the other eve
And though we came quite late
Their manner made us both believe
That being late was great

			The guest list and the food
So good I wouldn’t change a bit
The Valentine theme set the mood
The wine was part of it

			I could go on and on and on
About our gifted hosts
Whatever they embark upon
Is sure to garner toasts

			So here’s to the dynamic pair
To Linda and her spouse
We love them and loved being there
To dine at their great house.

			Thank you so much!
Lots of love,
Phyllis and Bill

		

	


	
		
			To My Sister on Her Birthday

			There are dozens of times in our longish life
When Patty has come to my aid
Growing up she was always the calm one in strife
From the best of our gene pool she’s made

			In Paris, before sailing home and away
My 21st Birthday was spent
At a place where everyone drank to my day
We left there with nary a cent

			Bill and I took a cab we couldn’t afford
And were bailed out because Patty paid
The cab driver, torn between angry and bored
Took off, in a huff I’m afraid

			We all stayed together with no time to sleep
We were leaving that day on a ship
With Patty our savior who had squirreled away
 Enough money to finish our trip

			There are dozens of instances I can recall
In which she heroically starred
Suffice it to say she’s my sis’ above all
She’s a keeper, and so says the Bard

		

	


	
		
			To Neens

			This is in praise of our great pal, our Neens
Who’s one of the most hardworking of queens
She’s queen of the Atherton party set
She’s queen of good friendships, the best one I’ve met

			She’s queen of the household, queen of the kids
Queen of resorts, they’ll all do as she bids
Her houses, far flung, are always filled up
With family and friends, like a great loving cup


			She and King Roy love being everyone’s host
Her guests love being their guests the most
Which brings me right now to the subject at hand—
A flower-filled luncheon, the best in the land

			Was put on by our benevolent queen
To honor two separate Birthdays. I mean
The food was delicious, the chocolate cake
Was so sinfully good, it was tough not to take

			So we did, and some of us clamored for more
But we knew if we ate more there’d be us on the floor
Writhing in pain from too much yummy food
As it was, we ended up feeling quite good

			The two that were honored so nicely by Neens
Ended up feeling themselves like two queens
I for one loved every minute I spent
Loving her toast, and the photos present

			My purse I’m in love with and thank her so much
Now I must make dinner, or I’ll be in Dutch

		

	


	
		
			Odes to Betty and Vic

			Vic’s quality of humor is not strained
It droppeth like a lightening bolt from somewhere
Into our welcoming ears. It is twice enjoyed
By he who jokes and he who hears
It’s a weapon mightier than all rhetoric
And becomes our Victor better than a frown

			If Betty be the one you love, say on
Give us reasons for it, so that we may
Add them to our own to form a list
That grows apace the more we get to know
This wondrous girl, whose charm doth overflow

			Together now for fifty years or so
They make team effort seem so easy, though
Everybody knows it’s not a cinch
To give and take, and sacrifice an inch

			To here and there do things that don’t appeal
Like wanting soup-dessert, for fancy meal
Or spend a lot of time in hottest sun
(When one of you is blonde, that’s not much fun)

			Me thinks we know some reasons for success
Why Vic is Porgy to his Betty’s Bess
They exercise together, and don’t fight
And love each other morning, noon and night

			With love and kisses from Phyllis and Bill

		

	


	
		
			Off We Go Into the Wild Blue Yonder

			Anger away, my friends, anger away
All cares are left behind, we sail the Arnold 
Sea Dream’s the best there is, drink as we go
Seattle’s far away, and so is San Francisco
On our nights at sea, drink to the crew
Drink to our gracious hosts we drink to all of you
Just on the outside chance he’ll do this again
I plan to stay prepared and wait for the where and the when

			Off we go into the wild blue yonder, sailing right into the sun
Here we come Dubrovnic, and Taormina, riding high looking for fun
We live to do everything that’s new
Nothing can stop the Arnold hard core

			Speed bonnie boat, like a bird on the wing
Onward Bob Arnold cries
Carry the man that’s here to be king
Over the sea and skies
Carry along those in his throng
Ocean’s a royal path
Baffled, group tours, see the allures
Follow, take photographs
Speed Bonnie Boat, like a bird on the wing
Onward Bob Arnold cries
Carry the man who looks to be king
Over in his disguise

		

	


	
		
			On the Occasion of Bill’s 75th

			For those people who missed Bill D’s event
We’re here to tell you about it ’cause we went 
And couldn’t imagine having so much fun
In such a crowd, but we enjoyed ... well, everyone

			On spotting two reclining bulls or cows
Lounging in a field chez Davidows
And noting too the dining tent’s decor
Which far outdid our Trader Vics of yore

			We were aware of creative genes galore
And this was not post family poetry, but before

			When toasts began, we guests were all aglow
And stayed that way till it was time to go.

			I must mention food, as there was lots of it
Course after course a tour-de-force, I ate each bit
Our table too was so collegial
Sonia’s instinctive touch was clearly visible

			For those poor souls who had to miss the smash
It truly was the greatest Birthday Bash
I’d go on and on but for your tears

			To think you’d missed the party of the years

			THANKS SO MUCH!
And love from Bill and me, Phyllis

		

	


	
		
			The Painting
To Patrick

			It was a day like any day
But then I spotted it
’Twas leaning ’gainst a guest room wall
And covered just a bit

			It looks better than it did when seen
On clubhouse, art show wall
In fact, it looks so well today
I’ve hung it in the hall

			But there’s so much that I can do
To find a spot that’s right
It simply must be Good enough
And show well day and night

			I thank you very heartily
For such a lovely scene
You’ve managed something I most love.
A painting that’s serene

			With love and kisses, and many thanks,
Phyllis

		

	


	
		
			To Patrick

			If you’re looking for someone to champion a cause
And if it concerns children, with nary a pause
He’ll jump at the chance to do something good
That raises the sights of the neighborhood
Without being showy or asking for praise
His outreach to causes still tends to amaze

			Our guy is not only a cause-serving guy
He paints pretty paintings, which you’ll want to buy
He’s modest about his artistic prowess
But watch for his shows, they’re a smashing success
Where another might tend to sing praise to himself
He won’t, I fear good ones end up on a shelf

			Here’s to Patrick, a sweetheart, I’m sure you’ll agree
His age doesn’t change him a bit as you see
A birthday to him is a day like all days
Except that today we can heap on the praise
Happy Birthday to Patrick, To know you is fun
You spread your fun liberally to everyone.

		

	


	
		
			The Power King

			As Power King astride the power-making internet 

			With power magazines to sing your praise 

			As power people gravitate the wealthier you get 

			It’s time to make some changes in your ways

			As parents of the Power King, we’d like to play our part 

			By altering the fashions that you wear 

			We’re thinking that a power suit might be a helpful start 

			To suit the very fanciest affair

			So, to this end we’ve singled out a very fancy shop 

			To which we will escort you and Melissa 

			And, whatever dough it takes, we’ll gladly pop 

			Along with a big hugga and a kissa

			HAPPY BIRTHDAY, TIM!!!

			P.S. This doesn’t mean that we would wish to end the steady stream 

			Of Save the Children ties you daily feature

			We only want to add a little sugar and some cream

			To gild your life, oh Power King and Teacher

		

	


	
		
			Robert Huff

			There’s lots to be said about Robert Huff
Though maybe you think you’ve been hearing enough
How about his career in the housing mart
Where Atherton McMansions got their start
All due to Bob whose golden fixtures
In mini mansions broke any strictures
For any one who might have feared

			That golden fixtures were a little weird
Or if not weird then a bit too showy
Bob made us know ’twas the way to go-y

			Then, as a part of a husband-wife team
They conquered the real estate world like a dream
She with her charm and smarts, he with his ruler,
Sold and sold houses, Bob’s not anyone’s fooler
He’d measure the house and tell the new owner
There’d be plenty of room for his new isotoner
If not, he’d be ready to tear down a wall
And fix it like new, no trouble at all
Or make a new kitchen, a hot tub, or bunk
And help them tear down what is “nothing but junk”

			Often he’d call to his wife on the phone
When she was at bridge games and he was alone
Wanting to hear his beloved Bev’s voice
And tell her to come home—pronto was his choice
He’s a romantic, our Bob really is
He cries at great weddings and all of that biz
He’s a good friend forever, I’m sure you agree
He’s my friend, and Bill’s too, and always will be
A toast to the guy on whom 90 looks fine
Maybe it’s due to his choice of good wine

		

	


	
		
			Sauntering Down Memory Lane With Dottie

			Do you recall when we were your guests
Bill and Becky and Kringle and I
Supposedly there for a weekend at best
Our car broke, and two weeks s-1-o-w-l-y went by

			Do you recall a Pittsburgh Thanksgiving
When we’d left and Tim was your charge?
When Becky arrived with a boil that was thriving
On her back, terrifyingly large?

			How in Portugal from the back seat
We became European wives?
While the gents yelled obrigato as we careened down the street
We were just glad to survive!

			And we can’t forget Charlie Mayer, No Way!
When in Brussels for dinner one night
“Where’s Dottie?” was all he could think of to say
When you didn’t appear. (Charlie’s oversight)

			And I ‘11 never forget one bright Kenya day
When, while playing a hand of bridge, 
You, spotting an elephant coming our way, Calmly pointed him out on the ridge

			Wow is all I can say, if you know what I mean
There are so many things that we’ve shared
Every thing points to you as a queen
Of a country as yet undeclared

			These days you play bridge and you win
You rent almost half of the beach
Each 4th of July, the Hawkins kin
Descends, till they’re all within reach

			You are on top of this fast-growing clan
All of whom really are great
They take cues from you and your gentle game plan
Which will get you well past 98

			Here’s to you, Dottie, our lovable Aunt
Grandmother, sister and friend
May you sail on forever (as long as you want)
And may the sailing be good to the end

		

	


	
		
			The Several Stages of Jim

			Some years ago, a babe was had
Who soon became a handsome lad
A boy scout, then a winsome teen
Girls caught his eye somewhere between

			When this hunk chose one, and married her
The other girls caused quite a stir
By crying all the day and night
They really were the saddest sight

			Meanwhile, our hero, handsome Jim,
Whose wife had daughters (shared by him)
All three of whom were beauteous pearls
Who soon had precious boys and girls

			Nob Hill’s his home as of today
And gorgeous wife who will still say
He’s the best of what there is
A poster child, this ageless whiz

			He looks just like we’d like to look
We’d take some pages from his book
If we could. Jim, in every stage
You’ve never ceased to just amaze!

			Happy Birthday from Phyllis and Bill

		

	


	
		
			To Shirley with Thanks

			As if she were arriving straight from Paris
In a gorgeous gown was Shirley Harris
She was the first to greet us with a smile
That set us up forever, it did so beguile

			On top of every problem that she’d find,
A party giver of the finest kind
She made us all feel welcome and content
To go with everything that she’d present

			And what a mass of talent was on hand
And all went smoothly, very much as planned
The entertainers soon jollied up the crowd
So that some of us were singing mighty loud

			At the end of things when people thought to go
Jim and Shirley were still all aglow
Why not? They’d put together something swell
About which, generations will hear tell

			Much love and many thanks,
Phyllis and Bill

		

	


	
		
			To the Superhosts

			He’d been working and working from dawn until dusk
The Cardiac Surgeon named Robert Debusk
Not, as you might have thought, mending a heart
But stoking the fires to get a good start
On the dinner envisioned for each lucky guest
He and his wife, Ann, had planned for the best
The best veal the best veggies, the best salad too
The best wines, and champagne, our pleasures just grew

			When from out of the blue, some magic occurred
For a moment we sat there not saying a word
As from the kitchen, a vision appeared
Something aflame, in Bob’s hands, kind of weird
But no! Not weird at all, we finally saw
With a breadth and a girth that astonished us all
Baked Alaska was coming our way, Yee-haw!
All delicious, right down to the last. What a ball!

			We all had a wonderful time thanks to you
If there’s anything more that you two could do
To make for a finer event than this one
You couldn’t do it.
It was all so much fun
Different people might come and enjoy your repast
But how many of them could have had such a blast?
A mix that was mellow as all the good wine
The guest list was likewise a treat superfine.

			THANK YOU BOTH SO MUCH
xxxx Phyllis and Bill

		

	


	
		
			Dear Taffy

			When you wake up in the morning, and nothing seems just right
And your stomach sympathetically agrees
Take a deep view into where there may still be some daylight
In a corner of your brain cleared by a breeze

			Pile on reminiscences galore, think of moments from before
That struck you as singularly fine
Add a joke or two from George, some of Phil’s best puns you’ve stored
And I’d almost guarantee your sun will shine

			We your family agree that there’s no one quite like thee
Without you there would always be a hole
We’d sure miss each strong belief, well defended, (like a brief)
And your smiles which come directly from your soul

			And besides us, you have friends, there’s a list that never ends
They’ve been front and center from the very start
From the black sheep and the white to the Still Hopes gang each night
A prayer goes up to strengthen your sore heart.

			And remember, there’s an end to this dark, depressing trend
One day you’ll wake and greet the day with smiles
You’ll wonder what it was that came around the bend And turned your head to sorrow, doom, and trials.

		

	


	
		
			There Was Purple Clematis We Spied on a Vine

			There was purple clematis we spied on a vine
There were cardinals making a show
On a short nature trail in a delicate line
Grew wild columbine, (not the tame kind I know)

			The Chesapeake Bay, with its ebb and its flow,
Made for sleeping so well every night
And during the day, the great Bay seemed to glow
As our troubles and worries took flight

			So what’s the big deal? You might ask of us now
You who hadn’t been part of those days
Will the couple responsible, now take a bow,
While your guests lustily sing your praise

			I think that I speak for us all as I say
That you had a most wonderful plan
Your execution of same every day and all day
Was fantastic, since first it began

			We had chocolate chip cookies, and other neat stuff
And flowers to welcome us too
As if all the treats you planned weren’t quite enough
You went for it all the way through

			We loved all the plans that you carefully made
The lunches and dinners you had
We loved having free time, (not you I’m afraid)
And the Skull and Bones touches weren’t bad

			The Island, its history, the houses the Club
The Yacht Club the school and the rest
We will remember, till age pulls the plug
That whole weekend was simply the best!

		

	


	
		
			There’s Good Will Blowing

			There’s good will blowing all around
It’s everywhere, and quite confounds
The experts who know ultra sound
And other occult things I’ve found

			But do they know the human heart
How only one heart can impart
Its rays of good will; from the start
Keeping not one soul apart

			As I have aged and grown more wise
And had some time to analyze
I find that after many tries
Very few can win that prize

			But Bill has managed through the years
To blow good will, allay our fears
We’ve had more laughs, and fewer tears
Even after all these years

			He’s friend to many, loved by all
He holds so many folk in thrall
With every age he has a ball
From little shrimps to very tall

			To all our lives, to everything
He brings us all there is to bring
We wish we had a song to sing
Or praise to raise, or bells to ring

			Though officially he’s o’er the hill
Bill still gets points for his good will
May he keep blowing from now till
Always... We’ve not had our fill

			It came just after midnight here
That glorious 80th we’re told
That angels bending near the earth
Checked him out ’cause 80’s so old

			Above his happy and joyful clan
He presided with genial glee
No 80-year-old had, woman or man
Looked quite as youthful as he

			We all wish him a happy day
Of fun and games and good cheer
We fully expect that his charmed life
Will go on and on, year after year

		

	


	
		
			This is to My Baby Sis’

			This is to my baby sis’
I can’t believe it’s come to this
It seems a dozen years ago
At most that she was on the go

			To smear my lipstick on herself
Or do some damage to a shelf
Of carefully collected artifacts
Or find a cache of hidden snacks

			In the midst of devilment
She’d smile her smile, No punishment
Would then result. We’d only laugh
And Daddy’d take a photograph

			She gave me mumps, I diapered her
So long ago it’s now a blur
But pretty soon she grew to rule
Her neighborhood when not in school

			She’d throw a sizzling snowball at
The toughest boy, how cool is that?
Seasonally she’d switch her sport
And hone her skills at some resort

			A jock you’d say, and you’d be right
Today it’s tennis. She will fight
For every point so doggedly
Opponents will quail to see

			On every front she is a star
In Quogue or fancy city bar
She’s chic, and svelte and wise and cool
In short, the best of our gene pool

			The thing that sends me in a rage
Is why she doesn’t look her age
Though she’s my junior by some years
Her young looks bring me close to tears

			Both she and Gary are a pair
Neither one is playing fair
Their age they simply blow away
While we are aging day by day

			We recognize and celebrate
This three-score person who looks great
For Eleanor, the ever young
May praise be raised! Let songs be sung!

		

	


	
		
			 A Toast to Leland Stanford

			Here’s to the guy whose name today is linked
With mythic stories of the recent past
The founding, and the rocket-like ascension
Of a university that’s first at last

			From behind whose walls our Birthday boys emerged
Fast friends, and Betas to the core
whatever else they might have learned at Stanford
That special bond they have is worth lots more

			On our arrival in the state of California
Knowing no one, looking for a friend
Pitch gave us a party unforgettable
Bill found us a house around the bend

			We won’t forget the great things they have done for us
For starters there’s the matter of their wives
They’ve given us best friends, their choice impeccable
Cath and Barbara have added lots to all our lives.

			Yes we owe an awful lot to Leland Stanford
Our bread and butter, too, we owe to him
Silicon Valley would still be full of orchards
Not of McMansions, designed by utter whim


			But the best thing Leland’s done for us is
He’s provided us with two outstanding friends
There’s nothing like a former Stanford Beta
A toast to Pitch and Bill, from all your friends

		

	


	
		
			To Tom on His Birthday

			What can we say about our Tom Clausen
We know that he’s nowadays no longer bossin’
The banks he bossed ever so well before
Had his name on the President’s door

			Even became a World Banker of note
About whom many said that he sure got their vote
As the very best president they had yet seen
And there’s nowhere that Tom has not yet been

			From Africa, Asia, and Middle East too
You name it, he’s been there.
Just ask
He’ll tell you

			Today he and Helen are pleased to stay home
At least for this party, at least for this poem
All that we wanted on this day to say
Is we hope you have more of them, Happy Birthday!

		

	


	
		
			’Twas the Night of Our Christmas

			’Twas the night of our Christmas, but something’s quite wrong
The gang’s here but no one has burst into song
The truth is we tried something different this year
We’re not giving presents to grand kids, we fear
The children tho’ grown up and very mature
Still muse “Will this boycott of presents endure?

			There’s nothing whatever from Grammy and Pops!”
They whimper and snuffle, shed tears in large drops
The serious oldsters, on seeing this show
Feel a pang of regret, but as you all know
A deal is a deal, and we stick to our pledge
But really, this deal has us close to the edge

			There’s no ban on writing predictions, I trust
I’ve given some thought to this so listen you must
Discounting the market, which is anyone’s guess
I predict variety, love and success

			First off is Jesse, the Cavalier Queen
Whose kennel is famous for being so clean
With her spaniel Archie and a perfect mate
They’ve created a champion line which is great

			Adam’s the next grandchild in line
I see him a pilot who loves to be flyin’
Though many folks say that he’s really a whiz
His family wonders if he really is

			Then Coulter, the next in age, our new Anglophile
Has strayed from his roots, by many a mile
And in London he’s living and writing away
His twenty-first novel goes on sale today.

			Lisa comes next, the compassionate one
Who joined the Peace Corps, which is tough but it’s fun
She travels to places where no one else goes
(And whatever the country, she wears the right clothes)

			I have lots of predictions in mind for young Billy
But I like the one that is not quite so silly
He’s a producer of films, and his fame really came
When he cast his big sister, in a part to acclaim.

			Eleanor, or Elle as she’s commonly known
With a tendency to have a life all her own
Paints pictures that people are eager to buy
Now she is famous, and not at all shy.

			Nat’s is the future it’s so hard to say
He already has a career that is blooming today
But perhaps what we don’t know is where it will lead
He’s such a talent, he’s bound to succeed

			Alex is already a musical hit
We know that his talents, are awesome, that’s it
But give him a soccer ball and you’ll soon see

			A superstar player is what he will be.

			None of these thoughts are written in stone
You are all free to take off on your own
And I hear you exclaim as you drive out of sight
That was some Christmas, oh my, what a night!

		

	


	
		
			Ute

			Everyone knows that Ute Bowes
Is quite a jock, but you
Don’t know another side
Of Ute that I do

			We didn’t fully understand
Till last week when we dined
With her and Bill in their high house
We now have redefined

			Her other strength once hidden by
Her basic modesty
She’s not just athlete, no, not her
A gourmet chef is she

			Some things so delicious
We’re both still reminiscing
The crab cakes, and the soup, my gosh
What else could we be missing?

			The noodles, yes, with little shrimp
They too were quite outstanding
In fact our Zagat would give raves
Although he is demanding

			At last we know the reason for
Her restaurant’s great food
It now seems very clear to us
Queen Ute rules her brood

			With many thanks and lots of love,
Phyllis and Bill

		

	


	
		
			About Vic

			In many ways he was unique, this charming, funny guy
I loved his hats, his memories of lyrics long gone by
His wit, which was contagious, and addressed the many flaws
Of everyone and everything, and often without pause

			He’d leave us all in stitches, absolutely every time
When it came to something serious, he’d turn right on a dime
And state his own opinions loud and clear for all to hear
And then he’d order for dessert some creamy soup, and beer.

			His many hosts were used to him, they’d give a patient smile
And put aside a favorite dish they’d made that took a while
And give him soup, for goodness sake, and do so willingly
His charm and great persona gave him rights, as you can see

			His talents were extraordinary, his life was lived with heart
His “Lisa” is the perfect wife, which he knew from the start
And so we wish him well today, wherever he may be
Somehow I think he’s looking down on Betty, you and me.

		

	


	
		
		

		
			Virgos

			Are you wondering what to do
You think your chores are almost through
You heave a sigh, and feeling great
You settle down to contemplate
The wondrous things you have achieved
Then, what’s not to be believed
A Virgo joins the peaceful scene
And not intending to be mean
Asks exactly what you’ve done
Besides, maybe, just have fun

			Alas the Virgo didn’t see
A tour de force, fait accompli
You’d done your best, but no applause
The Virgo saw a lot of flaws
That’s what Virgos do, you see
They nit and pick most terribly
Until no one will pay them heed
Or follow them, if they should lead

			This is like a wake-up call
To Virgos anywhere at all
Before you rail against the one
Who had the toilet paper run
The wrong way round, for heaven’s sake
Give him or her a goodwill break
Try to tell them in the nicest way
How this one move can wreck a day

		

	


	
		
			We are a Simple Businessman and Wife

			We are a simple businessman and wife
With no pretensions as to expertise
We love the theatre, (I have all my life)
And longed to go with you on one of these.
There's not much more you really need to know
Except to say that we anticipate,
Despite the London fog, our brains will glow
As our professor's words illuminate

			Phyllis and Bill Draper

		

	


	
		
			When Our Eldest

			When our eldest went off for her ten-year-old trip
Her first stop was to visit Aunt Dot
She arrived with a pimple the size of a blip
Which grew and it grew like a shot

			A doctor was bidden to view the big thing
He came up with instant advice
This was a boil, he needed to bring
A boil-disappearing device

			Suffice it to say that this was no way
For a guest in the house to behave
She had to be nursed, the boil, we heard say
Had burst, and it now was concave.

			On this occasion, and on so many more
Dot handled it all like a star
She tended poor Becky like child number four
We were grateful ... in fact, we still are

			Another time, charged with depositing Tim
At the airport for a late evening flight
In Dot’s eagerness to do right by him
They left home at morning’s first light

			We were to spend a weekend with Dot
And her twins and her boy and her Phil
With us we had our own polyglot
Screaming babe, barking dog, strong of will

			It happened our car had just broken down
On the highway not too far away
The car was towed to somewhere in town
While we went to Dot’s house to stay

			We stayed and we stayed for days and more days
Awaiting a special new part,
Our Dotty remained unfazed and her gaze
Never wavered, as we’d hear "Still won’t start!"

			What’s not to like about Dottie, you say
We all know how special she is
You’re all aware She was Queen of the May
A Phi Beta, and these days a winner at bridge

			Her family parties are legend It’s known
Each July she rents half of the beach
And fills it all up with her clan that has grown
In size as well as in reach

			We were off on a trip, just us four
European wives in the back seat, each day
Our husbands’ efforts to maintain a grip
When "obrigato" is all they can say

			In Belgium, with Charlie Mayer, we recall
On an evening when he was not he Charlie
Arranged for us to ride one and all

		

	


	
		
			You Don’t Look 80 Club

			Certain things are writ in stone
Like birthdays, spring, and fall
But no one says a person’s age
Need show itself at all

			Our Catharine is a case in point
I can’t believe she’s 80
Though always she has looked just right
Today she’s looking great-y

			She qualifies in every way
To join this club, fast growing
In fact she could be taken 
A trophy wife, not knowing

			She’s really quite remarkable
Our Catharine the Greatest
She leaves the doctors all amazed
Her wardrobe is the latest

			I’d vote to let her in the club
But I’m very very young
I’ll leave it to the members here
As her praises have been sung

		

	


	
		
			Essays

		

	


	
		
			Bittersweet Feeling

			I come away from parties with a bittersweet feeling. I’m happy to be a part of the gang, if only tenuously, but I do wish that I could still talk and think of things to say, and be able to be heard at least sometimes. Last night, Bill had to repeat what I had said to a dinner partner and it killed me.

			“Randi would not like this,” I said to myself. Randi is the speech therapist who gets me to read out loud and say my ah’s as loud and as long as I can. She is the latest in my fast-growing arsenal of props, and crucial to me as I don’t relish the idea that I’m losing my ability to maintain contact with the world. It seems that my speech is the victim of Parkinson’s relentless challenge to all my parts. The muscles in my mouth and throat are atrophying, and though I hardly recognized the state of affairs as it was progressing and I was regressing, a tape recorder used in my speech therapy showed me how far I have traveled along the Parkinson’s route. It’s scary.

			From what I can see, my co-sufferers are in bad shape. One has actually died. The doc tells me it’s because I walk every day that I’m OK (not well, but OK, I hasten to add). Somehow it ties me into my well peers on a certain level, that satisfies me psychologically, if on no other level, and that’s good enough for me.

		

	


	
		
			Bookends

			Our family sold the house on Lafayette Avenue in 1943. My father had joined the Army, and as a Captain in the Ordnance Department, was assigned to the Pentagon, in Washington. He had found an apartment for us to live in, and we left for our new life as soon as school was out.

			This was to be the first of many realignments in my life and perhaps the most wrenching of all, until now. What I lost was way beyond simply an old house and some good friends. The reason I have so often dreamt about the house itself is that in many ways it symbolized my lost illusions, and to a great degree my lost childhood.

			For the several months before we left Buffalo, preparations on many fronts were underway, and most of them were triggered by the War. Helen, our wonderful cook, who had been with us since I could remember, was leaving to work in a defense plant. Helen had been the one to assure me that my Mother didn’t drink, “any more than the rest of them,” and though I suspected this was not really so, she had comforted me in this and many other ways over the years. My Uncle Cliff, who was also an idol and the gym teacher at our school, had been living with us, and this of course had given my sister, Patty, and me a real cachet with our friends. But Uncle Cliff was drafted into the Navy, and went to fight in the South Pacific. And since our father had already left for Washington, this left Mother alone with us for the first time in our lives.

			It was not a good experience. We discovered that she was busy having an affair (needless to say we didn’t know the term, but we were well aware of the situation) with our “Uncle Booby,” who was not, in fact, our uncle but my father’s best friend. Mother tried to hide the fact from us, so Patty and I pretended not to know. A strained, unsettling atmosphere crept into all our activities, at home and at school, to the point where the Headmistress called in my sister, and told her she knew “there was some trouble at home” and, humiliation-time—she asked if there was anything she could do to help. Becoming aware that the outside world was aware of this family disgrace was incredibly painful. We hadn’t told a soul, and in fact had not dared to invite anyone over to our house to play in case “Uncle Booby” should be making one of his clandestine visits. Instead of playing with our friends, in fact, we embarked together on a life of crime, which still makes me wince every time I think about it. We had become very fond of miniature glass animals which were sold at the Five and Ten Cent Store, which was right on our way home from school. I can’t remember how many of these we stole, but I do know there was a pretty healthy display of them on our bureaus.

			Worst of all was the fact that we became excruciatingly aware that our Mother was indeed an alcoholic. We spent a great deal of wasted effort finding and throwing away liquor bottles, and trying to escape our Mother’s presence when she was drunk, because she was very mean when drunk. The “one drink Mother” wasn’t too bad and the “two drink Mother” we could also handle, but anything beyond that was frankly terrifying. I remember one night during an air raid drill, when Patty and I went into Mother’s room, in terror that this might be the real thing, and Mother was lying on the bed babbling incoherently. We crept back to our room to comfort each other.

			Just before we left for Washington, Mother told us that the apartment where we were to live did not allow dogs, so that we were going to have to leave our beloved dachshunds behind. She had found a home for them, she told us, which they were going to love. They were to belong to restaurant owners, and live just behind the restaurant. Patty and I consoled ourselves with thoughts of the dogs getting to beg at every table in the restaurant every night, and growing fatter and fatter.

			In my dreams of 612 Lafayette Avenue, the outside of our house looks just as I remember it, but the interior is often disappointingly, disturbingly different. In my recent dream, in which the house had become an inn, I suspect that my subconscious is remembering a few years ago, when quite by accident I ran into a young woman at the hairdresser who said she had recently moved here from Buffalo. In the ordinary course of my life I rarely run into people from Buffalo, so I was interested to talk to her. We narrowed it down to Lafayette Avenue, but when it turned out that she had grown up at 612 Lafayette Avenue, we were both stunned by the coincidence. It turned out that the house had been broken into apartments, and she had lived on the top floor.

			The fact that my house dreams have occurred with great regularity lately I’m sure has to do with the fact that here, at the other end of the life spectrum, I am once again faced with a transition that threatens to be as painful as that one so long ago. I can only hope that I’m up to the challenge.

		

	


	
		
			Conflict, Crisis and Resolution?

			My niece recently sent me a photograph she had taken over the Christmas holidays. The focus of the picture was me, the Current Matriarch of the family, California Branch. I am sitting at my desk surrounded by my children, my grandchildren, assorted in-laws, nieces, nephews, and even an infant grand-niece, all of whom (even the baby) look ever so festive, relaxed and happy. My husband (the Current Patriarch) is placing before me my premier, number one present, a gift from the entire family — A LAPTOP COMPUTER! And what is the expression on my face? I think horror comes closest to the mark.

			Perhaps, to give you a little insight, I should tell you about a test which was given to thirty-three seniors in the small boarding school where I spent a lovely (no, really!) five years. The woman administering the test was our no-nonsense history teacher, Mrs. Thomas Jefferson Randolph. (The school was in Virginia.) The test, she told us, was to help them, and us, determine majors in college that would be congenial to our talents, and, possibly even what our career choices might be in the distant future.

			I can’t remember the name of the test, or how long a test it was, but I can see in my mind’s eye, as if it had been only yesterday instead of ... um ... forty-six years ago, the endless pages of ropes and pulleys which were in my view an inordinately large part of the test. Clearly what I was supposed to know was what made them work. Like, let’s see, if I pulled the rope on the left, what would happen to that rock that was suspended in the air? Would it go up or down? I remember chanting “fulcrum, force and resistance” to myself hoping for some mental kick-in, but I could tell well before my follow-up interview with Mrs. Randolph, that several options—I could cite sailing, engineering, and architecture right off the bat—would be totally out of the question, career-wise, and whatever led to these I would have to studiously avoid in college.

			My follow-up interview put some rather humiliating numbers on the results, which were devastating to me at the time, as I had strongly suspected my intelligence to be right up there, if I only applied myself instead of preening for boys, and generally hacking around. It seemed that I had, to put it gently, a “spikey profile.” On the mechanical, spatial relations side I was in the 13th percentile. I don’t know if Mrs. Randolph was rubbing it in or trying to console me when she added that if I were a male taking the test (this was pre-Feminism) they would have scored me in the 8th percentile. Furthermore, it was the lowest score in the entire class—of anything that was being measured by the test!

			Well. There have been almost endless repercussions of my spikeyness throughout my life. I have a crummy sense of direction, games that aren’t purely word games (this narrows it down to Charades) or numbers games (Go Fish) I simply don’t get, and, more to the point of this story, machines scare me to death. Answering machines, sewing machines, fax machines, fancy cameras, put-together projects, espresso machines, microwave ovens. I tremble at each new scientific breakthrough, to think of what else is going to present itself in the guise of progress, but as yet another lesson in humility for me.

			So here I am with my laptop, and on my way to the Caribbean. I have been advised by my son and my husband that I will have no trouble learning the word processor part of the program, which is called Claris Works, possibly a reference to how clearly (with clarity) the program will present itself to the user. That’s a laugh. The program hasn’t come up against a 13th percentile like me. I am persuaded, though, that this time, this machine, this program will be the big chance for me to join the likes of most of the people in the developed world, most of the people I know, most of the people I’m related to, (including a two-year old granddaughter).

			I packed it carefully, nestling it among my soft bathing suits, nightgowns, tee shirts and one light sweater for evening. With it, I have remembered to bring the typed instructions from Tim (my son). It’s obvious from their puerile tone that he is well aware of with whom he is dealing. The first sentence reads “To turn the computer on, push the triangular arrow key on the upper right hand side of the keyboard.”

			When we arrive at our destination, a beautiful little house we’ve rented for eight days, my husband, Bill, sets up the computer for me, plugging in the current-changer that is needed in this part of the world. He puts a stool in place, at the proper height for my back, reach, and overall comfort. He leaves me alone to find the muse, which I am not too sure made its way this far to find me. I sit. I follow the instructions from Tim, and am at first feeling quite good about things. I am into “the manuscript,” and I’ve given my story a title. Did I forget to say that I am writing a story, or supposed to be writing a story, for a class I’m taking in fiction writing?

			I notice a hummingbird which is alighting on the most interesting cactus plant right outside the sliding glass doors. The plant appears to have a red hat on it, in fact each appendage of the plant has a red hat on it. The plant looks for all the world like a bunch of Shriners convening. Really funny. The sea beyond is ail the wonderful colors one finds in the Caribbean — pale green, turquoise, deep blue, black. And a sailboat is going by. How peaceful it all is.

			I just go outside for a tiny moment, just to see up close the beautiful hummingbird, and while I’m out there, the sun feels so good, I stretch out on a lounge chair for a minute. Then it’s back at it, for the daily hour I’m self-committed to.

			I don’t seem to be encountering any difficulty. My story has begun rather well, and the typing on the computer resembles, comfortingly, my typewriter at home. Now, I just want to see what I’ve written. How do I ... yes! I scroll back, and there is the first part of my story. But how to insert something? This is the key test. I try to move that tiny dancing vertical line, by persuading the arrow which turns into a thick black line (why, I can’t imagine) to move up to where I want to change the wording. Suddenly, I find that I’m erasing whole chunks of what I’ve written. Help! Now I have to get it back to where it was. I try, but only succeed in getting more of what I have written gobbled up. I begin to have that familiar panicky feeling.

			At this point, you may ask why I don’t just simply break out my trusty yellow pad, and write longhand. Well, I wish I could, but lately my handwriting has become so bad that even I can’t decipher it, so you see in this instance, the computer is the only game in town.

			Back at it, I begin to fiddle with all the do-dads on my machine, kind of hoping that something I do will set things right again. This is rather like the way I sometimes go about fixing my temperamental refrigerator. I just simply kick it, and the motor goes back on. My random attempts are not working here, however, and I find I have somehow begun a whole new page. My words are floating to a new page. I try to stop them by adding some new words (at this point I’m just putting “dammit” and “for God’s sake”) but these words end up on the old “page,” where they have at least managed to halt the downward flow of my earlier text.

			This is a disaster, pure and simple. I can’t even look the whole thing over and salvage some decent parts, because I can’t see the whole thing, all at once the way I like to. And now some bits are in the wrong places, and oh dear! What a mess.

			I would call my swimming husband to my aid, except Tim’s words of caution are ringing in my ears, “Don’t count on Dad to help you, Mom. You may be in computer nursery school, but Dad’s only made it to kindergarten.” I know he’s right.

			Suddenly I hit upon a possible solution. What if I just close the thing down, and then start it up again, pretending that I’m doing it for the first time. Could I fool it? I call my story something different, open up a new “Manuscript”, and if I’m really careful, I might never have to face that other distorted, distended, disjointed, disgusting mess ever again. I’ll try tomorrow, when I’m fresh.

			The ghost of Mrs. Randolph suddenly appears at this moment. Her pencil in hand, she is gazing at me thoughtfully. She is saying, “You aren’t going to make it, dear. Just go back to what works for you. Remember that 13th percentile.”

			I’m going for a swim.

		

	


	
		
			For Immediate Release

			Tonight at an intimate dinner held at one of the fancy men’s clubs dotting our city, two Stanford Betas, F. Pitcher Johnson and William C Edwards held a birthday celebration. Although one of their Birthdays is in May and the other’s in September, they nevertheless chose this date. Perhaps the stars were in alignment.

			Both Birthday celebrants appeared in fine form, considering their advanced age, which is 80. Mr. Johnson wore a becoming tuxedo, as did his fellow celebrant, Mr. Edwards. In fact their leadership in all matters both trivial and weighty has been widely acknowledged, so it was not surprising to note that the entire male assemblage was dressed exactly like the guests of honor.

			This is not the first time that these two men have chosen to share Birthday parties, but it marks the first party to commemorate such an advanced age. Eighty as we all acknowledge is an age at which people expect one to slow down, but these two men are not doing anything that one expects them to do. Mr. Edwards has recently returned from a rollicking week-long orgy of sybaritic cruising in the various seas around the Italian, Sicilian, Croatian and Greek coasts. Mr. Johnson is so often just arriving or just departing that it’s difficult even for him to know whether he’s coming or going. Neither man knows the meaning of slowing down.

			The wives in the spotlight were the hosts of the party. Both dressed elegantly, as is their custom. Cathie and Barbara are quite obviously much younger than their spouses. They bring to mind the Lemon Drops in Tom Wolfe’s “Bonfire of the Vanities.”

			Both of the men have houses in Pebble Beach where there are so many golf courses there’s barely room for the non-golfer to vacation. Fortunately, Mr. Johnson and Mr. Edwards are golfers, with tremendous talent for their age. They occasionally have a braggable score. In addition, they belong to many fine clubs, the Ambassadors’ club, the Book of the Month Club, and others too numerous to mention.

			There were beautiful flowers everywhere, and everyone present found the food to be delicious.

		

	


	
		
			The Indian Wedding

			A handsome groom, resplendent in his Indian best, wearing a turban to match the creamy eggshell color of his jacket, was carefully leading a brilliant white horse among the parked cars in the parking lot to be met by a crowd of family members, who had been wildly dancing in circles to a band of drummers and string instruments, awaiting the groom excitedly. The horse too was dressed for the occasion, with a bridle and face mask/hat in brilliant red with gold trim. On his back were two passengers. The groom was holding a small boy in his arms, also dressed in native Indian garb, and looking like a boy being transported to fairyland.

			From the first glimpse of the celebrants in their saris, transforming the parking lot into a sea of color, the fact that we were in the Hyatt Hotel gradually faded from my mind, and I too was transported into another world entirely.

			This world was full of amazing things. The women without exception wore saris, and massive amounts of beautiful jewelry, around their necks, in their ears, and on their fingers and toes. The young girls dressed just like them, though with fewer jewels, and the young boys in their various versions of Nehru jackets were very handsome, and seemed very well behaved in the midst of all the excitement.

			Little by little, we were making our way into the hotel lobby following a steady stream of people who seemed to know where they were headed. We soon came upon a vast room, with gold chairs set up in dozens of rows, facing the stage in front. The stage was flanked by two TV screens, which were to facilitate the viewing of the marriage ceremony from the rows of chairs on the sides. There were only a handful of pale-faced Americans, wearing normal clothes, but we couldn’t make a dent in the fairyland all around us. Before we knew it, the ceremony began. Representatives of both families faced each other, at a slight distance, on the very large stage. I caught my breath as I noted, with amazement, that the canopy inside the stage and softening its squareness was not cloth or paper or any other material. It was flowers, hundreds of them, not unlike a pattern of fabric, with a great deal of color and sweep.

			My mind went back thirty years as I remembered walking into our Delhi hotel on our very first night in India, and seeing on the marble floor—where anyone could have walked on it, or stumbled over it, or a big wind might possibly come through the frequently opening door, and blow it away—was a life-sized portrait of an eagle surrounded by an intricate, elaborate frame. I saw up close that the whole portrait and frame were made out of millions of flower petals. Nowhere, not even in the rose parade on New Year’s Day here in California had I ever seen anything like the artistry and beauty I saw that night. The ephemeral quality of the art, which was obviously taken for granted, has me mystified to this day, so I figured this lovely canopy will be here for a wedding ceremony, and dismantled and destroyed thereafter. I hoped that everyone enjoyed it as much as I did during the ceremony.

			We learned a lot from the occupants of our neighboring chairs, who explained to us some of the rituals as they were enacted on the stage. Some of the ceremony was totally unintelligible to us. All of it was carried on in Sanskrit, by two men who are hired for such events in order to keep the ceremony close to its roots, the origins of which go back 5000 years. Our new friends told us that no one today understands what they are saying. I suppose it’s somewhat like a Roman Catholic wedding delivered in Latin. One knows what comes next from weddings past, but this was my first Indian wedding.

			We could gather some things There were roles for both families to play, and they did some moving of chair positions as each had a chance to vow their support of the newlyweds. The time I really loved was when a cloth was held between the bride and groom, ostensibly to hide them from each other. The chanting of the Sanskrit men droned on and on as family members relieved each other from the duty of holding up the cloth curtain. This went on for a very long time, and finally the curtain was lowered. The bride and groom gazed lovingly at each other and then exchanged garlands. At this point in the ceremony, I was fully into the romantic myth that this drama had so colorfully been leading us through, and I was almost tearing up as I watched the couple exchange rings in what appeared to be the only similar tradition to our wedding ceremony. But the other one came next: We had seen little golden mesh bags at our seats, and the people around us untied them, so we did the same. Just in time to see the bride and groom headed our way down our aisle, we discovered the rice inside our little bags and threw it wildly on the fast-moving duo.

			At this point, I hadn’t seen much of the bride, as she was cloaked in a glittering red shawl that covered everything except a small portion of her face. I had seen the groom and he was extremely handsome, and since this was fairyland, I’ll declare her beautiful beyond belief. As I had seen both her beautiful mother and a beautiful sister already, I’m sure I’m not far off.

			The final scene, before the actual familiar-looking ring exchange, was a fire which was set in a container in the center of the stage. The couple went around and around it talking with their elders, in passing. I’m sure this was a high point, in the 5,000-year-old ritual, as it was or appeared to be in this one. What could have been more sacred than a fire?

			As we headed out of the room we once again followed the colorful Indians, men and women and children, all looking like a bunch of butterflies, this time to the swimming pool area. It occurred to me that perhaps there were other people staying at the hotel, but not one was in sight wherever we were. The poolside was filled with tables serving every kind of Indian food and some I’d never seen before. It was being eagerly eaten by the guests, old and young, but since it was 5 o’clock and dinner was to be served at 6:30, couldn’t imagine what they could be doing, eating so very much. But then, I couldn’t imagine that this was the seventh and last of the parties leading up to this, the main event, (which was indeed the case, we were told several times) and couldn’t resist a party within a party, at almost the very end of the seven days.

			There was to be a dinner, as I mentioned, but we both felt we had seen the unforgettable part of the event, and it couldn’t in anyway be improved upon, from our point of view. So with congratulations to the parents of the bride, and with some regret that the bride was changing her clothes as we were leaving, and we wouldn’t have the chance to see her unveiled, we left fairyland for the real world and saw that it was Saturday late afternoon in Downtown Santa Clara at the Hyatt Hotel, and we had had a most marvelous, timeless, mysterious, evocative and unforgettable afternoon.

		

	


	
		
			Istanbul

			We had a wonderful trip last fall to Istanbul and Venice, with a group from the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art. Though it was to have been a trip featuring the contemporary art scene in both cities, for me, at least, the many treasures that abound in both places and their history by far eclipsed the contemporary art that we saw.

			If one is lucky enough to catch a first glimpse of Istanbul, (as I did my first time there) from the deck of a ship on the Bosporus, he will understand why it is considered one of the most beautiful skylines anywhere. Not only is it beautiful, it also provides a visual preview of its ancient, fascinating history. Mosques and minarets, giant buildings, dominate the skyline. In between them are lesser buildings, churches, and clusters of very attractive, very old-looking houses. Istanbul today also has its share of newer, nondescript buildings, but the silhouette of the city remains beautiful. Istanbul carries with it the exotic quality of its Asian roots, mingled with layers of Christianity and Islam. But in order to hang my comments on Istanbul today, I have chosen to give a brief summary of its history first.

			It was in 667 BC that the Greeks settled there, calling it Byzantium after their leader, Byzos. Approximately seven hundred years later, it was rebuilt, having suffered the many hardships of a cruel war with the Romans. It was then renamed for the son of the victorious Roman Emperor, Augusta Antonina. Several hundred years later another emperor to take over the city was a Roman, Constantine, who presided over the Eastern Roman Empire (later renamed Constantinople in his honor). The city grew in importance as trade became ever more vital and far reaching. Comparable cities in the Western Roman Empire began to pale in comparison and for several hundred years, during the middle ages, the Byzantine Empire reigned supreme. As the power shifted to Constantinople, the Greek Orthodox Church became very strong. Many cathedrals were built at that time. Hagia Sofia was by far the largest of them. Built in the early seventh century, it stands today as a dominant feature of the landscape, as well as a jewel of architecture which is even today studied by architects and students of art around the world. As a church then, with some modifications, a Muslim Mosque in later times, and today as a museum, it is one of the historic places that is difficult to forget—not simply because of its size, though I must say that one feels very little and humbled once inside its mighty doorway.

			The hotel where we were to stay overlooked the Bosporus. It sits on the grounds of the Ciragam Saraya palace, built in the late 19th century during the time of the Ottoman Empire, and it looks exactly like a palace in France. Many buildings along the strait of the Bosporus, especially on the European side, boasted the same French-chateau look. The fashion in those days was for the rich to have these villas. And many remain, though they have in many cases been broken up into apartments, or restaurants, or hotels (like ours which owns the palace on the property, though it isn’t used for anything but large conferences). We had occasion to see a smallish palace which had been converted into a small hotel. It was gorgeous, and some of us dreamed that one day we would come back and stay there.

			We were treated to several dinners, both at Turkish houses and at restaurants. One night we were given a demonstration by whirling dervishes. They have been pretty much marginalized under a republican Turkey, but at one time, as part of the Sufi sect of Islam, they had been a real presence in Istanbul. To watch them is a mesmerizing experience. In the case of our viewing, several young men marched quietly into the room in matching robes. Then to a drum beat and some stringed instrument they began slowly to whirl. They increased their synchronized velocity, till they were whirling at a great rate without making a sound. They finally, almost abruptly, stopped, and gravely bowed to the audience, and quietly paraded out again. I’d heard of whirling dervishes all my life (as in “Phyllis stop whirling around like a dervish”) but had never known of its association with Sufi Islam. According to Sufis, the dervishes reach a trance-like state which somehow becomes a religious experience for them. We were lucky to have seen them at all according to our guides. Whether this was because they are very sought after, or because they are no longer permitted to appear I didn’t find out. I’m just happy we were able to see them.

			The way we arrived at our destinations was, in many cases, by boat. Not only was this a welcome change from the heavy traffic on land, which subtracted from our daytime activities more than somewhat, but it was a very pleasant way to spend an evening. The strings of lights which decorated the bridges, the contours of so many old gorgeous palaces along the waterfront, so many French style villas, the moon which obliged us every time we set off on the boat, all conspired to make Turkey seem as lovely as and not entirely dissimilar to San Francisco.

			In the middle ages, unrest at the top, and the erosion of funds and people during the crusades, served to weaken the city. Furthermore, the whole of Europe was in the grips of the plague. In 1453, the Ottoman Turks arrived and were able to conquer the now vulnerable Constantinople, thereby changing its direction radically. It became a Muslim city, and the capital of the Ottoman Empire. As such, the city flourished as never before, and the Ottoman Empire became larger and stronger. It reached its peak under the rule of Suleiman 1 often called Suleiman the Magnificent. It was at this time in Turkey’s history that the major monuments were built which form the silhouette of the city today. Hagia Sophia was transformed with only a few changes into a mosque with minarets which anchored the former cathedral with great beauty. Other mosques and minarets were built all over the city, some echoing the grand Sofia in structure. The famous architect at the time was Sinan, and to him are attributed many fine buildings and mosques. Many are famous today, but the Hagia Sofia is the phenomenon. The Grand Bazaar which is still extant and thriving, though challenged by other markets around the city, was also a product of this golden time in Islamic history. The Topkapi Palace was built in the glory times for the sultans and though little remains of it, guides bring the palace alive with their descriptions of the lifestyles and excesses of the rulers over the centuries.

			An interesting feature of the growth of the city was the concept that the people should be an ethnic mix. The government invited and sometimes forced Slavs, Greeks, Jews and Armenians to settle there, as replacements for the Christians who had fled, or were deported. The city became known as “the refuge of the universe.” Art and culture thrived under this atmosphere which was so tolerant of differences. Mehmet II, the conqueror, received the credit for this wise decision. I’m certain this mixing of cultures contributed to the rich mix of art and architecture which caused Istanbul to be acclaimed the most beautiful city in Europe.

			The city grew dramatically over the years. By 1800, the population had grown to 400,000. The empire at that time had reached its zenith, geographically, having spread to Africa and Asia as well as Europe. But in time, it was slipping behind the cities and countries of Europe in developing the tools of the modern age. The sultans had become dissolute and ineffectual, and their lifestyles did nothing for the city or the Empire, except to siphon off the revenues for their own pleasures. This was their condition at the arrival of World War I.

			In the war the Ottoman Empire sided with the Germans, and, in its aftermath, the Turks lost their Empire which was voraciously sliced up by the allies. Soon after the war, in 1922, what was left of the former Empire, now shrunken into its present borders, became known as the Turkish Republic. The country had then fought a war with Greece and won, which led to an exodus of Greeks from the country, and with the Armenians, who were massacred by the thousands at that time. The royal Sultan Mehmet VI was overthrown, and a new leader became the first president of the new Republic. His name was Mustafa Kemal Attaturk. When he took over in 1923, it was in the new capital, Ankara. Istanbul a city with a fluid name till 1930, when it became permanently Istanbul, remains the most powerful, and largest city to this day. In Istanbul there are many poster sized photographs of Attaturk on the old walls of the city which show him with various other men and women who were a part of that time in Turkey’s history. Though they reminded me of a temporary display, an advertisement for a play or a movie for instance, still they were a serious business to the guides who explained to us what a hero he was to them, and how these pictures had been on display for a certain event years before, and the Istanbul residents had wanted them to stay up, so there they were.

			People speak of him in glowing terms even today when a far less Western- friendly government has been elected. Among the people with whom we spoke there was little talk about the new president. His wife, they say, wears a scarf to cover her head which implies a switch from the secular Attaturk, who during his presidency enacted many reforms in order to align Turkey as much as possible with the west. The alphabet from the west was to replace their old alphabet which was a big change, and others had to do with the outward and visible signs of Islam. Men were no longer allowed to wear the fez, which was a symbol of Islam, or women the scarf, which also signified their piety. What he sought was an alignment with European powers, and he worked on stamping out all the differences between them and Christian Europe.

			We had been to Istanbul before, but not for many years.In the intervening time, the city’s population has grown from about 750,000 people in the 1960s to 15 million people today. The street scenes resemble New York City’s with its endless variety of cultures, styles and garb represented. And the traffic, like New York’s, is horrendous.

			We were shown our room in our hotel, however, and were thrilled to see through two large French doors the view of the Bosporus. It was dramatic. Boats of every conceivable type were plying the waters in both directions. We were able to see a large stretch of the Bosporus, and directly across, we were told, was the Asian part of Istanbul. From our viewpoint, it looked like Istanbul was more countrified. No large buildings intruded on the skyline, and if there were mosques and churches there they didn’t show from where we were. The two Istanbuls are joined by bridges and ferry boats. It is obviously still a bustling busy port, the Bosporus being the effective conduit between the Sea Of Marmara, the Aegean, and the Black Sea. I marveled at the novelty of being so close to Asia, while standing in a very European city, not far away.

			As is the custom of the SF MOMA trips, we were scheduled on the very first evening for a tour of the modern museum of Istanbul. The building had been a customs house, dating back to the late 19th century. There were two special exhibitions with intimations of what we were to see at the Tenth Biennial. One was the gathering together of representative work from each of the ten years that Istanbul has held a biennial. It was too cutting edge for me to register anything but astonishment, and in some instances, revulsion. There was, however, an art work that caught my fancy. It was a large canopy made up of books, individually hanging from strings, appearing to be more or less floating over our heads. I can’t say why I enjoyed it so much, I didn’t have time to read what books the artist had picked. I suspect they were all carefully chosen to make a statement. There must have been at least two hundred of them hanging in the entrance hall of the museum. I found myself hoping that this would become part of the permanent collection for the gallery.

			The other piece of work I can’t forget from that night was a video presentation called “The World Won’t Listen,” a video karaoke singing to the music of Morrissey and the Smith who I learned is a group from England. The artist/singer was Phil Collins who is himself English. He claimed to be speaking to the “shy, the dissatisfied and anyone who’s ever wished he could be someone else for a night.” All the art seemed to me to be making some sort of a statement taking primacy over the art itself. Pessimistic and morbid, they left me, at least, longing for the sunlight and fresh air.

			Another dinner was given for us in a private house in the Asian section of Istanbul. It was a charming wooden house painted dark red, with large, extra-long windows and doors. It looked something like a house you might see on the Jersey shore or on Cape Cod. Plenty of room to have the grandchildren spend the night. Plenty of room for all fifty of us to enjoy the outside garden and the view of the Bosporus through the trees. A trip inside the house revealed more charm and character. Our host had many books in several languages crowded into the bookcases. He also had collections of objects in different parts of the house, such as sea shells and other things I can’t remember at this point. It looked like a wonderful family house. A grand buffet was served to us and the fifty or so other guests who had been recruited to talk to us about their interests and careers and whatever came up. We sat at a table with a journalist from the newspaper, who was quite open in his discussion of the current political scene, and the illegitimate daughter of the last sultan, who was very open about her own life. Both were fascinating. And I gathered from them that the elite of the society was in accord with the Ataturk philosophy that the more European the country became the better off they would be. They were not alarmed by the fact that the president’s wife wore head scarves, not fearing a trip back to the Ottoman days of the sultans from this one cue. They conceded that the present government was more conservative and more anti-American than the one it replaced, but they harbored no fears that the status quo would be overturned by the radical Islamists. This, if true, was good news for us.

			We had to approach some of our venues by bus however, which made us increasingly aware of the 15 million residents in the city. And the hustle and bustle resembled every large city in the western world. I did note many young girls with heads covered by beautiful silk scarves. The scarves were so pretty in design and so colorful that I speculated that they were far more of a fashion statement than of a religious or political one. I saw not one fez.

			But one of the highlights of our days was our visit to the archaeology museum, which brought home to us Istanbul’s even deeper roots. Some of the treasures date as far back as 460 BC. One in particular I remember was a sarcophagus made of marble, with elaborate and beautiful carvings along its borders, portraying mourning women. It looked like a large ancient frieze, only in miniature, with such detail and precision in the carvings that it made me want to linger and study each piece of it.

			Another ancient structure of note was the cistern, a subterranean reservoir which, was built by Justinian I in the mid sixth century AD and is an engineering feat, according to the guide, even by today’s standards. It looked to me like an ancient underground temple, perhaps because of the use of some 300 columns throughout which support the brick vault that is the ceiling of this cistern. We learned that many of the columns had been scavenged from other sites in the Empire. The whole was dramatically lit, and there were paths around the water-filled pools. The lighting made the cistern look otherworldly, and beautiful. Although I’ve never walked in a cistern before, nor had even contemplated doing so, I enjoyed this experience tremendously.

			Of course we took a turn through the Grand Bazaar. One of our guides found us a reputable jeweler, and we all bought something, much to the delight of the jeweler. The age old custom of bargaining in which I am a rank amateur was utilized by most of my colleagues, while I stood by and marveled. The first time we had gone to Istanbul, we had spent hours in the bazaar, sipping tea and having rugs rolled out at our feet. I don’t think I ever made it to the jewelry that time. Some of the many characters we saw around the bazaar looked almost as if they had been there since its beginning. It made me wonder if they simply weren’t able to find their way out. After all, the market is an enormous labyrinth of passages. It is said to have 3,000 shops. Even a shop- till-you-drop kind of person would be daunted by the size, or might be lost for hours. I stayed very close to our guide. Finally, we heard that the Bazaar once housed a slave market from which the Russian Ambassador had bought Alexander Pushkin’s great grandfather, who was an Ethiopian.

			In my after-trip reading, I’ve come across some pieces of the puzzle of Turkey which had bothered me while I was there. One is about the prime minister, whose name is Recip Tayyap Ertegon, and the president, Abdullah Gul. In July of 2007, they were elected to their positions in the midst of the turmoil surrounding the invasion of Iraq, and its divisive aftermath. Relations with the U.S., formerly strong allies, were and are disintegrating, as the followers of the new government, are much more Islamic in their focus, and the radicals of their country seize every opportunity to widen the rift between Turkey and the U.S. Whereas during the cold war, our country needed Turkey as a part of a containment strategy, which was the U.S. foreign policy for many years, today, the situation is necessarily different. Turkey’s strategic location, with a foot in both Asia and Europe still make it crucial for the U.S. to remain friendly and cooperative with them. The country appears to be becoming more Islamic in tone. In January of this year, the New York Times reported that head scarves were now permitted in public places. The government appears to be unraveling the work of Ataturk and the constitution of the republic that was drawn up in his time. Between the new attitude of their government and our government’s belligerence with the radical Islamists, as well as our presence in their backyard, Turkey’s relationship with the U.S. is becoming much more difficult. The closer Turkey comes to negate the European flavor of their society the farther the country will be from qualifying for membership in the European Union, something which the people to whom we were introduced to (I’d say they were the elite crowd) were passionate about. Today it is now mandated that women who are religious need to wear head scarves at all times. This would mean for instance that they would wear them in school, which is currently against the law. I wonder about the scarves I noticed on all those pretty girls when we were in Istanbul. Were they not school age? Was it really only for style they were being worn, or were they just anticipating the new law?

			I have my answer today. It has been decreed that any girl is permitted to go to school, no matter what she is wearing. The more devout will wear the scarves, but there’s nothing that says the others must do the same. This came today from an article in the New York Times. It is a compromise which should be the end of the scarf story, but there are still those who fear the encroachment of religion into a secular society, which the majority fully intend to remain, though there’s been a change in this society over the past few years. The elite have had to share their power and connections with a new and prosperous middle class, which has been created as a result of the new prosperity in the country. Many people, some former farmers, and most conservative religious people, have swarmed to the cities to make a living and are today in a position, thanks to a growing economy, to flex their political muscle and challenge the old guard. As much as they didn’t want to tell us about this change, I think we sensed it. I’m sure the elite feel threatened by it. With this new development, the Ataturk fans won’t be so prevalent or vocal. The European Union is bound to be less enthusiastic, and all in all, signs point to troubles ahead for the republic of Turkey. That’s not to mention the ongoing struggle with the Kurds, the unsettled Cyprus problem, and the unsettled state of their neighbors.

			They do have a Nobel Prize winning writer who’s doing his best to understand and explain his country to his readers just as he too is trying to find his identity in a world that is changing so fast. His name is Orhan Pamuk. A winner of the Nobel Prize for literature, he writes of the past, both the distant and recent, in his novels. His memoirs are woven into books such as Istanbul, which is the story of Orhan Pamuk’s life as it relates to the city of his birth. In it, he describes the natural disasters like the earthquake, which caused so much damage to the city and to his neighborhood, as well as the modern era, which holds the ghosts of its glorious past. Living with the shards of the pre-Republic era causes the melancholy Pamuk feels is the prevailing ailment of the city’s citizens. “But as nothing western or local came to fill the void, the great drive to westernize amounted only to an erasure of the past ... the effect on culture was reductive and stunting,” according to Pamuk. This caused the feeling of nationalism to fill the void, and thus the wave of writers who have a melancholy tone, who feel that this city, however ruined from the old days, is their city, have written in a voice that is unmistakably their own. This is definitely where Pamuk fits in the literary scene.

			There’s a tendency for Westerners to romanticize the city, according to Pamuk. Their history with its exotica of viziers and eunuchs, pashas and harems, brothers murdering brothers had an appeal to them far beyond ordinary history. It came closer to fairy tales for them, and in a way it still does. Pamuk sees with one eye in the western camp and one firmly gazing through the Istanbul native awareness, and understands both points of view, though he is often confused he admits, about the way that he feels about a certain issue.

			A case in point is the issue of scarves for heads of women. His novel called Snow deals with this issue in an evocative and dramatic way. As a returning Turkish writer from Germany, the hero of the story goes to a small Turkish town to investigate the recent suicides of four young girls in the town. Many things are uncovered by him but the big one is the discovery that the town had been torn apart by the debate over head scarves. The anti-head scarf forces seemed to be winning. As part of the return to conservative pre-republic Islam, the schools had banned them from the girls’ heads. It became clear that the four young girls had taken their lives because they couldn’t bear the thought of the shame and guilt they would experience, if they were to obey the law.

			We were lucky enough to hear Orhan Pamuk speak when he was here at Stanford last fall. My biggest surprise was that he was so young, so enthusiastic and so positive. His writing is of such a wise, dense, thoughtful, and contemplative nature that it almost seems as if he’s summing up after a long career. The truth is, he’s a relatively young man who quite possibly hasn’t yet reached his peak.

			The reading of Pamuk gave me an insight into the workings of the Islamic mind that I otherwise would not have been able to understand. His ambivalence about encouraging the western influence versus the pull of the Islamic past, (connecting that pull with Istanbul at the height of Islamic power) is shared among most of the thinking Muslims today.

			I feel that there’s much to be said for revisiting a city. There is the connection with old memories, which makes one able to compare and contrast. For instance, the huge growth in population I could really feel since I had seen Istanbul in a different stage. There are the modern buildings, some of which are hotels, fancy ones and parts of chains like Hilton and Four Seasons (to say nothing of our own hotel) which indicates to me the success of the travel industry. Merely checking with my friends, who have now been to Turkey versus how many had been there in the 1960s is a good indication of this.

			Once again, as happens in all my travels, I’m caught by news of all things Turkish. The country appears to be at a crossroads, and I feel a little apprehensive about the future. Istanbul has weathered many storms in its long history, however, and will somehow manage to survive the latest strains and stresses. Perhaps the young people I saw walking in the streets wearing their beautiful scarves are harbingers of a future in which the secular elite will abandon its fierce denunciation of any religion that would yank the secular roots they have so assiduously cultivated. And maybe they would be able to share the power with a new population of middle class religionists. Maybe the scarves won’t hold the divisive political baggage they now hold in Istanbul and all over Turkey. I think back on the comment one of the elite Istanbulians made to me at that lovely dinner party “What does it matter if the president’s wife wears a scarf?” and hope she’s speaking for the majority.

		

		
		

	


	
		
			It Takes a Village

			I think I have more doctors than your average elderly woman, especially when you count the therapists. What it takes to make me reasonably mobile, upright, audible, balanced and pain-free, as well as psychologically healthy, adds up to an astonishing number of folk. I list them for you, so you can count them yourself, if you’d like.

			Dr. Yumi Ando is the first one. She is the clearing house for all the others. I go to Dr. Ando for my annual physical exam, and if it turns out from the blood work, (roughly three-fourths of the exam) that I need attention of a specific variety, she will recommend a specialist to me. She is one doctor that I would love to have as a friend, although of course she’s young enough to be my grandchild ... almost. Her nurse will always note my weight which is rising slightly, my height which is shrinking, and my blood pressure, which varies all over the place... all the basics. As a general thing, I pass all these tests with flying colors, or if not flying colors at least marching along ones.

			Dr. Herron is my dermatologist. He freezes off lots of caritoses from whatever part of my body he finds them. He vigilantly hunts for more serious spots on my sun-ravaged skin. My skin is dozens of years ahead of itself due to the reckless bombarding of sun I forced upon it many years ago. Many biopsies later, I’m happy to report that so far only squamous cancers have been discovered. But I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop. I see Dr. Herron as often as I think is necessary, and once every three months regardless of what I think. We are currently working on a subset of a dermatology problem I have. It’s a mysterious infection, which is very close to my eye, and may be infecting it.

			This has brought Dr. Ahn into my life. He’s apparently the foremost eye surgeon at the Clinic, and he’s trying to see if my eye is indeed infected or affected, one way or another, by the skin ailment. My sessions with him, two so far, are eye tests, which tend to shatter my nerves. Passing one instrument after another across my eyes in order to try to read little tiny letters, is no fun and gets old very easily with my eyes, which begin to balk. And then it’s impossible.

			There is the foot doctor, who cares for my bunion, my corns and two toes which are curled under to avoid collisions with other toes. Dr. Gregori is a handsome youngish fellow, whose sandpaper treatment of the bunion and the corns leaves me giddily pain free, foot wise, so I feel like skipping out of his office, which of course I can’t do, and probably wouldn’t even if I could.

			I have failed to mention that in some ways, all these people are ancillaries to the main ailment caretakers who minister to some aspect of my Parkinson’s Disease. There are a lots of people fulfilling that role for me.

			My main man is Dr. Langston. Everyone should have a Dr. Langston in his life. He is the ultimate positive thinker, cheerleader, flatterer, encourager, a kindly and oh-so-smart man. He’s the one who has steered me through the jungle of medications, balancing one pill with the other, concocting dozens of small combinations until one finally works as well as it possibly could. I keep it up till a readjustment is necessary, and once again the concoction is recreated just to my specifications. No one’s medication is like anyone else’s. Dr. Langston is a master in this role of scientifically steadying my and all his patients’ problems, and keeping us leading as normal a life as possible.

			He paved the way for an appointment with Dr. Starr, who is a neurological surgeon with UCSF, and noted for his many successes with Deep Brain Stimulation, an operation on the brain which I’m happy to have had. It’s not a cure for the disease, but it masks many of the symptoms pretty darned well. It led the way for me to have a physical pat-down in airports, because my motors can’t be exposed to those metal detectors. In fact, there have been times when I have been turned off, mysteriously in some cases, and my motors have gone off duty, I realize how vital they are to me when this happens, because I become a total cripple almost immediately, and barely able to stand. Dr. Starr is available to change my batteries, or cluck over the challenges these motors provide along the way. But so far I’d say that for me the operations (there were two of them, one for each side of my brain) have been a great success.

			I have someone who will take care of my brain, emotion-wise, and that is Joan, to whom I go once a week. She’s very empathetic, so I can tell her all my troubles, and I do.

			Then there are the Parkinson’s backups. I have a speech therapist called Randi who does her best to make me cope with disappearing voice muscles, by telling me to yell. I read to her and she tapes my reading, so I can hear how very quiet my voice has become. What is diabolical is that it’s impossible to tell how soft or loud you are yourself. Hence the taping of my readings, so I become aware at least of this shortcoming, and work hard on trying to keep these muscles strong enough to talk and to swallow. Randi is a tiny girl with a very loud voice, whom I try to please, but I think I’m losing the voice battle, which saddens me to no end.

			I have, however, employed a physical therapist, named Mark, and have seen him for two sessions. The object, according to Mark, is to realign myself so that I’m not favoring one side of my body, something that I was dimly conscious of, but I had no idea how to straighten myself out. Mark is convinced that if I can realign myself, my hip, which has taken quite a beating, and my entire side will be happier and my balance as well as my gait will improve. I hope so.

			In my house I have what I would call the first team. They include Bill, of course, who is on the first squad. He is showered with requests whenever I need a shoelace tied, a stubborn button done or undone especially when it’s on my unreachable-for-me back. A team of backups waits on me more and more often, as I slide inevitably downward. They are Len Len and Monica, both of whom spoil me. Each works half a week with me, filling all the holes that I need to have filled. They are the reasons I have been able to avoid having a walker of the metal variety (or, soon, a wheelchair, I fear).

			When asked what I do all day, to fill in for the lunches, tennis games, and swims of yore, I am generally at a loss to explain what it is that keeps me busy. My assortment of helpers, I see quite as often as formerly I saw my friends and an occasional trip to the urgent care center does a lot to punctuate my time with surprises, most of them not too unpleasant.

			All in all, I’d say that given the circumstances I’m lucky, and so grateful for my village which keeps me going through thick and thin, over bumps and scrapes, discomforts and disappointments, and keeps me smiling, and often laughing, all the way.

		

	


	
		
			The King and Queen
Phyllis, Age 71/2

			Today is the day when we are going to see the King and Queen! Mary tells us to get into our shorts first, because we don’t want to get our good dresses wrinkled. Patty got to choose the dresses. I wanted to wear the light purple ones but Patty is older and she likes the plaid ones better. I don’t really care anyway.

			Mary says we have to wash our hair, though it isn’t even Friday. Right after breakfast she washes mine and then Patty’s and we go out into the garden to let it dry in the sun. Mary always curls our hair around her finger, and makes it into these tight things. That’s because Princess Elizabeth and Princess Margaret Rose wear their hair like that. We have a book about the Princesses. Mary gave it to us. Princess Elizabeth is Patty’s age and Princess Margaret is my age. They have their own playhouse which is big enough for them to stand up in.

			Mary taught us how to sing the other words to My Country Tis of Thee. She knows them because she is a subject, because she’s Scottish. Patty and I are Americans. Every summer we go over the Peace Bridge, and on the other side is Canada where Niagara-On-The-Lake is. That’s why the King and Queen are coming. Mary says it is to cheer everybody up because they’re sad about the war. The words are God save our gracious king instead of my country tis of thee.

			It doesn’t matter that we aren’t subjects. Mary says anybody can go to see the King and Queen.

			We put on our dresses but we’re still early so Patty and I sit on the porch and play our song game. One of us claps a song and the other one guesses what it is. Patty’s better than I am because she is nine, and I’m only seven and a half. We are sitting quietly until Mary says it’s time. She has on her good dress with the flowers on it, not her uniform.

			We are going to walk because it’s only past Melba Melbourne’s house that we have to go. Mary says we have to hold hands all the way because there are lots of people and she doesn’t want us to get lost. We have Canadian flags which she gave us in our other hands. We see the people on the corner where they are going to come. We are standing right on the curb in the first row because we are little, and Mary is behind us.

			Pretty soon we see some cars coming and everybody starts to say hurray. There is one car which is all open. That is the King and Queen’s car. And they go by very slowly. The Queen is on our side. She is wearing a big hat. She waves at us, and because we are so close she sees us and smiles. The King is looking at the other side of the road. I wave my flag but Patty is shy.

			I was a little sad they weren’t wearing crowns, though Mary said she didn’t think they wore crowns except when they’re going to a party. It was lots of fun anyway, and then we went home for lunch.

		

	


	
		
			The King and Queen
Phyllis, Age 63

			It was the summer of 1939, and the big excitement for my sister and me was that the King and Queen of England were due to pass the corner of our road in Niagara-On-The-Lake, Ontario where we used to spend our summers. Patty, my sister, and I were beside ourselves even beyond what one might expect, and this was because our nurse, Mary Brennan, had for years kept us abreast of the comings and goings of the little princesses, Princess Elizabeth, who was roughly Patty’s age, and Princess Margaret Rose, who was my princess. We knew about their two Corgis, (we had two dachshunds) we knew about their playhouse, their dolls, their favorite flowers (roses) and their hairstyle. This latter was a problem for Mary and Patty and me. Mary was eager to make us as like the princesses as possible, and while she couldn’t do anything about the dachshunds, German dogs as she called them, she was at all times trying to groom us for princesshood—in case—and the fly in the ointment, physical-wise, was that Patty and I had really curly hair, while the princesses of course did not. Mary spent a lot of time trying to organize our kinkiness into sausagelike “cuddles” as her Scotch burr pronounced these tortured tresses, and we suffered her because we knew we were edging toward our common goal. We, of course, dressed alike. Even our shorts and bathing suits were alike, and our pajamas, too. But we didn’t have crowns.

			World War Two had begun for the Canadians, and there were signs of the war all around us, even in this little town. An army camp had sprung up not too far from our house, and every morning a regiment of Scottish soldiers, complete with kilts and bagpipes, would parade past our house. Mary, being a Scot, would be transported with pride, and she and Patty and I would hang out of our bedroom window, and wave. There were also tanks and guns and other appurtenances of war, but it was all too far away, and we were too young to take in anything but the excitement.

			The day finally arrived. We had learned to sing God Save Our Gracious King in case that were needed, and we each had a tiny Canadian flag to wave. We spent the better part of our morning getting ready. Mary washed our hair, as always in castile soap, and with a vinegar rinse. We were to wear our best dresses—I can’t remember now if they were the lavender cotton dresses with white lace collars, or the plaid ones with big sashes. And of course our good black patent leather “Mary Janes.”

			When I think of that day, I realize how long ago this memory was, because in my mind’s eye I see a very old fashioned picture. I see two little girls heading down a quiet country road, with their nurse between them, holding their hands. There are almost no cars on the road, and although the King and Queen are due, there aren’t too many people lining the way. Mary got us right up on the curb, where we could see perfectly, and it wasn’t long before the procession began. It was only a few cars in all, and the King and Queen were sitting in an open car, driving by very slowly. The Queen was closest to us. I could almost have touched her. But the most exciting thing was that she looked at us! She smiled at us and waved!

			We were all thrilled beyond belief, and the proof of this is that some fifty-odd years later I can recall those very few moments vividly.

		

	


	
		
			London Theater

			What shall we do? It seems as though every day one or another of our affiliations sends us a tantalizing trip offering. Some appear to be irresistibly exotic. They offer jet trips to touch all the most famous monuments in the world: Petra, Easter Island, Machu Picchu, Victoria Falls, The Dead Sea, etc. Others, bearing photos of the marble showers and big windows in palatial staterooms, offer a cruise on a small intimate ship to ports of call you’ve always wanted to visit. You have to read the small print in some of these cases. Some tours are so ambitious that one has to be in one’s athletic prime to join. Rising every morning at 6 am is not restful so far as I’m concerned. Riding lots of busses lots of times is not restful either. I recall, however, that there was a time when small print issues weren’t an issue.

			We also harbor a deep-seated fear that we might be unlucky enough to draw a travel guide who talks too much, or at least at the wrong times. Years ago we were on the first minutes of our first day of our first trip to the Far East. In Tokyo, our guide had commandeered us all into the bus and we and our luggage had just begun pulling out of the airport parking lot when the gentleman without further ado proceeded to regale us with an extensive lecture on the Japanese exchange rates vis a vis the American dollar. At one point one of our members raised her hand and when called on asked rather timidly “Excuse me but isn’t that Mount Fuji over there?” The monetary instruction came to a halt for an instant as our guide confirmed that it was indeed Mt. Fuji, soaring in the landscape against a blue blue sky in all its snowy glory. It was the only sighting we would have of the mountain for the entire two weeks. We were so grateful to the woman who was inattentive enough to let her eyes wander. The bad news was that this man would prove to be our guide and constant companion throughout our trip. He managed to cushion every potential bump in the road. (e.g., In Kyoto we were warned against the possibility that if we were to buy the corn which was sold expressly for one to feed the deer in the park there was a chance the deer might hover around us. Heavens!)

			We had done such meaningful, packed, tailored-to-us trips in the past with the U.N., that we were a little unsure by the time we had the leisure to plan our own destinations, and nothing seemed just right. But last fall we received a trip brochure which was billed as “A London Theatre Seminar.” A prominent professor from Yale named Murray Biggs was to hold seminars in the daytime followed by six nights of plays (London plays! What could be better!) to be chosen by the professor who would shape our experience in whatever way he saw fit. The hotel we had never heard of, nor did we recognize the names of any of our fellow travelers, but at a recent reunion of Bill’s, we had heard Dr. Biggs speak, and he had dazzled us with his dynamic rehearsal of a couple of drama students, taking them through several readings of the same scene from a play, each time coaching thee two actors more and more in depth, so that what we saw at the end off the hour bore very little resemblance to what we had seen at the beginning. It would be worth it to go, we thought, if only to have the chance to hear the professor talk again. Besides, we love plays, and we love London. Furthermore, the fact that we were to be in the same hotel for all seven nights meant only one unpacking job for the whole week. And the first item on our program was to be our daily seminar which began at the civilized hour of 9:30 in the morning. The fact that our classroom was just two short blocks away meant no busses, at least in the mornings.

			We signed up and very promptly we were sent the scripts for all six plays, which presumably we were to pack in our luggage, in order to refer to them in our seminars. The six scripts were copied into a large blue book, which must have weighed at least ten pounds. Bill and I decided that one of these monsters would work nicely for both of us as we were trying to pack light, and this proved to be, all things considered, a good move. But as neither of us had read the plays ahead of time, we found ourselves having to take turns trying to catch up. There were a few moments when we both wanted the book at the same time, of course, but we took turns fairly amicably.

			We stayed at the Marlborough Hotel, which was very nice, and it proved to be in a great location. It was only one block from the British Museum, and in a neighborhood that was completely new to us. The street corners were dotted with handsome old pubs alternating with an occasional Starbucks, and we found that we were a walkable distance from the theatre district. We did a lot of walking, which I loved.

			I marveled at my stamina on that first night. We arrived in the hotel from the airport in the mid afternoon, only to be whisked to our first lecture immediately. The professor greeted all of us and asked us to summarize our life histories, one by one. It was a good idea, because we discovered a number of connections among us that we might never have unearthed otherwise. One thing we discovered which was kind of disturbing was that most of the people there had been on this same trip many times over the years. They were horrified to learn that Bill and I hadn’t done our homework. They had written notes all over their plays, had of course read them all, and were in other words ready for the seminar. I really felt just as I had in college when I hadn’t done my assignment. But “No matter,” I said to myself. I wasn’t in this for a grade.

			As it was still light outside and no rain fell from the nevertheless threatening skies the thirty of us walked to the National theatre. We had dinner all together in their delightful restaurant which is right off the lobby. From there one could see the crowds milling around. What struck me right away was the number of young people who had turned out to see a Shakespeare play. I couldn’t imagine a New York theater with as many young folk, no matter what the play. Of course the London theater is less expensive, but it still is not cheap Perhaps it’s something in the English culture that encourages young people to a attend, and also to become actors. There’s a disproportionate number of wonderful actors in England, which is such a small country. There are so many great playwrights in their history, too.

			The building itself is very impressive, in a stark uncompromising sort of way. It’s very near the Tate Modern, which is particularly ugly on the outside but is a fine gallery on the inside. The interior of the National Theatre is well conceived, and from a tour of it later on that week, this was readily apparent. There are three theatres, each with its own characteristics, and seating capacity and each with ample room to be very creative with sets. The lobby is large and impressive with high high ceilings and a dramatic use of cement which divides up the space with tall columns that serve to separate shops and information desks and our own restaurant very attractively.

			The play we were going to see that evening was “Measure For Measure,” not one of Shakespeare’s best known plays, but filled still with beautiful language I’d never seen or read it before although the plot includes masquerading by three characters, and I can recall several other of his plays that included deception and identity-switching. The Duke, pretending that he is going on a trip, masquerades as a Friar so that he can stay at home unrecognized and check on the leadership quality of his would-be successor, Angelo, whom he has placed in charge of things while the Duke pretends to be away. Woven into the plot are Isabella and Mariane, who are in collusion; Isabella to save her brother Claudio from being hanged, and Mariane to get to Angelo whom she loves. They exchange identities for one night to accomplish their separate goals.

			But I’m not telling you the most arresting part of this production. The director, who also played the lead part in the play, that of the Duke (and the Friar) chose to produce the play in a modern setting. Thus the men wearing fedora hats set rakishly on heads, the girls in cotton dresses looked as though they hailed from Al Capone’s Chicago. The scenery was minimal, and the scene changes were accompanied by explosions of various magnitudes, which in turn were accompanied by foggy smoke in puffs and billows. There were little and not so little thunderclaps going off at various times, which served to punctuate some of the text. And a lot was done with lights flashing at the same time. If it accomplished nothing else for me, at least it served to keep me awake.

			The play had been very well-reviewed which helped to account for the full house, and I think the fact that it was played in a modern setting appealed to the young audience particularly, as the language in some cases took second place to the action, which was very fast paced throughout. The plot as usual in his less serious plays was not exactly riveting, but when I think of some of the poetry in the play, I am awed over and over again by Shakespeare’s enormous gift. The title, “Measure for Measure,” is an apt one, as the plot contains an “eye for an eye” kind of drama at its core.

			The next morning at 9:30, we began our assessment of the play. First of all, there was some controversy about the effectiveness of the modern setting, with a number of us, in fact the majority of us, saying they pulled it off beautifully. We all remarked on the number of young people in the audience. One person with whom many others agreed said that the actress who played Isabella seemed too muscular and competent to be the persuasive very feminine young girl who supplicates Angelo for the life of her brother. This didn’t strike me at all at the time but in hindsight I felt he was right. I vowed to look at the casting more carefully in the plays to come.

			After a morning break, we settled down to a discussion of the play we were to see that night. This was to be the pattern for the next several days. We moved from Shakespeare (1564-1616) to George Bernard Shaw (1856-1950) quite a jump in time. The Shaw play is called “You Never Can Tell” and contains no end of interesting characters. A comedy of manners, it is very funny. As a matter of fact Shaw, entertains us right away in his notes, with his descriptions of the characters we are about to meet and in his meticulous rendering of the scene as he wants it to be, down to the tiniest detail. I’m reminded of Frank Lloyd Wright whose arrogance brought him to nail down the furniture in at least one of his houses, making sure no one would ruin his masterpiece. Shaw’s directions in the same way left very little to chance but they make for such good reading that I would recommend them to everyone. I include here a sample of his lengthy introductions of each character.

			Here is small portion of his introduction of Mrs. Clendon, the mother of three children, and pivotal to the plot: “Mrs. Clendon is around forty or fifty with a slight tendency to soft sedentary fat, and a fair remainder of good looks.” He goes on to say, “She carries herself artificially well, as women were taught to do as a part of good manners by dancing masters and reclining boards before these were superseded by the modern artistic cult of beauty and health. In short, she is distinctly old fashioned for her age in dress and manner.” Shaw digs deeper... “displays of personal sentiment secretly embarrass her.... She feels strongly about social questions and principles and not about persons.”

			The play was published with seven other plays by Shaw in 1906. The title of the whole book was “Plays: Pleasant and Unpleasant.” There were four of each. “You Never Can Tell” is in the second volume, and is one of the Pleasant Plays. Shaw, always the iconoclast was known for turning ideas, prejudices and priorities of Victorian England upside down and inside out, to show their absurdity. Thus we have a free-thinking woman who could not stand to have a husband tell her what to do, say or think, which at the turn of the 20th century was a scandalous and highly unorthodox behavior for a wife. Her three children were hilariously outspoken and cut through the cant and proprieties of the Victorian era in all directions. The twins, a boy and a girl were endlessly entertaining. The eldest daughter, Gloria sought to be the image of her mother and, like her mother, claimed to dislike all men thinking them simply impediments to women. Valentine, a dentist and impecunious was about as far from a romantic Victorian figure as Shaw could create. Valentine’s courtship of Gloria was totally unromantic, and terribly funny. He confessed his love without dallying, mincing no words, which were totally devoid of romanticism. Gloria in response began with the game of “hard to get” but very quickly and in a brief time they were engaged to be married. In fact, everything was solved at the end to everyone’s satisfaction.

			The title is taken from a phrase used often by a philosophical waiter who is serving the luncheon party at a club where the family is well-known to him, and they are very fond of him. Whenever he is asked a difficult or foolish question, he nods his head wisely, and with a hint of the conspiratorial he says, “You never can tell.”

			The next day, in our morning seminar we were all enthusiastic about the play. The characters seemed to jibe with the Shavian instructions, so carefully spelled out all through the play. The part of the butler was played by a well-known actor in England (and he looked familiar to me as well). He took a chance by affecting a slow drawling accent, still very English, and because of his slow delivery he became center stage for a longer period of time and also he gained in comedic terms. All in all, we agreed that the very slow delivery was effective, and the butler a great asset to the play. In hindsight, I think he took a chance with this exaggerated performance. Someone else might overdo it, and ruin the production, which was so carefully balanced that it would take only a small misstep to tip it over.

			After putting that play to bed, we took on “Period of Adjustment” by Tennessee Williams. (1911-1993) A kind of odd choice, I mused, as he was an American playwright from the South who wrote about the South, making the accent even more important to get right. Some of us were quite skeptical about the potential success of such an undertaking. I had never heard of the play before, but it seemed fairly familiar possibly because there were echoes of “Cat on a Hot Tin Roof” and “Streetcar Named Desire.” The title is the theme of the story. Two couples are going through a period of adjustment. One couple, married for several years, is spending Christmas Eve apart from each other, not a good sign, especially since they have a little boy. Ralph, the husband, is at home with his Christmas tree while his wife is at her parents’ house with their son. It seems that there were several catalysts for this separation, but the immediate quarrel concerns the fact that Ralph has quit his job where he has worked (very unhappily) for his father-in-law. Ralph has a surprise visit from Isabelle, the newly wed wife of George, Ralph’s old army buddy. Isabelle has been unceremoniously dropped off by her bridegroom. We learn that they have quarreled while on their honeymoon, and Isabelle at least feels that she shouldn’t have married him.

			The chasm of misunderstanding between the sexes moves the plot. The two men are compatible back-slapping, beer-drinking buddies and understand each other because they’re old friends who’ve gone through a couple of wars together, and because they’re men. The two women, Isabelle and Dorothea, establish a bond almost instantly, recognizing they share the problems of communication with the opposite sex. The two couples eventually see each other’s missteps through each others eyes, after the airing of private and public grudges. Isabelle, in a show of solidarity lends Dorothea a nightgown for the night. And everyone goes to sleep in the proper beds.

			Tennessee Williams’s characters are three-dimensional, fascinating, real, if sometimes over the top, psychologically intriguing individuals. In this case the traumas of war shared are not alone what lay behind the closeness of the men, but their after hours, unofficial pleasures seemed to dominate their reminiscences.

			As it happened, the accents, if not at all times perfect, were very close to the real thing. The acting was great, and once again we were struck by the quality of the performances, which made the play shine like a fine jewel. Could this run on excellence keep on, we wondered?

			The next play we saw was given in the equivalent of an Off-Broadway theater. Small and intimate, it was in a sort of shopping center, in the suburbs of the city, so for the first time our transport wasn’t by foot, but on the bus. The traffic was horrendous, reminding me of New York in rush hour, so it took us a very long time to arrive at our destination. We might well have been better off on foot. The name of the theater was the Lemon Tree and right next to it was a charming a restaurant, where we had our dinner before the play. The play was called “The Linden Tree,” by J. B. Priestley, (1894-1984) and was well-suited to an intimate stage. It was also in the round which often presents a problem for entrances and exits and where and how an actor moves on the stage, but the best of the players and their directors use the roundness to great effect. “The Linden Tree” was happily for us one of the best of the latter.

			“The Linden Tree” is the story of a family called Linden, and takes place on Mr. Linden’s sixty-fifth birthday, in their house where the entire family has come together to celebrate. The Linden tree has several branches, in the form of four children and a mother, of whom it is said by one of the children that though their father was the tree, Mrs. Linden was the roots of the family. All the children are very different from each other, despite the fact that they are quite obviously a closely knit family. The subject on everyone’s mind is that the professor, who although he is celebrating his birthday, which means retirement to his university, still feels he has still something to offer his students. But there’s a new head of the college who plans to streamline the school, and wants to ease the professor out of his job. Professor Linden’s wife wants him to retire from what she sees as a thankless job in a seedy town, far below his caliber of accomplishment, and not to her liking at all. The children, all but one of them young adults, want what’s best for their father, but none can agree on what that is. The plot centers around this issue, as the family comes to grips with the reality of not being able to solve the problem to everyone’s satisfaction, but a ray of hope is given to satisfy those of us who like happy endings.

			There is also the maid just bordering on insolent, and a tippler of scarce good whiskey. The time of this play is right after World War II when all of England was suffering from shortages of all kinds and from the devastation of the country as a whole. The maid not only provided comic relief, she also served as a good example of many post war Englishmen who felt disoriented and depressed by their post-war limiting, limited circumstances. In this way she brought the outside world into the Linden home, even more than the children did. The children had chosen careers totally alien to each other and totally different from their parents.

			The feeling of our group was that the smaller theater was just right for this drama. We all felt intimately involved with the players, who practically stepped on our toes as they moved around the stage, and those of us on the aisle had to be sure not to inadvertently trip up the actors as they came and went. Once again the play was as good as I had grown to expect them to be that week. I felt we had happened upon a real family, about whom we grew to care and sympathize.

			Our fifth play was held in a tiny theater, the equivalent of some Off-Off-Broadway theaters I have seen. But actually, I believe this was the smallest I’d ever been in. There was room for maybe forty of us in the audience, so the Yale group took most of the seats.

			This was a play set in a small town in England in 1666, by a young writer named Jim Nolan(1958-). The title is “Blackwater Angel,” and we heard that it was first produced by the famous Abbey Theater in Dublin in 2001.

			The small stage was (necessarily) sparsely furnished with a small table and chairs and a cupboard. The play was dominated by a force of nature whose stage name was Valentine Greatrakes. Valentine (whose real name was John Lynch, as we were lucky enough to discover when he visited our seminar the next day) was a product of his times, when there was a great deal of superstition and witch-hunting in the air. He was a devout man who discovered one day that he had the gift of healing. Far from contributing to his own life his “gift from God” grew to be an onerous burden which caused him and his family great anguish. Supplicants congregated around his castle by the thousands, to be cured.

			The play begins as Valentine Greatrakes is returning from a long stay in London, where he had what his wife considered a sinecure with a rich woman. He has lost or thinks he has lost the gift, and so refuses to attempt to heal the hordes that have congregated by the castle waiting for him. Greatrake’s wife, Ruth, had done what she could to try to make them comfortable, but her efforts had been swamped by the numbers. Her husband appears to her to be malingering, because he won’t even try to heal anyone. A group of players comes to town and with them is a mysterious girl called Angel who appears to mesmerize Greatrakes. Then she loses her singing voice which has been her most unusual otherworldly, attribute, and in fact was the reason for the success of the wandering group. Greatrakes is determined to heal her voice, and feels that his own redemption somehow hinges on her cure.

			The immediacy of the small space once again as in the Lemon Tree Theater of the night before worked very well with the drama. It was no problem to conjure up the blind people, the ailing children, and the cripples lying around just outside our view. The main character, Greatrakes, gave a powerful performance as the agonized good man who’s lost his way. The other characters in the play served to color every aspect of the drama with verisimilitude, despite the fact that the play deals with miracles and fantasy.

			The next day we met the lead in the play who was a dynamic actor. His personality was large like his stage performance, which prompted me to think once again that aspects of the actors’ personalities very often come out in their make believe characters. Actors, the good ones, use these tools to great advantage. John Lynch was indeed a charming fellow but despite the fact that it was so well-acted, and one couldn’t quarrel with the production, I found myself fidgeting and restless during the play. Perhaps the pace which was I felt ponderously slow was intentional. Perhaps it was due to a little fatigue on my part from seeing too many plays at once. Unfortunately, we didn’t discuss it with the leader because we had “Mr. Greatrakes” as our guest. Of course he loved the play. It was a good vehicle for him as an actor. What fascinated me was his description of a scene where Greatrakes, already taken with Angel, and despite his religiosity, and, his wife shocks Angel and the audience to a certain extent, by kissing her. Well, the way I figured it, what runs as an undercurrent throughout his relationship with Angel comes to fruition in the kiss. Not at all, says Mr. Lynch. He plays that scene two ways, apparently. Some nights he goes without the kiss (Angel obviously knows enough of what he has to do in both scenarios to make it work. ) Greatrakes acknowledgement of these thoughts and deeds which were far from commendable, might have helped to bring back his miracle -making skills, because in the end he was once more able and willing to perform his miracles

			For the last play we were able to walk to the theater. We had dinner before it at a charming place nearby. This was the closest we were to come to a Broadway theater, and I might have thought myself in New York if there hadn’t been the availability of ice cream at the intermission, which one can eat at his seat.

			The play was called “Honour,” by Janet Murray Smith. We were not told her age or anything about her The lead actor has the name Honor, spelled the American way. I puzzled over that spelling difference, and can come up with no explanation that really satisfies me. One might speculate that the author, Johanna Murray-Smith found it to her liking to have the protagonist just one step away from being the symbol of Honour. The other scenario I can think of is that the English use that spelling difference as a regular thing, and that were this play to come to New York the spellings would be identical.

			Certainly the play was about honour (or honor without the U). The couple in the play are two happily married people of the old married kind, both in their late fifties, and devoted to each other. Honor is the one in the family who glues it together, we realize, as her husband pursues his career as a writer of note. They have one grown child, a girl of twenty or so. Suddenly, everything changes as the husband’s head is turned totally by a flattering, fawning, and ambitious young writer who has come to interview him for an article she is writing about him. Her youth and the stroking he gets from her are enough to make him believe that he is in love with her. A mid-life crisis ensues. Neither Gus nor his wife could believe in it at first, but Gus does indeed move out and joins his young love. Honor does her best to talk sense to him but he is stubbornly resistant. Meanwhile cracks soon appear in this May-September relationship. Honor knows the wiles of women and understands Claudia, the striking ambitious young woman, perfectly. And vice versa. Some of the best dialogues are between Honor and Claudia. Claudia points out to Honor that she (Honor) has been subservient to her husband for all the years they have been married. She asks what happened to Honor’s writing, and, like many in the new generation of women, vows that her career will take precedence over the role of mother and wife, a role which Honor has obviously embraced from the beginning. Honor wittily holds her own in their rapprochement, and we get the feeling that Honor is the winner even, though she has lost her husband.

			The play moves ahead a few years and we find that Claudia and Gus are no longer together. Considerably humbled, he is petitioning for a return to Honor. But in her years apart from Gus, Honor has become a distinguished author and a very self-confident woman. She is enjoying her new-found self, and now it appears has no room for a former husband in her life.

			The audience that evening gave Diana Rigg a number of curtain calls. They gave only moderate applause to her co-star, who was every bit as good an actor in this role and to my mind equally deserving of accolades. He was given such an unsympathetic role in the play, however, that the audience more or less wouldn’t let him off the hook. Diana Rigg definitely had the pay off part in Honour.

			We came away from the play that night, realizing that there would be no more discussion with our new friends and our guru. The program was finished, and almost everyone was flying back in the morning. In spite of having certain free time throughout the week, to do other, non-theater things, we had really been immersed in the plays. We had enjoyed our new friends. (In fact, I discovered that one of the women in our group had been a friend of mine in Boarding school, whom I’d not seen or heard about since 1949, when I graduated. It was fun to catch up as best we could, after all these years.) The entire group was interesting and appeared to be very smart playgoers, and very enthusiastic.

			As is always the case in life, the thing that you look forward to the most is not in the end what you most preferred. I had so looked forward to hearing our leader expand on the plays granting insights and commentary every day. But alas this was not the case. He merely asked what we thought of the plays, and nodded his head, or frowned or shook his head, with hardly an insight or comment from his lips. Where was the silver-tongued Murray Biggs of New Haven?

			In any event, he chose wisely and well the various plays we saw. They were certainly not blockbusters like Mary Poppins or Billy Elliot, although Honour came close to being a typical Broadway play, of a serious nature. If there was any common thread in the selection, it had to do with maintaining the male/female balance and serenity in various times, in various centuries. This is a balance that is still being perfected so I suspect that there will be enough grist for many plays to come.

			Although our adventure in London proved to be a good one, still I don’t think I would repeat the program any time soon. So once again I’m combing through brochures, ever-burgeoning numbers of which continue to arrive here daily. I’m sure to find the right trip one of these days. In the meantime, I’m thoroughly enjoying the process of looking.

		

		
		

	


	
		
			My First Date

			Nancy Salt called me. I was sort of surprised to have her call, because we were not such good friends as all that. This was in the winter of my sixth-grade year. Nancy wanted to know if I would go to the Nichols School dance with her and her friend, Howie Babcock, and my date was to be Chet Dann. Well, in the first place I knew Chet Dann, because he was my age and at dancing school was the tallest boy by far in our class. It sometimes looked as though he were standing on a chair, when he was merely standing next to a short boy. Anyway, I knew him and I was also pretty tall, and flattered to be asked, so of course I said “Yes.”

			The background of my dancing skills and popularity, or lack of it gave me some apprehension as the day approached. Every Friday evening, we would dress in our party clothes and go to the Century Club ballroom for Dancing School with Mr. Van Arnum. Mirrors on every wall didn’t do much to build up my confidence. I recall all too vividly the harrowing scramble for partners, with the boys sprinting from their chairs along one wall, and sliding across the slippery floor to the chairs of their favorite partners. (It seemed to me they were all blond and tiny.) This left the girls, who outnumbered the boys, to dance with each other in cruel mimicry of the “regular” couples. What a humiliation we leftovers suffered....

			There had to be a new dress, a long one for a formal occasion. The new dress that Mother and I picked out was a pretty pale yellow taffeta with bright pink rosebuds on the border of the short puffy sleeves. The dress fit me perfectly. It wasn’t till some days later that I noted the size. It was a 10 and a half Chubette. I groaned. Cynthia Taylor wore a Chubette size, and she was well... FAT. I chose to ignore this for the time being.

			A few days before the big day, however, I tried the dress on in front of my Mother’s full-view mirror. As I turned from one side to another, I discovered in profiles a sizeable pot belly. No mistaking it. I was a fat girl. I wondered how long I had sported this paunch. I wondered why no one had told me. My courage was rapidly dwindling, and threatened to abandon me completely as I stood there staring with horror at my too-large self. So I got out of my dress and carefully carried it back to hang in my closet, all the while resolving to rise above this incontrovertible discovery of my shape and the reality of my fate.

			The big-for-me day arrived. I was nervous all through school on that day, though I pretended for Nancy Salt that I was cool and right on top of it. Two hours before the time when they were to pick me up, I found myself sitting at Mother’s dressing table eying all the things that were supposedly beauty enhancers but I didn’t know what they were for, so I simply sat and stared at my face (Did my face look fat too ?) Then I put on my coat, and went downstairs to wait in the hall for the Salts and Chet to come.

			When we got to the school, I looked at the impressive, large painting in the large front hall, and got some little comfort and sustenance because it was a portrait of my great-grandfather, William Nichols, who had started the school. I said to Chet Dan in a vain attempt to buck myself up, and gain a little stature in his eyes “That’s my great-grandfather” at which point he stared at me in disbelief, and then turned away. Things were not going so well

			We proceeded into the ballroom. It was a very high-ceilinged, big-rafter-wood-everywhere room, possibly an assembly hall during the non-dancing hours. I don’t remember if I ever found out. We started immediately to dance, the four of us, with our dates. Round and round, without a pause. My eyes followed them and all the other couples. I noted the stag line (A form of security. It served as a hedge against being stuck with one person all night long.) and it wasn’t looking too active to me.

			Although it was sort of a novelty to be dancing with a boy, the steps were all the same. Box step, waltz, two step, lambeth walk, Charleston... we did them all as best we could. Being only sixth-graders, I doubt whether they resembled in any way the real thing and for many reasons I was happy there were no mirrors. I could more easily forget the pot belly, the hair, which was always the bane of my existence, and no doubt needed a brushing. I could pretend I was gracefulness itself. I made several attempts to have a conversation with Chet, but it was an uphill struggle. Chet was very quiet, and spoke only when he really had to, and then really briefly (as in yes and no briefly).

			To my horror and complete humiliation, I danced with Chet, The Quiet One all night. Not a sign of a rescue from the stag line in all that time. It must have been three hours but it felt like an eternity. If I hadn’t been so humiliated, I might have admitted to boredom, but in any case, it was a disaster, from my point of view, in every way.

			Patty was asleep when I got home. I was happy. I didn’t have to tell her of the debacle, that night at least.

		

	


	
		
			On Walking

			“One of the most comforting and comfortable routines in my life with Parkinson’s is my daily walking. Walking takes up roughly an hour of time in my day so it’s not at all a consuming commitment. It is a commitment, however, and at this point in my life, I have need for some structure to tie everything else to, and my walking fits in very well, and also has a salubrious effect on me.

			I gathered up a bundle of walking experiences, and gave them some historical, some nostalgic, some geographical backgrounds, but no specific structure. Join me while we ramble through together.”

		

	


	
		
			On Walking

			The walking I did in my early life in Buffalo, New York, was compulsory and far from ideal. In the first place, there was the snow, which piled up and replenished itself almost every month of the school year. Then I was almost always walking with my taller, older sister, Patty, who broke our silences by exclamations of frustration at my inability to keep up. We’d trudge to school every day in a forced togetherness, often just barely speaking, but there were times when something captured our mutual attention. One day, for instance, we came upon an unusual display in the window of our local market. Both of us were transfixed by a pyramid of small boxes of Bird’s Eye frozen peas. That was the first frozen food we had ever seen. As I still remember this historic moment, I must have realized the impact this one new industry would have on our diets in the future.

			Mr. Webster’s delicatessen was a part of our daily routine. We would go in to read his comic books on our way home from school. Sprawled on the floor in front of the enormous racks of comics, we’d catch up on the adventures of Batman, Dick Tracy, Li’l Abner, or any one of a number of comic books that we felt required our attention. Mr. Webster would always smile at us as we were leaving and yell out to our retreating backs “Don’t go away mad, girls!” This was his farewell to everyone. I realize in hindsight what a good sport he was with us, especially as we never bought anything.

			There are two other walking incidents I remember very well. I was walking home from a friend’s house one day in spring. I passed by houses where dozens of daffodils and tulips were in glorious bloom. Without another thought, I decided to pick some for my mother. I selected a few from one garden, a few from another till I had picked a magnificent bouquet. Upon presenting them to Mother, she seemed very pleased at first but became apoplectic with fury when she discovered from whence they had come, and insisted I take them all back and apologize to every rightful owner. It was dark when I arrived back home. I remember I was too late for my favorite program, Jack Armstrong, an additional punishment of gargantuan proportions.

			The other story about walking in my childhood has to do with family loyalty. While on our walk to school one day, some boys on our street began to tease me about something, and Patty, my sometime torturer, quickly and very deftly hit the most vocal culprit over the top of his head with her lunch box. The boys fell silent, and slunk off and we moved along as if nothing had happened. I felt very protected and very lucky to have a big sister to defend me.

			This all happened 60-some years ago. Since growing up and being told that it was good for my health to walk, and very bad for it not to, I’ve taken up walking. I walk 2 miles every day, on our road (one mile each way). When it rains, I simply walk faster. Thus far, I have managed to walk pretty spryly, and the time it takes me is generally just under an hour, though this varies with the number of people I pass and speak to, dogs I pat, the temperature, or the amount of precipitation I encounter. On the Valley Road part of the walk, I’m treated to a field or two with wild flowers in the spring and a view of 12 ducks, white ones, on one side of the road, horses on both sides, as well as donkeys, goats, and sheep. Sometimes they bray and whinny and quack as we go by. I also hear a rooster or two, but I’ve yet to see one.

			As my tendency to fall down has become a part of my everyday life, I now need to walk with someone else, as I can’t be trusted not to get in a pickle of some kind. One day, not too long ago, I was walking my usual walk when a golden retriever rushed up to me and became flatteringly friendly. He leapt and leapt up on me and barked, and pretty soon, both of us were astonished to see that I had fallen down. I apparently fell on my wrist which I broke badly.

			I miss the time alone. When I walked alone I sang to myself and recited poetry. I also wrote essays in my head, and even sang aloud sometimes. My selections ran the gamut: from hymns, to songs from the hit parade, (a radio favorite of Patty’s and mine) all of which, whether I want to or not, I remember to the last verse and trill. I often wondered why anyone needs an iPod. There are so many channels going in everyone’s head, all the time. They have only to be tapped.

			I think walking is good for many reasons, for everyone actually. Walking is not a hike, however, in the strictest sense. A hike is longer and generally a planned outing in a country-like atmosphere, solely for the purpose of enjoying the scenery, and the fresh air. In contrast, a walk is slower (the power walkers are an exception) and is often for the purpose of getting somewhere not too far away. A definition of walking is “to travel on foot at a moderate pace.” 

			When we lived in Georgetown, in Washington, D.C., Bill and I loved the neighborhood feeling; the connection we felt to the other people. Sidewalks, I figured, were the ribbon that connected us all. We would emerge from our doors to see a neighbor emerging from hers, and a conversation would generally ensue. Or we’d walk on our sidewalk and see all the wonderful houses, close together (and in some cases even attached) and know after a while who lived in each one. This feeling of belonging to somewhere was essential in view of the life of surfaces and smiles that is political Washington. We were there for five years, though, and had a great, unforgettable time throughout.

			I hoped that I could retain that neighborly feeling here at home. We have no sidewalks, and the houses are intentionally apart from each other. I was acutely conscious of the fact that though we had lived here for years, I knew very few of our neighbors. I had known many more neighbors in Georgetown, and in so few years comparatively.

			My commitment to daily walking solved that problem. I had measured out a route to cover Walsh Road, and a turn onto Valley Road. The distance from there and back home was two miles, door to door. Today when I walk, I not only know most of my neighbors, I also know the names of their dogs, horses and children. As I’ve been home since 1992, and have been walking every day that we’re here in town, I have become well known as the Walking Woman of Walsh Road. Neighbors that I’ve not yet met see me at the shopping center or somewhere around town these days and introduce themselves to me. I love it!

			People ask me if I don’t get bored taking the same route every day, but I don’t. Every day there is something new to see, and to comment on. (There is an advantage to having someone with me to hear my comments, though I always made them to myself in my solo walking days.) We have been critics of new houses going up everywhere around us. Some have windows of every configuration, and dizzying roof lines sticking out all over the place. Some have just a too-big “see me” style which makes me want to meet the owners and give them a piece of my mind. Of course, I’d never do that. Just yesterday I went through a newly finished spec. house, which has as many flaws in my judgment as it possibly could. I can’t get used to tiny living rooms and gigantic kitchens, for instance. I overheard people who were touring the house at the same time as we were saying things about it that were highly complimentary ... highly complimentary. The age factor again? Who knows? I feel a little proprietary about these houses, as I watch them from the first shovel, the first truck, right to the end. I am extremely disappointed in them when they turn out badly.

			Another thing besides looking at new houses and commenting on some is the encounters with others I have. One day I met a woman younger than I am, but not too much younger, and very friendly. She managed to tell me her entire fascinating life story, (born in Maryland, child of divorce, wicked stepmother) as she fell in step with me. We had a lovely time together, and have enjoyed each other’s company ever since. Today we have a Labrador puppy in common. Ours is chocolate, and theirs is black. Another time when I was walking on the beach (another walk I recommend), a friend and I had a wonderful conversation. As I remember, we talked mainly about books, but other things, family things, also. Especially children with problems. We were so engrossed in our talking that we completely missed our houses and didn’t realize it till one of us looked up and recognized that we had walked a mile or so beyond our destinations. There’s something about the act of walking that loosens tongues in a wonderful way. It’s as though because you’re not on your own turf, obligations aren’t pressing and time is in a way suspended; you can relax and really have time to say what’s on your mind.

			As I mentioned, beaches are another great venue for walking. Especially when the sun is shining, but it’s not too hot, and when a soft breeze is blowing puffy clouds in the sun’s path, just often enough to keep you comfortable. And when there’s some hard sand at low tide to make walking less of a challenge. As a rule, beaches are beautiful themselves and are often surrounded by gorgeous views as well. They are particularly beautiful at sunset, or sunrise, or in the moonlight. There’s one beach I especially love. It has pink sand (when wet, it’s more pink) and is three miles long, straight as an arrow, and wide. It’s on the occasions when I’m staying on that beach that I cheerfully up my walking to three miles a day. After all, there’s lots of stuff on the beach to see, and I never get tired of seeing the people—every sort, every age, every size.

			There are several walks I take from other parts of my world, which I enjoy every bit as much as the Main Walk. We have a house in Inverness, which is in California, but it doesn’t seem that way. There are big trees, some of which are aged redwoods, and there is a bay, called Tomales Bay, which leads to the ocean after thirty miles of spectacular scenery, and a view across the bay of Point Reyes Station, some very small communities and a lot of dairy farm land. Inverness looks nothing like the rest of what it’s a geological part of, because, the story goes, thousands of years ago, during the earthquake which created the San Andreas Fault, a portion of the land slipped up from somewhere far away. Therefore the view for us in Inverness is unique in that we aren’t looking at a mirror image of ourselves, even though the other side of the bay is just a couple of miles across from us.

			My walk in Inverness comes the closest I can get to hiking, and I love it. In fact, there are three walks. My every-day-that-I’m-in-Inverness walk consists of a trudge uphill for a while, passing people and houses along the way. There is no problem with neighbors here. It is a small town, and everyone is neighborly, though there aren’t any sidewalks. At the top of the hill, you reach the trail to the Inverness Ridge. That’s the hiking part. The trail is well worn and easy on the feet and balance, and at one point (at my turn around spot) there is a wonderful bench which overlooks the Bay and the entire area around it. The walk is half over when I reach the bench so I retrace my steps and head downhill the same way I came. I don’t know how many miles that walk is, but as it takes me close to an hour round trip, I assume it’s around two miles.

			The other two walks are far more beautiful, especially during wild flower season in the spring. Both lead to the beach. One, called Abbot’s Lagoon is a bird preserve, where dozens of pelicans meet on the dunes, and egrets and snowy plovers are plentiful. It is very quiet there. Not too many people either. This is a joy to walk, and it’s also around one mile each way, so often I substitute this walk for my walk from home.

			The same goes for Kehoe Beach. There is a great walk through Mr. Kehoe’s cattle ranch to a fine ocean beach. It is not uncommon to see cows comfortably grazing up on the bluff overlooking the ocean. Their view is spectacular. So is ours, when we come to the dune, which we must slip and slide down to reach the beach. With splendid waves and a nice long stretch of sand, it looks tantalizingly benign. Warning signs against swimming are posted along the trail, however, and we seldom see people flouting the authorities in this matter. We’ve seen dead porpoises caught in fishing nets washed up on the beach in the nets, unintentional victims of a tuna fisherman, no doubt. On the ranch land, in our coming and going, we often spot deer and an occasional elk roaming in the hills near the trail. One day we came across dozens of red-wing blackbirds, enjoying the scenery just as we were. They danced around and flew in formation and danced a little bit more right around us, as though they were showing off.

			There is also the mental component of all this walking business. There’s the feeling of accomplishment I get from my self-imposed routine. This is reinforced by my dear friends and my family too. And by my doctors who are constantly flattering me with praise. It’s always as though I were being congratulated for having qualified for the Olympics.

			I feel so healthy when I walk. Actually, I feel just like everyone else. On the straightaway I walk quickly and confidently, swinging my arms, and remembering to heel-toe my walk. It helps to count “one two one two “to keep my rhythm. It’s the turns that get me. What I’ve learned is that I can forget that pirouette that comes so easily to the well people and concentrate on making a slow series of steps to accomplish the same turn. Just when I think I have it mastered, something preoccupies me and I forget that I no longer have a pivot, and down I go.

			It feels so good to be outside for an hour or so, even in the rain. When I walk, I don’t have the obligation to talk to my fellow walker who is one of two young women generally. They alternate being my right arm on a daily basis so they get enough of me during the course of the day, and welcome the chance to think their own thoughts. That leaves me free to think mine. Sometimes this is a fruitful exercise, sometimes not, but sometimes a friend or one of my children offers to join me. I am so happy to have any one of them as my companions that I give up happily any thinking I might have to do, and tune in to them. My children are the greatest therapy I have, and to have the company of any of them for an hour is pure heaven. They always have something interesting to say, and who knows? It’s possible they would not have divulged some of their information or secrets if we hadn’t been walking together.

			By the way did I forget to mention my hill on Tallwood Court? It is a killer. Our house sits at the top of the court, and even in my well days, I had trouble pushing my bike up to our house. That is what is called by a nurse I know “the cardiovascular section” of my walk, and I could swear on some days that little gremlins had somehow made it steeper overnight. The way I approach it is incrementally. On the less steep part I simply count the steps I’m taking, letting my velocity adjust as it will. Then opposite the Johnsons’ mailbox, I put on speed, begin to count again, only faster, (or at least with smaller steps which I need to take to stay vertical, I seem to be going faster,) till I reach our mailbox, where I can almost but not quite claim victory once again. Victory comes at my front door, which is still farther uphill. I use my last gasps to get there.

			The walk is definitely part of my therapy. How much better I feel post-walk than pre-walk. Each day that I walk is a lucky one for me, because it proves to me one more time that I’m not as sick as it would sometimes seem.

			I have enjoyed walks in cities and countries all over the world. In New York, for instance, there’s Central Park. I’ve always enjoyed my walks in Central Park, which helped me to live cheerfully in an apartment for seven years as the park was only a few blocks away. I would often take my dachshund, Pumpkin, for walks in the Park. He would invariably be noticed and patted by strangers. One day, I remember, as I was walking late in the afternoon, there was no one around, and I happened to see three teenaged boys headed toward me, laughing and talking jokingly together. What flashed in my mind was the robbery of my daughter in the park not too long before and the girl who had troubles with a boy there that made all the papers, and I wished for someone else to appear so that I could have a little backup if things went sour in any way. We came close enough to each other to speak and I tried to appear nonchalant as we were passing. All three boys gave me a wide smile and one of them said, “You ought to put some mustard on that hot dog!” and we all laughed together, I was chagrined but relieved just the same.

			Even without people to stare at, the park can be very entertaining. Chimes on top of the gate at 64th Street East chime the hour, after which the clock chimes different fairy tale songs, while, on the top of the clock, miniature ducks and monkeys and roosters parade around in a circle. Little children and their nannies, or occasionally their mothers, try to time their visits so that their charges can see the clock perform.

			Then there is the zoo. One need not pay to enter to see the polar bear in his grotto, through a large pane of glass, swimming or lolling on the rocks or sleeping, or the porpoises doing their amazing tricks right across the fence from the non-paying members of the crowd. The porpoises also perform at specific times of the day, so one needs to check this out before venturing forth.

			Walking anywhere in New York is fun, actually. Though it doesn’t count as therapy of the physical kind, because I saunter and stop at almost every store window, still it qualifies so far as mental stimulation goes. I especially like walking up Madison Avenue from the East 60s on. There are galleries where one can drop in at any time. There are amazingly expensive shops, which are like museums, and there’s the Whitney Museum itself. All of the avenue is great too for people watching, but a word of warning to the would-be-walker: Don’t bother to smile at anyone or even make eye contact. New Yorkers, as a rule don’t do either of these things and they suspect the worst of someone who does.

			One doesn’t think of Venice as a walking city, exactly, but we were there last fall, and we had some wonderful walks. One day, Bill and I had wandered off from the group we were traveling with and just sauntered aimlessly from San Marco Square, hoping to see life as it was lived in Venice every day. I doubt whether we really saw it, but we were close in some ways. We saw a market on the street, and people doing their daily marketing there, with straw bags and cloth bags to put their purchases in. Old men were sitting at a table in front of a bar, watching the world go by. Children were playing in the streets. Everything was just as it is in Tuscany or in the south of France, or in an English village, except that every now and then we’d get a glimpse of a canal with gondoliers standing up and poling their customers, some of them singing lovely arias for all to hear as they sailed by, and we knew where we were. We saw a fleet of large gondolas on the sea in Venice. Each gondola had around six men and each of these men had color-coded costumes to match the color of the ribbons they flew on their boats. There must have been at least ten boats in what we soon deduced was a race. It was a beautiful sight that one could see only in Venice, and only by walking on a boardwalk along the seashore.

			Years ago, when we were in Mauritania, we took a memorable walk outside of Nouakchott to a desert, which was also a beach because it continued right to the sea. It was sunset, and I remember thinking how lovely it was to watch the fishermen bring in their boats at this rosy-glow evening time. We learned that these were all novices as fishermen and that they had always been nomads who, though they were very poor and had a difficult time feeding themselves, had never used the sea for anything. The fishing project had been begun only recently by the U.N., and by the looks of things, the experiment was going very well. Lots of women were on the beach bargaining for the fish they wanted and already looked very much at home with the process. As we arrived back at the guest house, we saw that a large, gorgeous tent, with flowers painted on it and with many colored tassels to further decorate its interior, had been set up on the lawn for our dinner. This marked the end of our walk.

			My walks in the countrysides are many. It’s hard to pick out a winner or two from all the ones I’ve taken over the years. I’ve chosen one from the east coast and one from the west, and hope for the best. Keep in mind that I took these walks before walking was my job, so they had to be pretty special or I’d have just as soon played tennis, or gone swimming.

			My Eastern walk was on a bird watching expedition in the Pocono Mountains. I think we were in Pennsylvania, or perhaps it was New Jersey, but in any case we were staying at a resort there for the weekend. Bill opted to play golf, so I signed myself up for a bird walk. It was a beautiful day in May, and there were only four or five others on the trip, and the guide, who was a young man, knew every inch of the woods where we were. He also knew every bird call and could call back so authentically that the birds I’m sure were answering him all the time. He’d say “I hear a magpie” or “Listen! Did you hear the dove?” then he’d spot the bird for us. This went on for three hours without a pause, and I’d never seen the bird world so up close and plentiful, nor had such a great time spotting them. The guide, I figured, made all the difference. He was truly gifted and knowledgeable. I often wish he were here and could travel with me on all my walks. Although I listen to the birds calling to each other, somehow I’m never able to identify any but crows, doves, quail and blue jays, and I’m not good as a mimic at all.

			My Western walk is in Inverness. It’s really a hike, up the Drake’s Estero trail,.The view of Tomales Bay is wonderful from the trail, and farther along, the view of Drakes’ Bay is spectacular. But what makes this hike superior, in my opinion, is that at one point or another along the trail, invariably, one comes upon a tribe (or a covey or a large group) of white deer. Pure white. I don’t know their history or how long they’ve been around, but it is such a treat to spy them out in the wild. The last time I hiked that trail, just a couple of weeks ago, however, I saw two big elk on a hill, looking very regal, but no white deer. Although it was a thrilling surprise to see elk close up, I was kind of disappointed not to see the deer. Still, it was a beautiful hike.

			I’ve walked thousands of miles and have managed to wear out hundreds of pairs of shoes since my early walking days those many years ago. I can’t help making a pitch for the daily therapeutic walk to all of you. Seeing things slowly is so much more rewarding than rushing by them. Time itself has a way of rushing by at an ever- accelerating rate so maybe what we all need is a time out for a good long walk to keep us on an even keel.

			As I have said, I’m sixty plus years away from my forced walk with Patty to school. Today Patty and I stroll around Capitola, and down to her beach, and are very compatible. She even at times asks me to slow down.

		

		
		

	


	
		
			The Peace Corps at 50

			2011 marks the 50th anniversary of the Peace Corps. It had a rather modest beginning at the University of Michigan, one very early morning in the fall of 1960. Two-hundred students waited till two in the morning for then Candidate John Kennedy to arrive. These students were the stalwart leftovers of an eager crowd which had assembled earlier to hear Senator Kennedy, but had given up hope as the hours ticked by.

			The students who gave up missed a very exciting informal exchange between the over-worked, undoubtedly overtired, candidate and the students who had remained outside on the steps waiting for him. Instead of making a formal speech, Senator Kennedy opened with a question: “How many of you would be willing to spend time working in the developing world?” The idea resonated immediately with the students, and it took a very short time for the news to spread all over the campus, and from there to other campuses, to cities and towns, and all over the country. The idea which he revealed and expanded on was to send young people overseas to a developing country to help the people try to catch up in this world that was fast changing. It even found its way into the campaign discourse between Nixon and Kennedy in the fall of 1961. And when Inauguration day arrived and President Kennedy was making his triumphal march down Pennsylvania Avenue, the rumor is that he was already talking with his brother-in-law, Sergeant Shriver, and others along with him about organizing this new venture. He was undoubtedly on a high from the speech he had just delivered at the Capitol, in which he uttered the now famous words, which are inscribed in our minds and also on the wall of the Peace Corps lobby, “Ask not what your country can do for you but what you can do for your country.”

			By the time they arrived at the White House, Sergeant Shriver had been offered the job as the first Peace Corps director, and the wheels were in motion.

			The idea of an organization such as Peace Corps wasn’t new, and Kennedy was not its author. It had been suggested in the Congress, and by some congressmen of stature such as Hubert Humphrey, who were struggling to find a way to counter the stigma of the ugly American, which was held in many places around the world. What President Kennedy did was simply share the idea with the students of the University of Michigan, who then shared it with other universities and very quickly, the country’s enthusiasm joined the person who brought it all public, and soon the concept belonged to President Kennedy. The Peace Corps act was signed into law by the President in March of 1961. The basis of its structure owed a great deal to Operations Crossroads Africa, which had been in existence for only a couple of years at the time.

			If I had been a college-age person in those days, I’d have joined the Peace Corps, but three small children and a husband were my reality. In those years, my cousin, 11 years younger with a master’s degree from Stanford, volunteered and was assigned to teach English in a school in a small village in Thailand’s countryside. Many volunteers managed to embellish their assigned jobs, and my cousin Henry was no exception. At some point in his two year commitment, Henry wrote to Crest toothpaste and secured enough tubes of free toothpaste and brushes to clean the teeth of everyone in the village. Each one was then taught the attendant rules of hygiene. It was a lot of extra work, of course, but typical of the spirit of the volunteer.

			At a black tie dinner party in Washington in 1982, I met a woman who was sporting a very large Peace Corps recruitment button on her lovely evening dress. With a radiant smile and charismatic manner and particularly because she was wearing a Peace Corps button on her fancy dress, I liked her immediately. Her name was Loret Ruppe (it didn’t come up till much later that she was Rosie Hewlett’s first cousin), and when I learned that she was the current director of the Peace Corps, I asked her if there were any jobs available. She invited me to come to her office the next day to discuss a possible opportunity. I was thrilled. I was perhaps going to have my own Peace Corps experience after all.

			In fact, I was actually prepared for an occasion such as this. I had found that our invitations to lunches and dinners, most of which came to my husband’s office, were close to overwhelming my future. Bill was at that time the head of the Export Import Bank, which was why we were in Washington to begin with. I had never been a corporate wife before and found myself dreading this aspect of what it would mean. Around that time, I learned of a woman who was teaching a course on how to upgrade resumés to make them look interesting to a future employer. I signed up immediately. For those of us who hadn’t done anything for pay in the recent and not so recent past, it became a magical exercise to see how volunteer jobs could be made to look professional, if given the proper emphasis. So, after having my resumé updated with the help of my wise and helpful teacher, I sailed out of the class ready to conquer the world.

			The day after meeting Loret so fortuitously, I found myself clutching my resumé in my nervous hands as I made my way to her office. She and her assistant were very cordial. I blurted out to them right away that if I were to get a job there I wanted to be paid for my work. My resumé guru had insisted that we clear the air early in the interview, and I was equal parts proud of myself for daring to say this and mortified that I might have overreached myself or my timing hadn’t been right, but after a short pause, the assistant declared that he needed to describe the role I might have as that of a paid expert, which meant to them that I could be paid by the hour and wouldn’t need to be on the ladder of federal employees, whose salary hinged on what number or letter they ranked on the government scale. I would also not be eligible for health benefits. It meant to me that they were seriously thinking of offering me a job, and I loved the title of paid expert. I was all ears, and guardedly optimistic.

			Earlier that week, Loret explained she had received a packet of papers from the White House with an accompanying list of thirty members of the President’s Peace Corps Advisory Council. The list was made up of people who, according to the attached papers, had done something special for the government, the Republican party, and/or the President’s election, and in return had been appointed to the council as a kind of thank you. Loret mentioned to me that the Peace Corps had been invited to send over their own list of people known to be Peace Corps loyalists to add to the President’s list. Somehow the list of 30 members President Reagan appointed trumped the ones forwarded by Loret, none of whom were selected. She went on to describe to me the duties of such a council, and in her description, I saw myself in the role of liaison to the council very easily. The more I heard about it the more I wanted the job, and I got it!

			It occurred to me later on that day that Loret had not looked at my wonderfully crafted resumé, but I would never have dared to ask for a job without having the magical resumé in my possession.

			I was hired in the spring of 1982, 20 years after the Sergeant Shriver days. Loret had been appointed by President Reagan early in his administration to the job of Peace Corps director. She was to become the longest serving director since Sergeant Shriver. Other Directors during those years came and went with disconcerting abruptness. Also since the Peace Corps was viewed through political lenses, the directors who were appointed by the White House tended to share the same overall philosophy with their President. The most disastrous period for the Peace Corps came during Nixon’s presidency. Having been defeated by Kennedy when they ran against each other in 1960, he was undoubtedly predisposed to dislike one of the main reasons for Kennedy’s victory over him. Then too, The Peace Corps represented to Nixon a sampling of all the hippy protesters and rabble rousers who were stirring up this country in the late sixties and the seventies. In an effort to tarnish its luster, he directed that the Peace Corps be joined with several other agencies, such as Vista, into an umbrella organization called Action. Its profile grew less and less visible, to the point where people would ask if there still was a Peace Corps. I was able to experience the jubilation of the whole staff when Loret succeeded in wrestling the Peace Corps from Action once and for all.

			I’d like to think that Ms. Lilian Carter, the President’s mother had a lot to do with the resurgence of Peace Corps. She came back at the age of 70, from a two-year stint in an African village, bringing with her a very positive picture of her experience. As she was the mother of President Carter, she received a lot of press. The life of the Peace Corps volunteer became once more a promising one, and no one has questioned seriously its value since that time.

			Progress in the Peace Corps is not along a predictable straight line. The founders had figured on a steady growth, till it grew to 100,000 strong, which Kennedy figured was a number that would assure this fine organization of its place in the world. The most volunteers serving at any one time is around 15,000, a number that was achieved during Shriver’s time. During my Peace Corps days, the number of volunteers had shrunk to between 5,000 and 6,000. This was a consequence of lack of funding and a need for the host country to be fitted with a new type of volunteer. For in that twenty years, the countries were maturing, and no longer needed the English teachers or the student nurses in such quantities but were interested in having farmers, plumbers or carpenters with a useful expertise. This entailed working with the recruitment office to try to reach a different kind of volunteer, one who would probably be older.

			With this shift in emphasis the foreign language requirement also had to undergo a change to allow for the occasional older person who is in, every other way, well qualified, but can’t learn a new language. The older volunteer must, like his younger counterpart, live among the poorest of the poor in the host country and at the same subsistence level. He must be healthy and hearty. The language handicap is compensated for by the automatic respect granted to the elderly by the host countries. In my time there, the numbers of older people who were Peace Corps volunteers had already grown from four or five percent to twelve percent. Today, in 2011, it is at 19 percent.

			There are three goals that the volunteer is charged with during and after his service. The first goal of the volunteers is to help in developing countries to do whatever the country needs him or her to do. Their roles have changed over the years, with the changing of the times and the needs of the host country. In the early days the great majority of volunteers taught English in schools. Eventually a critical mass of the students in these countries had learned to speak English well enough to teach others. Incidentally, many leaders in the developing world today say that they leaned English from a Peace Corps volunteer.

			The second goal for the volunteer is to learn as much as possible about the culture of the country served and to gain some insights into his own world view in comparing the two cultures. This played out in some unexpected ways. The volunteers were found to have a greater need to reacquaint themselves with their own culture when they returned home than then-leaders had expected. Far more time was needed than was allotted initially. And far less time was needed for acclimating them to the culture they were about to enter. I would hear many stories about young volunteers at the end of service en route home on an airplane who were horrified by the waste they had created from their own food trays, as they saw their refuse disappear into the garbage.

			The third goal has been the most elusive to measure. The goal is for the returned volunteer to discuss and share the insights he has accumulated after his two years overseas. The rationale behind this goal is to gradually create a world-wiser U.S.A. to lead our government to a more educated foreign policy. With 200,000 former volunteers living among us today, there may be a trickle of intelligent information that the Congress and the President are hearing, but how much better it would be if there were five times as many returned volunteers, or ten times as many.

			The goal of the Peace Corps today is to send many more volunteers than have ever served. Though many presidents have promised to double (or better) the funding to the Peace Corps, there has always been a problem somewhere along the way. Though, many agree that the Peace Corps is the biggest bargain when compared with the enormous costs in other branches of government. In 2010 they received $400,000, which was $60,000 more than in the previous year. Presidents Bush and Obama both declared that they would double the numbers of Peace Corps volunteers. Actually, it never happened under President Bush and is yet to happen with President Obama.

			Back to my Peace Corps experience. When the Advisory board came to Washington for the first time, I pictured myself taking command of “my” troops. As soon as I saw them all together, I lowered my sites. No one who caught sight of a bus load of all ages sizes and shapes that poured out at the Peace Corps building on that bright winter day could have imagined trying to create any consensus among them. We had held a meeting on that first day at which everyone introduced himself, and the members of the Peace Corps staff introduced themselves. I got a chance to look the group over and was impressed with the mix. Geographically, they were from everywhere, from California to New England. Ethnically, though there were no African Americans, there was a smattering of just about everything else. This included a very old (possibly my age today) Chinese woman who was anxious to travel to a foreign country and serve as a volunteer, as she proclaimed earlier in our greeting session.

			We went in our bus to the Supreme Court building, where Justice Sandra O’Connor was to conduct the swearing in ceremony. All appointments made by the President must be sworn in by a member of the current administration. We considered it a coup to have the great woman herself, newly appointed to the Supreme court (as the first woman on the court), to be the one who read the oath to our council and who signed each document for the members. She also took them and us on a tour of the court, pointing out various historically significant objects as we went along. I heaved a sigh of relief after that day, and after a glorious dinner we had for them that evening, I felt we were off to a great start.

			We would meet three times a year, and the meetings became more interesting as the Council became more knowledgeable and did some creative thinking about several of our projects. They divided themselves up into study groups and reported in to the whole council at our meetings.

			I think that what I principally learned from the council was the game of politics, Washington style. There was a handful of council members whose job, it appeared, was to sabotage any new program that was suggested, and for some reason that program would be discussed with negative emphasis in the White House, suspiciously soon after it was aired down the street in the Peace Corps building. This was years before e-mail or cell phones. The handful luckily had no new recruits, but remained negative, giving us and me in particular some sleepless nights. This cabal was the only unpleasant part of my Peace Corps experience. I loved my job, I loved Loret Ruppe and I loved the Peace Corps.

			We all learned a lot at the Advisory council meetings. The staff really gave a good picture of the volunteers overseas, their concerns and their triumphs. One meeting time was taken up with a fantastic documentary that I still remember. It concerned an Arab businessman meeting with his American counterpart somewhere in the Arab world. The friendly, jolly American was making one mistake after another, totally unwittingly, mistakes so small that one would say they were irrelevant, but they conveyed to the Arab a disrespectful, insulting and rude man. No business deals would result from that encounter.

			I came to know many returned Peace Corps volunteers (RPCVs) during my time in the Peace Corps headquarters, and every time I met them I was amazed by the maturity and ease with people they conveyed. In order to take advantage of this talent, I would use them as often as possible to speak to the council on various topics that were of general interest. The life of a volunteer lived in a backward, primitive situation, with barely a single comfort, and very little privacy lent itself to many stories that intrigued us all.

			Later on in my Peace Corps experience I was to use many more of the RPCVs as they were called, for a project which necessitated my writing a very impressive proposal to the boss. The plan was to take a small piece of the Peace Corps around the country to inform and reassure, if that was necessary the families of currently serving volunteers, who had often felt uncomfortably out of touch with their volunteers. Keep in mind this was an era without cell phones etc. and the families often wouldn’t be in touch with their volunteer for months at a time.

			We typically held these meetings in a large, donated space choosing an area in the country where many volunteers had been from. Several of them, in Boston and New York, as I remember, were held in banks. Others took place in gyms or warehouses. We enlisted the help of local RPCVs to set up different booths representing the various countries we’d be featuring at that particular reception. A great number of the family members would survey the premises and make a bee line for the country booth which had all the information about where their volunteer was serving. Covered with news and photos, the areas lent themselves to stories told by a proud parent or grandparent, who found a good audience among other proud relatives. Before leaving the premises, they would share phone numbers and mailing addresses with great enthusiasm.

			The receptions created an atmosphere of friendliness, all around. But it was the relationship with each other, the RPCVs with the parents or significant others, having the occasion to brag about his child or mother to a willing ear that made all the difference. These were the parts of the receptions I found exceptionally gratifying.

			After our first attempt, which we held in the Peace Corps building, we gained confidence in taking the show on the road. People in the room where we held that first reception were spilling into the halls. We learned to be looking for large buildings with good large rooms that could handle a crowd in every venue. We learned a lot of things as we traveled around the country.

			Meanwhile, back at the office, The Peace Corps 25th Anniversary was coming up, and all hands were needed for the purpose of planning the event, which was to take place in Washington in September of 1986. Ceremonies and busses, hotels and traffic control, agendas and maps. So much had to be done. It had to be grand and impressive, and for it we needed the voices of the past to give some history and heft to it. The obvious first choice for a leader of this delegation was to be Sergeant Shriver, a Peace Corps hero of gigantic proportions. He gave an interview to the Washington Post on September 26th, in the middle of the weekend of celebration. In it, he claimed that the biggest problem of the Peace Corps was its inability to send no more than some 6,000 volunteers overseas at one time. This was only a third the size of what it was when Shriver ran the program in 1966. He claimed that the investment of Federal money in The Peace Corps was about the best investment. Shriver called it almost the best recruiting mechanism for the government: RPCVs, were to be found in the State department, at AID and in Congress, in any agency there was. He also congratulated the Peace Corps for winning over President Reagan, who had made some symbolic overtures to them and had even invited some into the famous rose garden to congratulate them on their work overseas. Shriver felt there were still some naysayers in the upper echelons of the Administration, but that they had been silenced by the president’s obvious good will towards the volunteers.

			An editorial from the Post on the same day, entitled “Legacy of the Peace Corps,” mentioned some startling numbers, which seem to indicate that the Peace Corps was accomplishing what it set out to do in no small way. According to the article, the volunteers it claimed will say that they have gained more from the experience than they gave, modestly underplaying the contribution they had made in their host country. The truth of the matter is that the individual effort had led to great successes over time. At that time, in 1986, over 120,000 returned Peace Corps volunteers had returned to this country, more aware of the poverty and the problems that are everywhere in the world, especially in the third world. As a result, they had moved to the most compassionate side of life, tending to focus on the inequities they saw around them at home. A really unusual number of RPCVs had gone in to government. Over 1,000 had gone into the foreign service, to US AID, where the administrator himself was an ex-volunteer, to the senate where two members were elected, and to the House of Representatives, which at that time boasted five former RPCVs. In addition, there were 3 college presidents and 21 bankers working in international banking. “In the long run,” the editorial went on to say, “no society has benefited more than our own”.

			The event was made up of great moments. Each group of volunteers and RPCVs bearing the flag of their host country, walked across the Arlington bridge in a steady stream, after having honored President Kennedy at the site of his eternal flame in Arlington. People were having a wonderful time listening to speeches, eating their picnics, meeting up with friends, and generally celebrating what they valued so much. It was a tremendous success.

			I am ending this paper on its fiftieth Birthday. In September, there will be a grand celebration, with all the bells and whistles they can muster. It reminds me so much of the efforts during the celebration of the Corps on its 25th anniversary. Many of the same concerns are still with us today, but a couple of new issues are taking precedence over others.

			By far the most virulent killer of men women and children among the poor is HIV AIDS, particularly in the African countries.

			The Peace Corps has developed a program to help the Africans recognize and deal with the AIDS epidemic, and in at least two countries, Botswana and Swaziland, that is the only problem the Peace Corps volunteers are addressing. The disease had initially spread through the truck routes, by the truck drivers making numerous one night stands. It eventually came to be known as the truck drivers’ disease because of this. These days, all volunteers in Africa are trained in AIDS education and in addressing the social, economic and health issues that are inextricably linked to this disease.

			There has been a real effort to develop businesses within the host countries. This effort began many years before under Loret Ruppe and has continued steadily ever since the 1980s. Many women are a large part of this program, and are among the most successful. In addition to business development, the Peace Corps has been coaching on more complex levels the latest in educational skills, education technology, the environment, agriculture and youth development. For all of this they have a greater need for older volunteers with experience, rather than generalists, though there is still a need today in many underdeveloped countries for English teachers and simple farmers.

			There is a special Crisis Corps, whose members spend three or more months working to help pick up the pieces after earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, tsunamis or any other huge calamity around the world. The commitment is shorter but intense, and has its own recruitment requirements, but its roots are firmly planted in the Peace Corps.

			Last night was March 1st, a memorable marker for celebrating the actual signing of the Peace Corps Act 50 years ago. As a part of the 50th anniversary of the Peace Corps, more than 700 parties were held in all 50 states. We were invited to one of those parties on the peninsula. This was a typically loose and informal occasion with the warmth and enthusiasm I had grown to expect from a Peace Corps gathering. We met and chatted with many people of all ages who had served in many different countries. There were a lot of Peace Corps couples who had met their spouses while serving. Even those who didn’t, felt they had undergone a life change during their 27 months abroad.

			The mood was celebratory. Kennedy was referred to often, which was appropriate to the occasion, and in glowing terms. Sergeant Shriver also was lionized as one of the heroes. Loret came in for some great praise too. I know for a fact she deserved it and more. Once again, I felt so happy and lucky to be in such interesting company. I wished that I could have talked to every one of them, but we all had the chance to hear five people, each representing a decade, beginning with a man from the 60s. Each told a story from his or her experience in the host country, and they were all fascinating, touching and funny. The closing one was the male part of a couple (not married but engaged) who had returned from Brazil only last fall. They had nothing but praise for the older volunteers who they said had had much tougher time in their day (the absence of laptops and cell phones, they felt was a definite hardship). The last thing they had to say was a reminder that the Peace Corps is still very much alive. His parents wrote to tell him that they wouldn’t be home on the date he was to return, because they had joined the Peace Corps themselves.

			To be dipped into a cauldron of RPCVs in order to experience the flavor of Peace Corps was a serendipitous happening, and it reinforced all that I felt about the Peace Corps from the first waves of information which sent my cousin Henry off to Thailand (where he met his Peace Corps bride) to the office of The Peace Corps in Washington, where I was belatedly fulfilling my intention to be a Peace Corps person or something close. When I think over the three goals each volunteer is meant to accomplish, I think I could make a case for my having fulfilled them. If I were to say that my advisory council were the host country and I helped them in their quest for answers. Or when I say that my receptions for the families was the creative embellishment of my job, like Henry’s toothpaste. And when I wrote this for you wasn’t I bringing it all back home? Well, I choose to think I qualify.

		

		
		

	


	
		
			Pumpkin’s Monologue

			She’s really driving me crazy today. First of all, even though it’s very wet outside, not to mention cold, She insists that I do my business there, when it would be so much more pleasant and cozy just to find a nice little private spot here inside.

			Then She seems intent upon standing up and moving around instead of just settling down and making a lap for me. Does She expect me to follow Her around indefinitely? How am I supposed to get my nap? Also, I’m still a little annoyed about the bone situation. I know for a fact that there is a brand new bone in the drawer in the kitchen. But every time I mention it to Her—in the nicest way, I simply bark and point my nose at the drawer—She pretends She doesn’t know what I’m asking for. All I have left of the old bone is a tiny little piece. It doesn’t even look like a bone any more.

			Why is it, too, that She gets so angry when I bark at the doorbell? I mean, aren’t I supposed to hear the noise or what? I don’t get it. Then, when total strangers come in here and talk to Her and stuff, why shouldn’t I be mad? After all, I’m the one She loves a lot and pats and talks to. I’m the one who fetches balls for Her till I’m bored, bored, bored.

			There are times when I think She’s just not too smart I hate to say it, but I really do wonder. The other day She acquiesced to my polite request to go in the car with Her, but to my stupefaction, She wouldn’t let me sit on Her lap, but kept pushing me onto the seat next to Her. Why did She think I wanted to go in the first place, for goodness’ sake? I made the best of it, though...I busied myself with a Kleenex I found on the seat, and the time just flew by.

			This is my idea of a perfect day: Get up when I want to, and not when She drags me out from under the covers. Then I’d like to skip the going-out-on-a-leash routine, and just chase squirrels on my own for a couple of hours. After that, I’d like to come inside, and begin on a whole new bone, and take a nap with Her in our favorite chair. While I’m resting there, I’d like Her to rub my ears and my forehead for a long, long time. Then I’d like to have Scooter over to play. He’s really neat. He lets me pull on his black fur, and even take hunks out, and also I enjoy making love (pretend) to his back leg.

			For dinner, I’d like the kind where She puts in a lot of extra stuff, like cheese. I’d also like to bring my favorite blanket downstairs with me but it’s so hard to carry back up, and I know from past experience She won’t do it for me, so I guess I’ll forget that. When it’s time for the MacNeill-Lehrer News hour I need to be in position to watch, because I dearly love to sing their theme song (it goes “DA-da da da da DA da”) whenever they play it. She really loves it when I do that singing, I think.

			In all fairness, now that I think about it, She has learned some things from me. After I put my foot — well, actually my feet down (and bottom too) for about ten days in a row, She really caught on to the fact that I did not enjoy the brisk “heads up” walks in the mornings. I only like sniffing walks. So, anyway, I don’t have to go with Her any more. And presently we’re working on the pillow problem. You see, She won’t share Her pillow in our bed (and He’s, of course, impossible) but somehow I have to make it clear to Her that this situation is untenable. The pillow’s plenty big for both of us—heck, I’m only a dachshund—and I’m tired of having to wait till She’s asleep to crawl up there and take my rightful place, nose-to-nose. That way I know exactly when She wakes up, and can be in position to wake Her if I feel the need. It makes good sense to me, and I’m pretty sure I can bring Her around. You can’t give up on people.

		

	


	
		
			Sisters

			“Patty, are you awake?”

			“Now I am.”

			“What time is it?”

			“About ten-fifteen. Can’t you sleep?”

			“I keep waiting for her to come home.”

			“Don’t do that. She’ll probably be late.”

			“You know I was supposed to go over to Grace’s house after school? Well, I couldn’t go because Grace threw up at school, so they sent her home early. So I just came home. When I got home, she came out of the living room, and asked me why I wasn’t at Grace’s, and I told her, and she said, “Guess who’s here? Uncle Booby....”

			“Big surprise.”

			“Yeah. Then she asked me to come in and say hello to him and I said no. Then she followed me out to the kitchen. You know it was only about four o’clock, and she was already mean, and she was staggering, too. She started yelling at me, telling me I had talked about her all over town, and she called me a bitch, and hit me hard on my face. I haven’t told anyone anything. I don’t want anyone to know.”

			“Me either. So then what happened?”

			“I just went upstairs and read Black Beauty, and stayed quiet. Then I guess he left. He wasn’t there when you came home, was he?”

			“No. I’m glad. I wouldn’t want to see him either.”

			“I know. And we used to like him so much. Do you think Daddy knows?”

			“I think everybody knows. Yesterday Miss Keyes called me in and said she knew there were problems at home.”

			“Ugh! And what did you say?”

			“I didn’t say anything. She just said she knew that that was why I hadn’t done my homework. I thought I hadn’t done my homework because I hadn’t wanted to do it.”

			“Why does Daddy have to be away so much? Do you think they’ll get a divorce?”

			“I don’t know. Let’s go back to sleep. OK?”

			“OK, I’ll try.”

			* * *

			“Patty, did you hear that?”

			“Yes, I think they’re back. I think they’re coming upstairs.” 

			“I heard that, too. It sounded like she fell.”

			“Maybe she’s just talking to herself, or maybe he’s with her still. I don’t think she fell.”

			“Please don’t let her be hurt.”

			“She’s not hurt. I just hope she doesn’t decide to come in here.”

			“I hear his voice. They’re both upstairs. I think she won’t come in here because he’s with her. No, they’re going into her room. Why doesn’t Auntie Pud keep Uncle Booby home.”

			“He probably sneaks out.”

			“Joanie Marcy changed her name after her mother was divorced. Do you think we’ll have to?”

			“No. Most people don’t. Let’s go to sleep, now, all right? And tomorrow let’s stop at the Five and Ten on our way home and steal another glass animal for our collection. I saw a really cute Dachshund ... it was green, and really tiny.”

			“Isn’t he going to go home? Why doesn’t he go home?”

			“Don’t worry about it. At least she’s back — Where are you going?”

			“I just want to make sure...”

			“Don’t go. He’ll be gone by the time we wake up. He always is. Come on. Get in bed with me, OK?”

			“OK.”

			“Hey. Don’t cry.”

		

	


	
		
			A Summer Story
Or
Why I Love Point O’ Woods

			One day, on a sunny weekend in August, as swimmers were doing their swimming, sunbathers were doing their sunbathing, and children were doing all manner of interesting sand things, someone came upon a curious part of something sticking out of the sand.

			Beaches have a way of surprising us with the variety of what washes up on a given day. Some days you can barely walk a step without planting a foot on a clamshell. At other times you are surprised and not always happy to find the sand festooned with hundreds of iridescent blobs of jellyfish. Then there are the smooth white and gray pebble days. And of course there are variety days, with horseshoe crabs and kelp, maybe a sandal or two.

			But there was something about this particular protrusion from the sand that smacked of the unusual, so gradually a small cluster of the nearest at hand began to poke and prod, and kick and wonder, till finally they determined that a more serious effort involving big shovels was in order. So someone produced a shovel, as did someone else and pretty soon there were several people digging. They dug and dug deeper and deeper around the object which was minute by minute becoming more mysterious in contour and more impressive in apparent size. The hole was reaching Grand Canyon proportions at this point, and excitement was building among the spectators. Children on hand summoned their parents, and vice versa; husbands on hand summoned their wives and vice versa; so that in no time at all the crowd grew to represent a sizable portion of the community.

			Everyone was happy to see the resident naturalists come forward to assess the situation and contribute their expertise. Gazing into the pit, they dispelled any thought that this thing might be a hunk of driftwood or an errant chimney mantel, or anything else the bystanders were suggesting along those lines. “It’s a bone,” they said. “No doubt about it. But we’ll have to get it out all the way out to determine whose bone.”

			At this, the assembled gathering, their ranks continuing to swell, were inspired to shout encouragement to the diggers who had all but disappeared down the cavernous hole. Finally, when it was determined that the thing was sufficiently loosened from its surroundings, there was a request for some muscle above ground to help lift it to the surface. There were more than enough young and not-so-young volunteers in the crowd, and they set to work fashioning some ropes and pulleys and goodness knows what all, and started to heave.

			By this time the resident truck had appeared, and stood at the ready as close as it could get to the emerging treasure.

			It took a while, but as the object finally surfaced in its totality, the crowd gaped in stunned silence. It was enormous. It was definitely a part of .. well, it had to have been a WHALE! The naturalist experts immediately confirmed this, and after a professional scrutinizing moment or two, concluded it was a jawbone and a part of a skull. They oversaw its careful loading on the truck and rode with it to its temporary home on the field behind the fire station.

			Although other excitements followed this one that summer, as they do every summer, there were those with follow-through and a sense of history who saw to it that the whale jaw was mounted and placed on permanent display at one of the most well-traveled crossroads in the community, and there it sits for all to marvel for years to come.

		

	


	
		
			What I love about Point O’ Woods

			I love the quiet. In the morning I wake up to the sounds of the ocean, the whoo’s of the doves, and occasionally to the sounds of children’s voices. No car sounds. No sirens. For those of us who are constantly surrounded by noise, there is something a little unsettling about this quiet at first, almost as though we had been leaning against the sounds, and we’re falling into the quiet, put off balance, somehow. 

			I love the fact that there’s no pressure to wear something chic or even something presentable. One can be totally slob-like and no one cares. Bare feet at all times.

			This is as close as one can get to a small town these days, and for most of us it is our first experience with that kind of life. People you know all over the place greeting you, and stopping to talk along the way. No one invades your space, and the people who don’t want to talk are not confronted by unwanted overtures. Somehow, it works out that people are very sensitive to each other’s subtle signals, and rarely does it happen that these signals are misread.

			The pattern of this place varies from person to person, but as a general thing, the mornings are taken up with tennis, a quick trip to the market, and lounging about with the paper. Afternoons are for the beach. Groups of friends gather and read their books and chat while they watch their children in the waves. Long walks are a staple, and shell-collecting is often part of that. Also it’s great fun to walk from community to community, as they each have their own stamp, and form an intriguing mixture of contrasts—from yuppie to groupie to family to homosexual, all within a stone’s throw of each other along the ribbon of beach. 

			It’s a wonderful place for all ages. Grandmothers play with their grandchildren under ideal circumstances—nothing valuable to protect, nothing pressing to do, and a concentration of children’s favorite activities, all in a safe place where even the tiniest children are allowed a degree of independence unthinkable in “the real world.” Parents are free to do their thing for long stretches of time, therefore. So everyone is happy. I love the church, where the atmosphere is so warm and cohesive. The music is wonderful, and the sermons are almost always relevant and thought-provoking.

			It’s true that we are Birds of a Feather to a great extent but this is largely a self-selecting thing. Not everyone likes this laid-back, child-centered atmosphere. There is no stimulation except for that which you incur yourself. Generally, no television. No fancy restaurants. No showing off. No golf.

			For me personally, this is a time to suspend the pressures of a life which is more and more demanding of my time, energy and attention, as I become more and more the prisoner of my disease, and less able to tackle that which not too long ago thrived on. I am told to live with as little stress as possible, and I am also told to stay involved. In this atmosphere, this is not at all difficult, whereas in my real life, it’s so very difficult to know where to draw the line. I find it most difficult as I slowly sink into myself, and the effort it takes to just have a basic day is sometimes so great that I run out of steam long before I have a chance to be with friends, and so I end up exhausted but lonely. It’s a predicament.

			But here in this atmosphere, the challenges are nothing, and for the most part I thrive. Why can’t we live like this all the time?

		

	


	
		
			Grandchildren

		

	


	
		
			For

			For Alex
Write away every day

			For Nat
Write this and that
Miranda will want to read it

			For Elle the Belle
Find something swell
To show and tell

			For Billy
Write something silly
Or not

			For Adam
To tell the Madam
All about

			For Jess
Have a whirl
A long long way from Valley Girl

			For Coulter
I expect from you
A journalistic coup

			For Lisa
Let this just be the start
Of many African affairs of the heart

		

	


	
		
			Memorable Moments with the Grands

			Jessie: Arriving back from camp, her first time away by herself, goes immediately to her little sister, where all of us were waiting at the dock, throws her arms around her, and says “Eleanor, I love you so much, and I missed you.” Eleanor is in heaven, and smiling a great big smile says over and over again “I missed you, I missed You.” For the next two days, the two girls were inseparable. In fact Eleanor wouldn’t let her big sister out of her sight. She was afraid Jessie would disappear again.

			Adam: Came over to our house on several occasions, and sat very comfortably and chatted with us. On one occasion, he was describing how much he ate, and, widening his eyes in incredulity he said that even so, his little brother weighed almost as much as he did. Always he would ask for his trademark, fruit, and wolf it down. We were so complimented that he would visit us by himself, and behave so like a grown up.

			Billy: When he and Lisa arrived back from their camp, Pops asked him who his friends were in their group. Billy said, “Lisa.” Pops said, “Who else?” Billy said, “Lisa,” again. Pops persisted, and Billy, laughing and jumping at this great joke, teasingly said “Lisa” once again and got the laugh he was angling for. He was delighted with himself.

			Eleanor: When I was fixing her stroller I lost my balance and almost had a bad tumble. Eleanor looked very solicitous, and said, “Grammy almost fall down.” She was really sweet, and reached her hand out to help me regain my balance. I had a moment of realization that this role reversal, with the granddaughter looking after her old Grammy was a glimpse into the future.

			Coulter: While we were lunching at the UN, Pops was showing off his grandson by asking him to describe the flags of the countries of each of the foreign people we met. Coulter, without a hint of showing off, would calmly say “It’s blue and yellow, with a star on it...” and the foreign person would nod in delight. Pops would be beside himself with pride.

			Lisa: Was in a great mood one day, and I can’t remember just why but Becky and I were out on the deck, and Lisa began to sing and dance. She danced away from us, all the time looking over her shoulder at us and wiggling her bottom, was singing “Boody-Boody.” Knowing how much we were enjoying her performance, she kept it up for quite a while, getting more and more into it, tossing her head around and wiggling her whole body, her hoarse little voice growing louder by the minute.

			The best thing about Point O’ Woods this year has been that I feel we finally have reached the total comfort level with all of the grands who up until now had really not had large doses of us, and so always felt sort of standoffish. Now, we feel very much at home with them, and vice versa. This was beginning to happen while we were in California this summer for a longer period, but this month really clinched it.

		

	


	
		
			To Nathaniel and Alexandra

			Among the young mothers-to-be today, two distinct factions have evolved. One faction chooses to know as soon as possible the sex of the unborn child, and the other prefers to wait till the moment of the baby’s birth. A little to my surprise, I have recently become an advocate of the ahead-of-time school.

			Forty years ago or so, when I and my contemporaries were having our babies, there were no sonograms, and we would spend countless hours trading old wives’ tales about how to determine the sex of our unborn: If you carried a baby “high” it was a boy/girl. If the fetus kicked a lot it was a girl/boy. If you were very nauseated in the early months, it was a boy/girl ... and so forth. We gave showers for each other, making sure that all our presents were genderless. Many a pale green or pale yellow non-committal outfit was exchanged among us. Meanwhile, at home, we were busy trying to strike the right ambiguous touch in our baby’s bedroom decorating scheme.

			Some mothers-to-be today, though well aware of their options, share a romantic belief in the magic of not knowing, seeing their choice as not only more “natural” but somehow more Godly, as in if God had wanted us to know the sex of our babies ahead of time, He would have installed windows in our tummies. They take pride in their ability to resist the temptation to know ahead of time, and feel they will be amply rewarded by the experience of that big moment when the doctor says “It’s a girl/boy!”

			On the other hand, the ahead-of-timers are content to forego the big surprise at the end for a small moment when they recognize their babies’ gender from an early sonogram. Armed with this knowledge, they are free to stock up on pink dresses or blue sailor suits, and to settle on the baby’s name, and begin to assemble an appropriate bedroom for him/her. They begin to refer to the baby by name, and plunge right into their dreams for her/him: He will be a great linebacker/she will be a famous ballerina.

			The reason I am a little surprised at myself for joining the ahead-of-time school is that I am the kind of person who will not under any circumstances open my birthday or Christmas presents ahead of time, but revel in the anticipation of the moment. I am also very traditional. But Nathaniel Wolff and Alexandra Scott have changed all that for me. You see, they are not yet born, but I feel that they have become people, and they are already taking up space in my heart. Nat, as I call him, is my grandson, due to be born on January 1. Alexandra is my grandniece. I have already seen her very pink room, and her dresses hanging in readiness in the closet. We are expecting to see Nat’s room at Thanksgiving time. I know it already has some boy touches, and a few blue items from me are filling his bureau drawers.

			Forty years ago, it was widely held that only when the baby, wrapped in a heredity package was born would the environment come into play, to affect his/her personality and development. Today, however, it is the commonly held opinion of baby experts that the baby’s environment in utero, almost from inception, begins to interact in many subtle but important ways. Parents-to-be today recognize this, and are, sometimes playfully, and sometimes earnestly beginning to interact with their still unborn. My son-in-law, for instance, who is an accomplished pianist, plays for Nat every evening, hoping for a musician. Time will tell. In the meantime, I await my baby relatives with excitement and curiosity.

		

	


	
		
			This is a Story About Paulo

			He came to us on a windy day... I think it was in late May, but I might be mistaken, as the seasons tend to blend in here in California. His Mother and he arrived from the Philippines, she returning to California, and he coming here to our house for the first time.

			We had seen his picture but to see the actual little three-year-old person was a real treat. Was he shy? Not a bit! He had come on an airplane from Disney World after having flown from Manila with his mother and several other relatives the day before. Not only was he bright-eyed with excitement, his greeters, most of whom were friends of Paulo’s mother, were treated to a song and dance routine, which involved a turning of the backside, and a little wiggle to end it. I had thought at the time that it was asking too much of a little guy to have him be so entertaining, after so many hours and days on a plane, but I was really wrong about that.

			Paulo’s been entertaining us now for two-and-a-half years. He’s been through preschool (a sought-after school on the Stanford campus, whose acceptance doors opened wide after the Powers-That-Were had met him and seen a sample of his dancing skills). Just about the smallest boy in his class, he mostly loved to draw dinosaurs and to play outside where he inevitably became soaking wet and needing a change of clothes. His mother, anticipating the inevitable, routinely tucked a second outfit into his book bag.

			There are certain quirks or traits which distinguish Paulo from other five-year-olds I have known.

			Number 1

			He does not like breakfast. His mother does her best to try to whet his appetite, but to no avail. Generally, it comes down to “At least finish your milk.”

			Number 2

			He loves oysters, clams, crab, mussels, and all other seafood. He could eat them for breakfast, possibly, but so far his mother has not succumbed to this. Although he doesn’t always finish his meals, he is in good health, so we don’t usually bother with worrying about his appetite. One day, when he was told to finish his whatever it was, because “think of all the starving children in Africa” Paulo, with no hesitation, pushed his plate toward her, and said, “Give this to them,” and promptly slid out of his chair and took off. So I don’t think we would have much luck if we were to try to sit on him about food.

			Number 3

			He is a great mimic. I’ve never seen a child with such a keen ear. He loves to mimic anyone at all. Lately, he tells us about Mrs. Chickman, his kindergarten teacher. In perfect pitch, simulating an older enthusiastic female voice, he says “Good MORNING boys and girls. TODAY is October 17, 2000 and 8.” He’ll do it over and over, in exactly the same way, and loves our enthusiastic responses. He’s an actor. With or without a costume, he can be a dinosaur one minute and a monster or a power ranger the next. Often he checks his face in an available mirror.

		

	


	
		
			My Grandchildren and Me

			“They’ve grown UP. Wasn’t it only a few years ago that I was holding Jesse’s hand as we crossed the street? Yesterday I went walking with a statuesque 25 year old beauty who held on to me so I wouldn’t topple over. I was dumbstruck as I often have been lately, by the sneaky passage of time, I determined that since time was passing so rapidly, I would try to capture the grandchildren in small vignettes and to hold them there before they go on to something else, and something else after that. In addition, I chose to reminisce about my own life when at the age of each of my grands right now in 2009. I found very few parallels, dredged up a lot of memories in the process, and concluded that our lives reflect the changes in our culture, in only two generations

		

		
			Jessica

			Jesse, at 25, is the eldest of our grandchildren. She graduated from UCLA, and has since been looking for her future. She has been gainfully employed by her Aunt Polly as a leading actress in Polly’s movie which became a series on Nickelodeon. But that’s another story. That gig is over after three years, and Jesse is letting no time go by till she is once again employed. These days she is an entrepreneur, having devised a format for an interview show on the computer, in which she is the silly Valley Girl all awhirl in pink, who interviews some of the heavies in Silicon Valley and beyond, to bring out their homey, human sides. This format is to be changed somewhat to allow for the person being interviewed to share some of his particular knowledge and expertise with the audience. Jesse feels this approach may draw an older crowd who might just want to learn something. I’m proud of her for her willingness to take a chance. She’s also hoping to land a good TV or movie role, and has an agent in San Francisco.

			Jesse has tons of friends, male and female, and she is always planning something to do with one or more of them. She was a devoted member of her sorority at UCLA, and from the looks of her sorority sisters, and her looks too, I can only conclude that if these girls were to be found among the general student body in such proportions as they are in the sorority, it would be like walking around a Miss America contest every day on campus.

			Me

			When I think of what I was doing at the age of 25, I realize the world-changing disparities between our generations, and our expectations. Most of my friends were married by that age and several of us were already mothers. I was living with my two little girls and my husband in a housing project owned by Inland Steel company, where the mill workers and their families lived As we were very close to the mill, the houses were shrouded with the thick smoke from the blast furnaces, which also joined with the detritus of the oil refinery down the road to make housekeeping a full time job. Along with this dismal air outside, we also had coke furnaces, which belched out coke soot through the cracks in the floors of our living room, and onto the bodies of my crawling children, who looked like neglected waifs five minutes after having had their baths. I got so accustomed to this state of affairs that it wasn’t till one of our family members would visit us that I found myself once again aware of my soot-covered children. We loved the house, however, and couldn’t quibble over the monthly rent which was 65 dollars. Where we had come from was a one room apartment fourth floor walk up in Boston, so this half house, which had three bedrooms, was spacious for us.

			When I was 25, I had no idea of what being a housewife entailed. For the Midwestern wife of a crane operator, it was a very serious affair. For one thing all of the wives washed their walls once a month. They cleaned their houses every day. On Mondays, in addition, they did their washing, and in good weather one would see sheets and shirts on all the clotheslines that criss-crossed our mutual yard. There were no fences, so our mutual lawn was just that ... a casual park-like grassy space which we all shared, our back doors all opening out to it. On Tuesdays, the women would do their ironing, and so on for the rest of the week, every week. They wondered what sort of crazy person I was who painted cribs outside in Bermuda shorts and also cooked hamburgers on our charcoal grill for all the world to see, and smell. They wondered when I cleaned and baked, or whether I did. Very soon after moving in, we had a beautiful platter of homemade cookies delivered to our back door. This bounty was the first of many welcoming gestures, and with the growing realization that I did not bake, ever, the cookies and cakes just kept coming.

			Bill was on a management training program with seven other young men, all of whom were assigned as we were to live in the subdivision, and since the program lasted two years, our husbands became good friends and so did the wives. In fact, two of those couples remain among our best friends today.

			Adam

			Now the next in line is Adam, who is 23, and Jesse’s younger brother. He will graduate from UCLA in mid June, and is currently 6’3” and in love. He is lucky to have found Andrea, though he didn’t have to look too far to do so. Urged on by his cousins, Adam asked Tim’s receptionist out on a date. He had spotted Andrea on a trip to his father’s office, and liked what he saw. They’ve been seeing each other ever since, either in Menlo Park or in L.A. It’s been a long time and still they’re together, I think its not too inconceivable that he’ll end up with Andrea. In my view, in addition to what she contributes to any gathering, which is a lot, she has made him more grown up and self assured.

			He’s always been a thoughtful, and sensitive person. There were times long ago when he would come over from his house to our house in Point O’ Woods to visit us, bringing Joseph, his best friend along. They would sit like grownups, ready to carry on a conversation with whoever was passing by. He still comes occasionally to visit us when he’s home from college. He doesn’t seem to mind if the lunch is only peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. He behaves as though he’s really enjoying himself, and occasionally, he’ll stay on to play chess with his grandfather. I remember at his Birthday party, when he was around three or four, standing with him at his front door and as a critical mass assembled, Adam exclaimed, with a look of pleasure and wonderment, “These are my FRIENDS!”

			Now Adam is about to graduate from UCLA, where he has had a wonderful time, especially with friends in his fraternity. He’s majoring in English, and has written several good papers and some chapters in a novel. It is unclear where he will land finally. I’m betting it will be in business, like his father.

			Me

			When I was 23, Bill and I had just traveled from Boston to our new home in Indiana, with a baby Becky and a dog (a dachshund called Kringle). We had stopped along the way to see Bill’s sister and brother- in- law and their growing family, in Pittsburgh. Their house was to become the family meeting place for years, generally for Christmases. But on this one occasion, our car had broken down, and what had been billed as a weekend visit lasted more than 2 weeks. With a colicky baby and a barky dog added to their already teeming- with-children-and-dogs household, we were daily petitioning the garage to finish fixing our car, and feeling sorrier and sorrier for our beleaguered, but gracious hosts with every passing day.

			When we finally did arrive in East Chicago, Indiana, Bill had prepared me with all sorts of stories about the mill town, with its tumble- down buildings and belching smoke stacks. He claimed that whatever we had seen of the tumble down towns in our past was “Heaven compared with East Chicago” I was pleasantly surprised to find a cluster of houses, neatly arranged in a park- like setting. The older houses looked appealing to me because they were shingled, and charming in their way. They appealed to both of us because they were thirty dollars cheaper per month than the newer houses which didn’t have any charm but didn’t have old coke furnaces either. In the old houses, coke was delivered to our front doors, and then had to be shoveled into the basement through a window at least once a month, which was a dirty job, to put it mildly. However, the old houses would be a sizable savings on our weekly budget.

			While we were living there our second baby, Polly, was born. In the age before paper diapers, I can remember the ritual of hanging dozens of cloth diapers up on the line, and hoping against hope that it wouldn’t rain, as I had no dryer to fall back on. The advent of paper diapers was yet to hit the shops and win the hearts of young mothers everywhere (my heart definitely missed that innovation).

			Coulter

			Coulter is our third grandchild, He is Becky’s eldest and, at 6’5”, the tallest. At 22, he has just graduated from college, which in his case was the University of San Diego. This turned out to be a fine place for him, although he arrived there with a different bunch of priorities, not having to do with academics necessarily. The football coach lured him there with promises of a quarterback role on the football team. The reality is that the coach already had a star in that position, so Coulter spent his first year on the bench and soon after the season was over, he and the team parted company because they both saw there was no need for another quarterback. We all collectively drew a worried sigh, so fearful that Coulter would take this rebuff as the closing of a chapter that defined who he was to himself and to all who knew him.

			What he did was remarkable, I thought. He made a life for himself that satisfied him and had very little to do with football. He joined the non-team for fun football, though and loved that. He decided on a major in English and enjoyed this and his friends and his college life to the hilt. And he had serious girlfriends, serially. He went on a Semester at Sea program and had a wonderful time. He also wrote a journal while on the trip that made for very good reading. Now he is going to London to finish up a course that he needs to graduate, although he did graduate with his class with the understanding that he would have his diploma signed after finishing this course. The course is composed of the study of plays and the experience of seeing them live at the theaters in London, a course that is the envy of his grandparents. He is undecided about his future, though I suspect he will go into business. And who knows? There are signs that he might in the near term become a race car driver. He had a couple of excellent adventures with racing cars, at which in both cases he beat the pros, so he’s obviously a natural, or so we believe at this point.

			Me

			Where was I at 22? On my 22nd Birthday, I was with Bill, newly wed, and newly arrived in Boston for Bill’s last year at the Business School. On this particular day, we were sailing on the Charles River to celebrate the birthday. Though it was beautiful when we set out in our rented metal sailboat, a squall came up out of nowhere, and we immediately headed back in. As we approached the dock, we found ourselves being blown in much too quickly. Instinctively, Bill put out his hand, to shield us from the speed of our arrival and his hand was caught between the boat and the dock. . His thumb was dangling from his hand in an extremely tenuous manner. Luckily we were very close to the hospital, and we got a ride from a genuine ambulance chaser, who gave us his card before letting us go. Bill was trundled to the operating room right away. After four hours of surgery, the doctors announced with satisfaction and pride that the thumb was saved, but the usage of it was doubtful in the long term. After a period of recuperation, however, his thumb was fine, and has stayed fine to this day.

			For the rest of the month, Bill remained in traction in the hospital while I looked through the want ads for a job. When I finally landed one, as a Shopper for the Better Business Bureau, Bill told me to negotiate for my salary. Which I did, and received two bucks more per week than had been originally offered. Still, it was a comedown for a Smith College graduate to have to settle for 40 bucks a week, in a job that could easily have been done by a ten year old. However, I was grateful for my job and kept it until our first baby was born in late February.

			I was still 22 when Becky was born in 1954, at the Massachusetts Memorial Hospital, weighing in at just short of eight pounds. She was beautiful, I thought but our Swedish pal who was her first guest, noting her dark skin, was convinced she had jaundice. A Nordic doesn’t run into dark skinned babies that often, so I dismissed that slight. Everyone afterwards was suitably effusive.

			We brought Becky home in great style, with our Dachshund Kringle in attendance, and looking ready to pounce on the crying little bundle whenever the opportunity presented itself. Our one room apartment which we had loved suddenly seemed like the wrong choice for our growing family, which included: a student who needed peace and quiet for his studying; a baby, who definitely could have gone without noises from a barking dog; and me the mother who went into the bathroom and turned on the shower to achieve her peace. In addition, the fourth floor walkup situation became an issue, what with walking the baby every day in all kinds of winter weather, and lugging her and her buggy down and upstairs. Kringle would accompany us, too. I needed to have him on a leash all the time. I can’t imagine today how I managed all this, but I think the answer is that I was 22.

			Lisa

			Lisa, at 20, is currently looking for a college to attend in the fall. She didn’t like Boston University but stuck it out, and finished her second year in late May. But she isn’t going back.

			While I have never seen the university, from Lisa’s description, and from a brochure I must have seen picturing high rise dorms, (conjuring up long dark hallways) and no visible campus, just a bunch of buildings scattered here and there, it would not have been my first choice, but Lisa has a spirit of adventure. I’m sure a very small percentage of people has washed and trained elephants as Lisa did one summer in Thailand. The next summer she taught English to Tibetan children from refugee camps. I’d have thought she would master a city university, with no problems, but she was lonely, in a high rise dorm of 750. It was a far cry from Santa Catalina, the small boarding school she attended where everyone knew everyone else, and the teachers were approachable. It’s a pity that she didn’t at least join a sorority while at BU, because the girls would have provided a core of support. She wasn’t conversant with the ins and outs of sororities, the necessary recommendations and personal hurdles involved. So the pledging season came and went almost before she knew it.

			I know Lisa will have a productive life. She has always been wise beyond her years and has a great talent for finding the essence of someone or something and for discovering what’s really important. She won a prize for the best poem written in the county, while she was away at school, and it was beautiful. Whenever I see a painting that is difficult to digest, or read a poem that I don’t understand, I think to myself, “Lisa would appreciate this.” And I might if Lisa were there to help me along.

			Billy

			Billy is also 20, and just three weeks younger than his cousin Lisa. He is at UCLA, like his brother and sister before him. And he loves UCLA, big as it is, but compared with BU, of a comparable size, the university has a spirit and cohesiveness that BU, sadly, does not appear to have. Billy is perhaps the best student and from my observations studies more than the rest of them. He is very witty and irreverent, and we enjoy him to the hilt.

			Billy joined the same fraternity as Adam had, and loves it too. He had come on the campus as a water polo player, but found it to be really too difficult a league, He no longer plays. Instead, he spends a great deal of time making movies, which he is absolutely passionate about. If he had his druthers, he’d drop everything, I think, to make movies. He has applied for a much coveted spot in the department of film at UCLA, and is waiting these days to hear from them if he made it. (He did.)

			Of course there’s always the chance that he may end up on the other side of the camera. He is a good actor and is very handsome as well. It’s a sad thing for the coeds at UCLA but the handsome Billy has a steady girl, He met Hilary at Andover, and though she now goes to Tufts in Boston, he remains true to her, and they see each other pretty often, despite the distances. 

			Me

			I had an eventful year when I was 20. I became engaged in the early summer. My fiancé was someone I had met while in college, but who came from Buffalo, which is where I grew up and where I now lived with my mother and stepfather half of the time, My parents were divorced and my sister and I split our time evenly between them .I can only say that if my father had not given my sister and me a trip for our collective graduations (She had graduated from Parsons School of Design the year before, and I was to graduate from Smith the next year. I would probably have married, and had a totally different life, probably in Buffalo, where the temperature hovers around 0 in the winter and the summers are very short. From that standpoint alone, I made the right decision to marry Bill.

			We were just starting out on our ship the Ryndam and noting the absence of people our age when, as we were standing in line for an assignment of deck chairs, (which were to be our permanent reserved deck chairs for the eight-day crossing) a voice from behind us said, “This may be a shot in the dark, but are you two the Culbertson sisters? “At first I looked at this older (in a suit!) man, and thought, “This is a good one for Patty,” who is 18 months older than I am. But then the more I saw of him the more I was liking him myself. And Patty in the meantime had latched on to a Dutchman who was also young and on board. By the end of our trip, (Bill left the ship in Le Havre, and we sailed on to England,) I had concluded that the fact that I was even slightly interested in Bill meant that I definitely was not ready to marry the other guy, or for that matter, anyone.

			It was in this frame of mind that I began to experience the European landscape for the first time but I was seeing things through an emotional haze. No sooner had we arrived in England, I wrote the fiancé, and told him what had happened to me. It made me feel better, but I was a wreck about what I had done to him in the process. I was soon to begin receiving letters and phone calls from him, wherever we went. It was an American Express tour, so we really covered a lot of Europe in six weeks. Even in the era of no text messages, e-mail or anything like them, he managed to find me everywhere with a letter or a phone call.

			What further confused my brain was the steady presence of Bill, who decided to take our tour with us as much as he could. Leaving his family in Paris (although they hadn’t seen him since his return from Korea ) he met us in almost every city and country, and by the end of our stay in Europe, it was pretty much a done deal. I was hooked. On my 21st Birthday, we all sailed back on the Ryndam, and my life changed course forever.

			Eleanor

			Eleanor will turn 17 this summer. She’s a beauty like her sister, and growing taller all the time. For years, in the bosom of the family, she didn’t talk, but would sit at the dining room table, answering questions in monosyllables, if at all, and generally looking down at her plate, hoping to go unnoticed, surrounded by her often boisterous family. It has been a revelation to us all to see and hear her lately. None of us is sure which came first, the talkative, smiling girl, or the boys that are now forever in attendance. It seemed like a simultaneous happening. She is unique among our female grandchildren to have devoted a lot of her time to boyfriends. And she is blossoming every way: Her painting talents are growing. She spent a month at an artists’ summer school in LA which she enjoyed a lot, and where she learned a lot. She tells us, though that she prefers to apply to a college which has a strong art department, rather than go to a college such as RISD, which is all about art. She has a sense of humor too, and is not the serious, quiet young lady we knew before but holding her own at the dinner table and joining in the siblings’ carryings on. We look forward to getting to know her better and better as she opens up to us. I predict great things in her future. She is also a talented dancer, a designer of clothes, and of independent mind. She can take that cluster of talents any way, anywhere.

			Me

			I was a senior in St. Anne’s at 17. I, too, was boy crazy, and in fact had a special beau, for my last two years. We met in my junior year when he was a sophomore at The University of Virginia which was right down the road from our school. At one point in my senior year, I’d been put on Social probation for smoking, which meant that I wasn’t allowed to leave the campus for six weeks. The only reason I smoked was because it was against the rules, and a little bit because I had done my best to look sophisticated while smoking, I practiced before a mirror, till I felt that I had succeeded. Soon after my punishment had been meted out I received a chocolate cake from my beau. I asked everyone in to share this fine cake with me and they all came. As I was cutting it, I felt something hard and uncake-like inside, and discovered a plastic covered pack of cigarettes and a small saw, presumably to make my escape. I proceeded to cut the cake anyway (what was left of it after it had been so cleverly hollowed out) and distributed it among the throng. Unfortunately, our housemother was among those at the cutting. I waited for some added punishment, but it never came.

			I was involved in a series of cliques, which loved nothing better than to gossip and ridicule everyone not in the clique. The feelings heated up so fiercely at times that I began to pray that everyone would like me, and finally to promise myself that I would resist gossip at any level, and not be a clique-member, ever again. That seemed to work for me very well, and I found myself far happier as a result. It’s a pity I had come to that conclusion quite late in my St. Anne’s life.

			At my graduation from St. Anne’s, my stepfather stands out as a heroic person, and certainly the most important person to me of all, though I had three other parents there, and my sister (who had lost lots of weight at Wellesley, to surprise us all). My stepfather, in the heat of the graduation moment, agreed to pay my outstanding bills from a few dress shops in town, as a quiet graduation present (so my father wouldn’t know I had spent money beyond my allowance ... again). I was giddy with relief. I was also giddy to have shared the Bishop’s Prize (which is the Big One) with a really outstanding girl, whom I was to see again in Washington years later, and enjoy tremendously.

			Nat

			Nat is 14. He has just finished the eighth grade at the Professional Children’s School in NYC. The reason he’s there is that his mother, who noticed his talents over four years ago, and his younger brother’s talents as well, wrote a screenplay about two talented young boys who started a band, and became as famous as the Beatles. Its core was their life, but there were many embellishments. The screenplay was sold to Nickelodeon channel on TV, who also asked that Polly write thirteen episodes to follow up on the screenplay. Imagine their surprise and delight when the program took off, and the boys, maybe not the Beatles level, exactly, developed a coterie all their own made up of devoted fans in the tween ages. As I write this we are expecting to see the boys on tour in mid-July, in San Francisco. After three years, the program has been cancelled, so the boys are touring as Nat and Alex Wolff, the Naked Brothers’ Band having been a name, retired with the demise of the show. Because of their schedule which necessitates flexibility, the Professional school seemed to be the answer. 

			Nat is a composer and a musician who plays the piano and anything else within his reach. He has a wonderful voice, which now has dropped into the lower ranges, and still is great. He comes by his talent naturally. His father is a well-known jazz musician and pianist, who also composes, and performs all over the world. I think the boys’ future is set in the entertainment business, whatever that holds down the line. Nat is a sweet boy, and very intuitive. He has a great attitude about his talents, and loves his friends, and his family and a good game of basketball, and tends to have his priorities in the right places.

			Me

			When I was 14, I was in my second year at boarding school, having come to St. Anne’s school in Charlottesville, Virginia in the eighth grade. In the ninth grade I was president of my class for the only time ever in my student career, I fear I was a disappointment, not managing to do anything remotely special for my class. But be that as it may, I was having a wonderful time, becoming boy crazy like most of the rest of the girls there. Boys from the town would pass by our bedroom window on the ground floor, and we’d be thrilled if they called out our names. Our social life was almost nil at that time

			The announcement of President Roosevelt’s death came over the radio, interrupting Benny Goodman’s orchestra playing something that Barbara Benner and I had been practicing our jitterbug skills to, in case we might have a chance to show off our talents to a boy in the future. The announcement made us sad and afraid. Roosevelt had been President during our entire lifetime, and we feared for the worst, we didn’t know what that would be.

			The other clear recollection of my freshman year at St. Anne’s was of a conversation we had one day in Janie Pieper’s room. During the course of the conversation my friend Janie mentioned rather offhandedly that her mother was an alcoholic. I found myself blurting out that my mother was an alcoholic too. This marked the first time I had articulated what I had known for almost my entire life. It was a daring move for me and, I thought, a relief to finally say the word. I remember the occasion to this day, just where I was standing in the room and just who was there, listening to me It was in reconsidering that occasion, in times after this day that I realized something else about myself that I have since lost, alas! It was my habit of seeing people as colors when I thought of them later on. The reds and the greens were those who were important in my life, and of whom I was most fond. All other colors took their places in varying strengths outside the reds and greens. There were many strong reds and greens in that room, I remember.

			Alex

			Alex is 11 and he behaves like a tough guy, but is far from it. He’s very sensitive to criticism, and loves to be on the stage. He can be very funny, and very serious, all in a split second. He’s a puzzler, never without things to say, and no one ever knows what these things will be. It could be irreverent, or off color, but he often surprises us with its maturity and appropriateness. His ability to defuse the scene’s tensions, especially when that scene is of his making is known to all. He is adorable right now at his age, with a head of dark brown curly hair, a beguiling smile, and with his personality out there for all to see. He is a self-confident boy who excels at sports and at drumming, has dyslexic qualities which makes his handwriting really wretched, and his learning not the most linear kind, but picked up here and there from all kinds of sources: movies, cartoons, books ( not necessarily school books), or a play that he has seen, or a conversation, with a stranger or overheard. He has a great ear, and would make a great actor. Actually he already is one.

			Alex is a world class drummer. There’s a spot in their show that is a solo time for him and he never fails to receive uproarious applause and cheers for his performance. Like his older brother, he too writes songs and sings and plays the piano and the guitar. He will join his Brother Nat at the Professional Children’s School in the fall. What he would love to be but can never be is the older brother.

			Me

			When I was 11, I was not the happy go lucky kind of girl that I tried to pretend I was. Certain things at home were quite unsettling. My father was in Washington during the war. He worked at the Pentagon, for the Services of Supply, as a major in the Army during World War II This year, my 11th, I was in 6th grade at Elmwood Franklin School. The one thing that was front and center in my mind during that year was my mother. Our Helen was gone from the house, whether sacked or persuaded by the new openings for women I’11 never know. She left without saying goodbye to my sister and me. But what were we to do without her?

			My mind was on my mother, because she was drinking entirely too much, and because she was having an affair with a good friend of my father’s. Which was supposed to be a secret from us. But how could we not notice that his hat and gloves were in the downstairs hall when we’d come down for breakfast in the morning? We, Patty and I would pick up any slight reference to HIM that would drop like stone in the midst of the tension and unease in our household. We of course didn’t confront our mother, being just too scared of her even to consider such an option.

			This was the year of my first blind date. I remember distinctly how I was called, by whom and the details involved in the event. Chet Dann was the blind date, who was actually not in fact a blind date, because I knew him from dancing school, but this had been cooked up by my friend Nancy Salt, who was to go to the dance with Chet’s good buddy, Howie Babcock. This event was the spring dance for the lower classes at the Nichols school and I was very excited. What I had forgotten for that brief moment was my total lack of appeal in dancing school.

			Perhaps I thought that my new yellow dress would somehow disguise the girl underneath, and the fact that I had an assigned date would guarantee my status as one who doesn’t end up dancing with the other leftover girls,which had often been my fate in dancing school. These and my overall optimistic thought patterns were enough to bring me to the dance floor and supply me with the courage for the occasion. But the truth is that I was stuck for the entire night dancing with Chet Dann, and what was far worse from my point of view, he was stuck with me and nobody else in the entire stag line paid a bit of attention to the two silent dancers making their way across the dance floor again and again.

			I had run out of conversation, by the time Mrs. Salt had driven us to the dance, and there was absolutely nothing more I could dredge out of my brain to say. Let me add here that at no point did I think that Chet might have helped the situation along with a word or two from his mouth. I was so programmed even at this tender age to feel responsible for entertaining the male companion, that in my mind the onus lay with me alone. It’s only in my thinking back to that devastating first date from the lofty heights of older age, that I realized that Chet and I had probably too much on our minds than we cared to share. At least I did, and Chet ... well he grew and grew, and quite possibly he was concentrating all his efforts on growing back then. At a party later on in our lives when he was my actual date he received the prize for having the biggest feet, and at that point he was six feet six inches tall.

			Paulo

			I have another grandchild, Paulo who has lived with us (and his mother) here for three years. We think of him as our grandchild, and he and his Uncle Pops, alias Bill, are each other’s best friend. As his father is not in the picture, Bill serves also as a parent to Paulo, who is from the Philippines. If Paulo is a grandchild to us, his mother, Len Len, is like a daughter. She has arranged her life to guarantee a better life for her son. And at this point it works well for all of us to be together as a family. Paulo is in First grade at our local school, and Len Len has a job as a nurse three days a week in San Francisco General Hospital. The rest of the time she spends being a nurse, secretary, cook, jack of all trades to me and Bill, as well as a wonderful mother for Paulo.

			Paulo is a beguiling, adorable child who seems to fit in the Wolff family branch of our family especially well. He reminds us so much of Alex in so many ways. One characteristic they have in common is an extremely short attention span, on things that they’re supposed to be doing, like homework, and an unbelievable focus of attention on what interest they want to pursue. Paulo has already demonstrated this proclivity to his first grade teacher, and she is determined to have him concentrate on the appropriate material at the proper time. He receives a green dot whenever he does his work well, and a red one when he doesn’t. One whole week of greens will get him a special treat. So far he hasn’t qualified for the treat, but as I write this, it’s early in the term, so we all have high hopes.

			He calls Bill his best friend, and I think they really are best friends. He’s introduced us to diplodocuses, Star Wars, and Legos, and to cartoon DVDs, family movies, and mac (as opposed to macaroni) and cheese. I occasionally find a triceratops on the coffee table, or small but essential pieces of some Lego project underfoot, but it all works. It keeps us au courant at the very least.

			And we gear up for holidays like Halloween and Easter as we had not done for years. As Bill often says, it’s as though we were an old fashioned family, with three generations under one roof. He recommends such an arrangement to everyone he meets.

			It really does work for us, but then there aren’t too many Paulos in this world, or Len Lens either.

			As Paulo isn’t my real grandchild, I feel it would be cheating to use him as my next jump-off spot. There have been so many changes in the world since my six-year-old days. So many choices besiege even our smallest ones, and the inventions of the 21st century augur even more of the same. When I tell Paulo that we stared at our radios, and had no cell phones, he is filled with pity for such a bleak life. When we tell him we had bike riding and skating and other such sports in common, he is somewhat reassured. Our period of childhood is in his mind inextricably connected to the Jurassic times, and he wonders constantly if we ever came upon a dinosaur. He wants so desperately for us to say yes.

			Final Thoughts

			So that’s it. I’ve reviewed every grandchild and even today I could begin this exercise all over again, with several changes to be recorded for each grandchild. But my purpose was to connect with them at one point in time, and see where our differences would come. The differences in terms of what chapter in life we are pursuing are far greater than I had expected, but still I see similarities in interests. Lisa and Coulter are great readers like their mother and grandmother. So far there are two declared English majors, one theater major, one film major, two actors and singers/songwriters, and one artist. Lest I forget, the big boys are slated for business at some point in their lives, and Adam has already begun. Like a true entrepreneur, he and a partner have started their own company.

			I’m sorry I won’t be around for many more chapters in the grandchildren’s lives. It’s like reading a really good book that you aren’t allowed to finish. There’s no telling what they and the world will get up to in the future, so I won’t even try to guess. The grandchildren all appear to be on many right tracks at this moment. I hope that the tracks lead them to interesting futures with as few bumps as possible along their way.
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