Frightened by Loss:



By J. Merril-Foster

	By combining the objective with the subjective, the particular with the general, and the past with the present, the author sets out a compelling picture of old age.
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Her walk is slow, hesitant, leaning slightly forward from the waist. Her hands swollen and misshapen with arthritis, have traceries of blue veins across the back. They are never still.

She often interrupts to ask what we are talking about. The telephone seems to confuse her; she thinks the ringing is on the television. She calls us to report that she has lost her Christmas card list. It turns up on her desk, hidden under a pile of appeals. She is on every mailing list there is, and is constantly importuned to “Save the whales” and “Stop the Japanese slaughter of dolphins.”


She is frightened and distressed by letters from retired military men. They write that unless she sends $35 by return mail, the Russians will land in Oregon and take over America. The arrival of the daily mail looms large in her day. Once, every few weeks it contains a personal letter. The rest is appeals and ads. She reads every item.


Her checkbook is a constant puzzle of missing entries and double deposits of retirement checks. She goes out to do an errand and cannot find the place—a place she’s frequented for years. She telephones to say the furnace door has exploded open; the kindly repair man arrives at 10 P.M. to check and assure her that all is well. She tells you about it, not because there is anything needing to be done. She tells you in order to make you understand that life is out of control-that there is a conspiracy of inanimate objects afoot.

Often, if you suggest this or that solution, she is annoyed. She wasn’t asking for a solution. She was merely reporting disaster. She sits down to read and falls asleep.


America’s life style prepares us well for our first day at school, for adolescence, for college, for matrimony, for parenthood, for middle age, for retirement. But it prepares us not at all for old age. Busy and active until her 78th year, the woman, now 85, is frightened by her own loss of power.


“Why am I so tired all the time?” she asks.


“I couldn’t figure out how to turn on the dashboard lights.”


“I look at the snow and wonder how I’ll live through the winter.”

I think I must light the wood stove. I’m so cold.”


I do not see the woman as she is today. I look at her familiar face and see her on stage, floating up a flight of stairs in “Arsenic and Old Lace,” with that skilled power in her knees that made her seem to glide from one step to another. I hear her speak and remember her light but lovely contralto singing Katisha in “The Mikado.”


I watch her sleep in the chair, her head on her chest, and remember her pacing up and down an English classroom, reading aloud from Beowulf, bringing to life the monster Grendel for a class of 16-year-olds. I remember late afternoons, fortified with hot cocoa, sitting on her floor at her feet, listening to “The Ballad of the White Horse,” “Don Quixote” and “King Lear.”


I remember her as a young widow, coming home from school and pulling three children through the snow on a sled. I remember always the summer jobs when school was let out, selling life insurance or encyclopedias, or studying remedial reading at New York University. I remember her as a bride the second time, and the second time a widow. Hers was the home the family came to, a place of books, a big, old house where civility was spoken.

There is some rage in aging—a disbelief that ones life has rounded its last curve and this stretch of the road leads to death. She has always been a woman of strong faith and it seems that faith at last has failed her. She quotes Claudius in “Hamlet”:


“My words fly up, my thoughts remain below;


Words without thoughts never to heaven go.”


Widowed, alone, children and grandchildren flung wide from California to New England, she fills her days with little things. Socializing fatigues her. She withdrawals from the intense conversational jousting that used to delight her.


I watch the woman-my mother-walking carefully down the frozen, snow-filled driveway to the mailbox. She is a photograph in black and white, which only loving memory tints with stippled life and color.

