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A Hope, A Dare, A Gamble

These pages are a dare and a gamble. They are the equivalent of Boccaccio’s collection The Decameron, where
tale-telling will hopefully spare the characters from the
Black Plague raging at the gates of the grand property
where the pleasure-seekers are taking their sport. Or
Scheherazade who teaches us that a continual stream of
stories, if they are absorbing and entertaining enough,
will save our lives, night after night after night. If I write
about aging, I will not age.
Of course, that is an infuriatingly ridiculous and false
statement. This is not an inquiry about refusing to age –
quite the opposite. The point is not to keep aging at bay,
or “de-age” as self-help pundits say, but to engage with
the process.
This can’t be a self-help book about warding off aging,
or aging more vitally, or aging in some young fashion,
because this chronicle is based on a set of personal events
that I would not wish on anyone, though they turned out
to be a blessing in very deep disguise. Due to the circumstances, I have aged backward. I experienced severe incap1
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acity at a young age, as a teenager. I built strength as time
passed, though I had to wait until I was in my fifties to
finally begin that work. That progress may sound illogical, and I certainly didn’t ask for it. But it happened, and
brought with it unexpected gifts.
There is an element of the dare, and a certain advertisement for the self. If I intend to write in some new and
engaging way about aging, then I must be in shape to do
it. The act of writing takes the energy and mentality of
the marathon runner, not the sprinter. If I claim the authority to talk about the subject I have taken on, that we
must all take on, at different stages and in different ways,
I should have the credibility to match my pretensions. I
need to be the physical and mental image of what I contend is true in these pages. So, I am taking a chance.
I recall Adelle Davis’s Let’s Eat Right to Keep Fit, first
published way back in 1954, though I came across the
revised 1970 edition. It was one of the first books that
twinned eating and wellness, though the latter word
was unknown at the time. A nutritionist, Davis asserted,
among other things, that we should drink the water in
which we cook our vegetables. Later, I discovered this
technique was part of any number of rustic Italian pasta
dishes. When she died in 1974 at age 70, her detractors,
and there were plenty, pointed to her death by cancer as
proof that what she was claiming was a load of rubbish.
I will try to avoid the Adelle Davis syndrome to the best
of my ability.
I was describing the progress of this chronicle to a colleague. He listened, nodded with some doubt, then re2
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plied with the natural question that had eluded me all this
time. When does aging begin?
I was embarrassed. Amazed I had not asked myself that
question before. A philosophical and biological answer
sprang to mind: aging begins at birth. I did not reach for
that easy solution. I thought again. Aging, it seems, begins when we first become aware of our limits.
Which is why this most natural and logical question
did not come to me, and why I needed outside help to
address it. My physical challenges hit me at age eighteen.
The age of self-confidence and invincibility and ignorance, especially among young males. But I lived a life of
limits, some extreme, some quotidian. I did not experience the typical aging curve. Against normal progression,
I have become stronger and in better shape as I have gotten older. Which is why this chronicle cannot offer a recipe or be a self-help book. The oddity of this arc pushed
me toward these meditations, which then became a story.
I still don’t know what it means to get old. What do we
complain about when we complain about age? Is it as simple as the Leonard Cohen line about aching in the places
where I used to play?
Is that ache necessarily a bad thing? Pain carries messages of all kinds, and these messages are governed by the
brain, not the thumbnail you have just pounded with a
hammer. There is such a thing as a threshold of pain, it
can move up or down and its sensitivity can vary. And
besides, an ache is one of the gentler, more wistful forms
of pain. There are as many kinds as there are messages the
brain wants us to receive.
3
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The story of catastrophic injury at a young age, and
the incomplete recovery that followed, has been with me
since age eighteen. But it was just a tall tale, a calling card
to attract (or repulse) people when I was younger and
in the business of handing out those cards. It was also a
way of explaining why I had all those unsightly though
mostly hidden scars, and those old person’s infirmities, so
strange for a young man, that awkward gait and the sudden attacks of pain. I had to stake out certain positions
in bed, and say why, often with an apology. The years
passed, and I came no closer to understanding what had
happened to me – what the accident and subsequent incapacities really meant. I needed outside help, which I
finally received, once I put myself in the right position,
with the proper receptivity and attentiveness. It brings to
mind the old joke about psychiatrists changing lightbulbs.
In literature and film, there are few useful stories
about aging, though the movies have worked to catch up
recently. Popular culture, with cougars and trophy wives
and MILFs, has delivered up its share of woeful pictures
of age and romance. There is only one conclusion, one
that writers know, and often repeat to themselves when
things are going badly: if you want to read a good story,
you have to write it yourself.
Is this a story of redemption, a dénouement that, I
have been told by other writers, is the sine qua non of a
book’s success? I don’t know yet. But this will surely be a
story of gratefulness. Not just the gratitude of being alive
after a brush with death, but gratitude toward the friends
who helped me understand this backward path, and the
4
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people who helped me heal, some professionals, others
not. Well, not heal, I will never completely heal – but at
least get better. And that’s pretty good.

5

PART I
I Fall Off a Cliff

My Un-War

A few years back, I was spending time with a friend named
Vladimir Jović. We were at his country house overlooking
the Danube, an hour by road north of Belgrade, in Serbia,
one of the countries that emerged from the breakup of
the former Yugoslavia. His house lies in a fertile, rural district, and the bluffs that dominate the Danube here made
it a strategic location in the days when the river was the
region’s highway. Those bluffs were once a battlefield between the Christians and the Ottomans, one of the many
confrontations that, little by little, led to the end of Ottoman domination in that part of Europe.
The Ottomans lost the battle of Slankamen. Some five
years ago, signs began appearing along the bluffs and in
the rich agricultural land, describing and interpreting the
scene of the battle. There is even an ugly concrete monument topped with a lightning rod. The signs are in Serbian and English, and were paid for by the Turkish government, yesterday’s Ottomans.
Why would the side that lost the battle, and in the
end the war—though their influence is everywhere in the
9

