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Outside in the
garden the roses are dying. Those once so graceful blooms are
hanging limp and dejected. Recent heavy showers completed the work
begun by vagrant frosts. This year the summer never seemed to enter its stride. Just as the flowers
opened in proud innocence, the rains came to baptise, then batter
them into abject submission. The last few weeks brought that
phenomenon known as an 'Indian Summer' just when all seemed beyond
hope. Drooping petals revived, and nature ventured forth again with
caution, less willing this time to be devastated in another brave
display of glory.

The pheasants are all over the
place, hiding no doubt from the shooters on the hill. I don’t mind
them wandering through the garden at this time of the year. What
gets me mad is when they decide to make a free meal from my lovely
roses and other plants. These days, the squirrels are everywhere
too. There was a time I remember it was a pleasure to see them;
their jerky and comical movements, tails standing on end, heads
always on the lookout for predators or food. Unfortunately there
are too many of them now, and they are killing my best trees,
stripping the bark from the trunks like automatic machines.

Lying here day after day, night
after night, one hears things that are missed in the everyday
hustle and bustle of life. Every night I hear the hooting of the
owls as they go out for their evening meal. There have been owls
around this house for hundreds of years, and when I was young they
used to lull me to sleep. Now when I hear them calling to one
another in the night watches, my mind goes back to the nights I
used to hang my legs out of my bedroom window to keep cool, trying
to spot them and most times failing. My father once came into my
bedroom when I was in this position and thought I was trying to
jump out of the window. I assured him that I was quite safe,
despite a three storey drop to the garden below. Not convinced, I
was ordered back into bed and thankfully, was never disturbed again
as I continued my nocturnal observations.

Last night I heard a fox barking
close to the house. I heard from old John the gamekeeper up at the
big house that there are now more foxes in urban areas than there
are in the country parts. Perhaps that’s so; there’s so much food
thrown away by families these days. Not like the war when every
scrap was precious. Even so, there are still more than enough foxes
in the woods and estates around us. Only last week my
daughter-in-law told me that she had lost three of her chickens to
them. Ah well, that’s what they call nature I suppose.

Now as I stare through this
window, the only view I have left of the world, the sadness of
autumn overwhelms my soul. The lawn is littered with fallen, now
decaying leaves. Lupins point drunkenly skyward, their seed pods
blackened and twisted. The grass itself seems to have lost its
sharp tinge, its virility. Today the sky has that Wagnerian look
about it, sombre, majestic, with the ever present threat of
imminent storm; it casts a grey uniformity about my landscape, my
mural.

Clouds are another of those
overlooked delights. How many people I wonder, bother to look up to
watch the sheer majesty of the sky and the variety and shapes of
this moisture in the heavens? Everyone’s in such a hurry these
days; they don’t even pause for a moment to contemplate God’s ever
changing tapestry. Since I can only see a small part of the sky and
I have so much time on my hands, I look for shapes and faces in the
continually rolling skyscape above the larches. The other day I saw
a wonderful sight. A rainbow appeared, misty and weak at first, but
in a few moments, it was so glorious and so bold I wanted to reach
out and touch it. In fact I realized that my hand was outstretched
in a vain attempt to. How foolish of me; but I suppose that’s what
the young think of old people these days. I’m glad my grandchildren
at least still like to see me; they make my heart so glad when they
creep into my room like little mice. Of course I always pretend I
haven’t seen them, and eventually when they pop up from the side of
the bed, I feign shock and surprise. The same game, the same fun,
and none of us seem to get tired of it.

When I was a child I used to
delight in the autumn. What excitement, finding piles of golden
leaves arranged just for me by the wind. Screaming with glee I
would run into them, wading, kicking, threshing and then stand
still as they fell about me like huge snowflakes. What a bonus when
the frosty mornings added sparkle to the long walk to school. We
children would act out our grown ups fantasy, breathing 'smoke'
from our noses and mouths, small gloved fingers holding imaginary
cigarettes, imitating our elders. Add the final dimension of fog
and our joy was complete.

That well trodden path to the
house of learning and discipline became akin to the ‘Lost World’ of
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Leviathans would silently emerge from the
gloom startling us out of our socks, the horns of the cars and
trucks were the cries of hungry predators, creatures that cleaved
through the mist blind, the grey air swirling behind them, masking
their retreat.

Oh how those memories return so
easily as the days grow short, short as winter beckons, short for
me. They say I'll be fine; be out and about by Christmas, but I can
see the veil behind their eyes. They know that the words aren't
true, saying them only to 'keep up my spirits.’ I can see through
the false smiles, encouraging phrases. It's a game we play, acting
out our parts, concealing the truth, unwilling to let the pretence
end. A life charade. I know though. At first I didn't like to dwell
on it.

Before I heard Dr. Ames tell
Annie, I knew. I felt it like one feels the draught just before a
door closes. Now I face my forthcoming demise with a mixture of
resignation and hope. Resignation since I know there is no point
fighting the inevitable. Hope, I confess I have hope, for a new
tomorrow. For years I read the promises, believed that my beloved
ones gone before were not lost forever, merely asleep, awaiting the
last trumpet call. Soon I shall find out for myself.

Waking each morning is something
of an anti-climax. Every evening I go through with Annie all the
items that have been dealt with time and time again despite her
patient assurances. Every night I slip into that hazy twilight zone
which can only be brought about by barbiturates, or whatever
they're giving me. They won't say, won't go into detail - so I have
my own back occasionally, slipping the capsule under my tongue
whilst pretending to swallow. This morning I counted the hoard;
seventeen. My only problem is how to dispose of them. The only
person I trust is Arthur, but he hasn't been to see me. Perhaps
he's away again on one of his lecture tours, perhaps he's abroad,
and perhaps I'll never find out.

At least I still have my hands.
I marvel at their frail appearance, how different from those strong
capable ones of long ago. These days I love to delve through my
untidy box of family photographs, some of them belonged to my
grandmother. What a remarkable thing the memory is. I can’t
remember yesterday's meal, such as it was, yet at the sight of an
old photograph, my mind springs into sharp focus and catapults me
back to that very spot in the there-and-then. Have you ever
reflected that we never record on this truthful celluloid our
disasters, times of tears and despair? No, only those images that
would bear pleasant reflection in days ahead.

Photographs are like our
memories. We seldom record the bad times, the pain, the longing,
the heartache, the emptiness. Our memories are our kaleidoscope of
happier times. Those long summer days that stretched forever, at
least they seemed to when we were young. Childhood summers were
always long, the sky blue, every cloud a friend, the corn always
ripe. Picnics in the fields so far from home, usually no more than
a mile or so, water in our lemonade bottles, jam sandwiches with
bread like doorsteps. Food for the gods. The unrestrained arm
waving to the passing train driver who always found time to return
the salute.

Some days I feel a strength that
is
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