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When I was about to give a talk to a group some years ago, the woman from my campus who introduced me said that she had preceded me there by a year or two, but that she somehow now couldn't remember the campus without me.  When I stepped up to the lectern I remarked that that was very interesting, because I couldn't remember the campus without me either.  I also can't remember when I didn't know how to read, and I can't remember a day of my life going by without reading or without books, and I can almost not remember not being a librarian.  Libraries and books were always in my heart. 


I think I became a librarian out of revenge.  When I was growing up, every Saturday or every other Saturday, I don't remember for certain, my sister and I would walk a mile or two to the branch library, a square, brown brick building on a corner on one of the main streets of the city.  There I gravitated to the children's section or the youth section, or whatever it was called then, which was perhaps one half of the one-room library divided in half by the circulation desk.  Generally I was in search of fiction, always on the lookout for stories.  One librarian (a woman, of course) was fat and jolly and friendly.  The other librarian (alleged to be a woman) was a troll, and she HATED kids.  I more than once saw her wipe a child's dripping winter-time nose with tissue, nearly wrenching the appendage off.  Doubtless there were many kids walking around my home town with skewed schnozes.  There may have even been a special home built for them out on the edge of town.  It's probably a coffee shop now, and folk singers thrive there, and book discussion clubs meet.


Once I wanted to take out a law book, a large, impressive volume with huge, heavy lettering on it.  If any book deserved the term "tome," that one did.  There it was, on the new books table, beckoning to me.  An impressionable little devil, I instantly, then and there, decided that I would be a lawyer.  Miss Unfriendly, the child-hater, didn't want to lend it to me.  It was way beyond my reading level.  I had to argue for quite a while, summoning my best perhaps 10 or 12-year old vocabulary, to assure her that I could handle the reading and the legal content.  Finally she let me borrow it.  I took it home in triumph, and probably the beginning of a hernia.  Between then and the return of the 10 pound volume, I paged through it, and tried to memorize parts of it so that I could impress the librarian in a sort of "I told you so" way when I returned it.  To my everlasting chagrin, she was not on duty when I deposited the weighty monster on the circ desk during my next visit.  I do remember, though, either from that book or from another, that it is (or was) illegal to ride on a horse through the streets of Raton, New Mexico, while wearing a kimono.


I remember, too, another incident with the librarian in question.  Each child was allowed to check out four books per visit.  On one occasion I had selected three juicy books about travel to the mushroom planet and/or the lives of prehistoric people, when my sister approached me.  She had already checked out her four selections, but then had discovered a book on dance that she wanted to take out.  She asked if I would include it as my last selection.  I said, being a good young chap and an excellent brother, that I would do this for her.  I took the four books up to the desk, with the book on dance on the bottom.  When the librarian got to it she was aghast.  This was not a book for a boy, she exclaimed, and refused to charge it to me.  I selected another book and took it to the desk.  I don't remember what it was about, but I now know that my sister, and perhaps even I, had been saved from a life of dance.  But I never forgot the incident, and indeed, I sometimes think that I became a librarian, a librarian with a warmer heart than the librarian of my early youth, out of revenge.  
I never liked hearing my heartbeat.  Oftentimes, as an adult, I would hear it beating too loudly and too clearly as I lay in bed reading late at night and into the early morning hours.  I never liked hearing it.  It reminded me too much that it was always there, that I was totally dependent on it, and that some day, or night, it would stop.  The beating would distract me from my reading, and I would shift positions so that I couldn't hear that timekeeper marking my mortality.  Then I would forget about it.  But it didn't forget me.


One of the books I remember reading back then was William A. Nolen's THE MAKING OF A SURGEON, a fascinating book in which he told the story of his becoming a doctor and his specializing in brain surgery.  He told, among other things, how important it was to have a sense of humor while in the middle of the most extreme surgical situations, and how, after taking out a portion of one patient's brain and depositing in a pan, one of the surgeons had said:  "Well, there go the piano lessons."  This, of course, suited my own sense of humor quite well, and it's one of the main things I remember from that book.  I followed that book with Nolen's A SURGEON'S WORLD, which related what the day to day existence of a brain surgeon was like at that time, and eventually I read SURGEON UNDER THE KNIFE, an account of Nolen's own ordeal with open heart surgery.  It was fascinating, riveting, graphic, and even frightening.  Little did I know what was coming for me.


Thomas De Quincey wrote:  "If once a man indulges himself in murder, very soon he comes to think little of robbing; and from robbing he comes next to drinking and sabbath-breaking, and from that to incivility and procrastination."  And did I procrastinate!  Never one to worry about my health, for most of my years I waited for the time that I would learn to take care of my body, and at the same time "indulged myself" -- as in De Quincey's quotation -- in murder.  There is no other word for it.  Procrastination, indeed.  Physical sloth, indeed.  Inactivity, indeed.  Unhealthy diet, indeed.  Not one for tofu?  One might consider a mighty entree such as roast beef, smothered in pork chops.  Beer?  Oh, yes.  Smoking?  Certainly.  Cigarettes, then for many years a pipe, then back to cigarettes.  When does one quit for good?  There is a sure-fire time:  When it hurts.  When lighting up brings on angina.  Then one knows that this must stop.  Then one quits and looks into curing the body, curing the heart.  Before it's too late.


I was a fairly moderate smoker, even so.  For years I would come home from work, having not smoked all day.  I would open a beer, light a cigarette, and do the daily crossword puzzle.  Since I quit, and tomorrow will be the four-year anniversary of my quitting, I have had perhaps 5 beers, and I have done perhaps two crossword puzzles.  No more crossword puzzles.  Gone, at least for now, are the chances to print the words "emu," "drachma," and "zeitgeist."  At least I haven't lost the chance to use "tome."


But why did I quit?  It took pain to teach me.  As a lifelong bohemian, poet of the beat generation persuasion, a bender of rules, an iconoclast, a rebel, a maverick, a maniac, and an enigma as a librarian, it took pain to teach me.  It began with little hints, little pains, which became moderate pains over time.  When I had to stop half way between the library and the parking lot at the end of the day, waiting for the pain to subside, I finally knew that this spoke for remedy.  


Some months after quitting smoking, at the urging of my dean and two friends (who pronounced that my symptoms were classic) I insisted on a referral to a cardiologist.  Three days after our interview, I found myself in the hospital for a heart catheterization.  A few weeks later I was opened up for a quadruple bypass.  Suffice it to say that I wouldn't be here had I not gone through the procedure.  Suffice it to say that it was worth it.  It was an interesting chapter and a story that I remember to tell myself now and then.  It's a story I'm still reading, and still learning from.  Plus which I will never forget the cardiac rehab woman's name:  Heidi Darling.  


Since then the cardiologist who originally diagnosed me moved on into a different medical group, and so I was assigned another.  I had an interesting talk with my new cardiologist one day, and when I gave the keynote address concerning the place of libraries in the 21st century at the WAAL Conference in the Spring of 2002, I included the following passage: 


Even my cardiologist knows!  During a treadmill stress test last fall on the third floor of the local hospital in a cold room as I walked superfast on the endless rubber road while being monitored by way of more than a handful of suction-cupped wires leading from me to a computerized machine (talk about a metaphor) my cardiologist commented on the incredible changes that had occurred in libraries in the last ten years.  He expounded on the changes he had seen and how amazed he was by them all.  He asked questions about the current status of the profession and about the most recent developments in libraries, and I did my best to answer as I attempted to keep from shooting off the back of the treadmill.  A good metaphor for trying to keep current, yes, but I was more impressed with my doctor's knowledge of the current status of libraries.  Even my cardiologist knows!


This was the genesis for the event here today, and when I was considering doing this program, I happened to call my friend, the Wisconsin poet laureate, about another matter.  She noted that she was about to leave for the Appleton hospital, where poems she had written were being featured in various locations and media in the new cardiac wing.  I told her about this program, just then in its beginning stages, and here we are.  Here we all are, sharing our stories with you.  


I still don't much like hearing my heart beat, but, as always, I'm happy that it does.  I've gone from the wilder life to the milder life, but I'm still wild at heart.  I've gone from the Beat Generation to the beat-of-the-heart generation, and I'm still unbeaten.  I've gone from Kerouac to Cardiac, and I'm still here.

