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Retirement: it’s not just for the elderly.


 


Thirty-six-year-old JB lives to inspire the old folks at Whispering Pines Rest Home. He listens to their stories, encourages them to get some fresh air, and makes sure they aren’t just sitting around waiting for the end to come. 


 


But he’s not a doctor, not a therapist. He’s a resident of Whispering Pines, too.


 


Unfortunately, not every good situation can last. When the finances for Whispering Pines hit the skids, the Home starts to earn the wrong kind of attention. 


 


And JB is left to confront the harsh reality of his past, and the reason he dropped out of life to retire three decades too soon. A reality he has been working hard to avoid since stepping foot inside Whispering Pines.


 


Sometimes life — and getting back to really living — requires some assistance.


 


Unassisted Living is a 20,000-word novella (66 print pages).



 


 


Unassisted Living


 


Even if it was his idea, JB had to admit that the kickball game in the nursing home gym was pure brilliance.


The way he figured it, the game got the old folks up and moving, it got their blood flowing, and it encouraged teamwork among the residents of Whispering Pines Rest Home. He didn't have to do much talking to convince Bart the therapist to agree to the game; Bart was always very open to suggestion when he had a hangover.


The game also gave JB a chance to kick the hell out of the ball. He didn't care one bit that he was the youngest person playing the game—by a good thirty-five years.


Eighty-five-year-old Nelly knew how to serve up a perfect pitch for kicking, and JB planned on tying the game with the ball that was now rolling his way.


So he kicked it. Hard.


As the ball bounced off the far wall of the big, windowless room that they used for therapy—and half a dozen men and woman over the age of seventy shuffled after the bouncing red ball—JB stepped on the phone book they were using for first base and charged toward the pizza box that was second base.


This is it, he thought. The tide is turning. At last.


"Safe at second!" he called out, breathlessly. Standing on the grease-stained square of cardboard, he clapped until his hands stung. "What a kick! Nice  pitch, Nelly. It's rally time, folks! Rally time!"


JB waved at his elderly teammates near home plate (a used toupee that Bart the therapist had found under some folding chairs). Most of them were black, and all of them looked exhausted, but happy. The game had last nearly thirty minutes now.


This was good, JB thought. No, it was great. They'd remember this game, forever.


In the three minutes that had passed since JB's kick, ninety-something Abe had been making his snail-like way toward home plate behind his battered silver walker. At last the skinny old man was ready.


"All right!" JB called out from second. "We're only down by one, Abe. Kick it all the way down to Myrtle Beach! Get ready, Bart!"


Bart the therapist, a burly black man in khakis and a blue golf shirt, sat hunched over in a folding chair by first base. He was busy texting on his phone, and he ignored JB's warning just as he'd ignored most of the game.


From the "pitcher's mound," Nelly, a spry black woman with close-cropped white hair, gently rolled the kickball toward Abe. JB held his breath until Abe "kicked" the ball with his walker. 


Then he charged toward home, while Abe began a slow and squeaky journey to first, his walker scraping the floor with every other step.


"I hate..." Abe panted, "this... fricking game."


JB barely heard him as he slapped the seat of the folding chair they were using as third base. He turned toward home. In the meantime, Nelly reached down to pick the ball that Abe kicked.


JB laughed and shook his head as he thundered toward home.


"Not today, Nelly," he shouted.


But then, instead of lobbing the ball at JB to try to hit him for the out, Nelly decided to tag him out. Big mistake. Air hissed in through a dozen pairs of dentures in shock as Nelly blocked home plate with her tiny body.


"Bring it, sonny boy," Nelly said with a smile.


Abe was still only halfway to first, pushing his walker at a snail's speed. 


"Knock her.... block off...kid," he panted.


JB was fifteen feet from Nelly and closing fast.


"I ain't stoppin'!" he shouted.


From somewhere in the back of his mind, he heard Bart the therapist calling his name. 


Nelly was so small. So frail. And she was right in JB's way.


In an instant, JB's eyes changed from determined to dead. It was the look of someone who has given up. Someone who never got to be the hero of the big game.


At the last possible instant, instead of running her over, he pivoted hard around Nelly and the ball. And a loud popping came from his knee.


From the direction of first base, JB heard an old man's voice as if in a dream. It was Abe, saying, "Oooh. I know that sound."


JB tried to dive toward home, but his knee wouldn't cooperate. Nelly leaned down and tagged him with the ball.


"Yer out, youngster," she said with a grin.


Making sympathetic noises as they approach, the other white-haired players gathered around their fallen teammate. Nobody risked a hip helping him up. They saved that for Bart.


"JB!" the therapist shouted as he stomped up to him next to home base. "You always overdo it, man. Back to your rooms, people. Therapy hour is officially over."


After he got the old folks headed for the exit, Bart reached down to help JB to his feet with a good bit of effort. JB straightened his knee with another pop. All the departing elderly folks winced and groaned at the sound. 


Holding his knee and grimacing, JB met Bart's gaze and took a quick, painful breath.


"We don't need to mention this to anyone in upper management, now, do we, Bart? Buddy?"


Bart just glared at JB. This sort of thing had happened before. A lot. JB figured Bart was remembering each time, and the fallout from every incident. He hoped Bart would be generous in his memories.


Finally, Bart clapped him on the back in a half-friendly, half-hostile way.


"For you, my man, we can make an exception. We always have, right?"


JB gave Bart a weak smile, and that look of utter defeat returned to his eyes. He began limping toward the exit as well, gritting his teeth against the pain in his knee.


"Hey," Bart said. "Need help getting back?"


"Nah," he said over his shoulder to Bart. He limped a bit faster, grimacing with pain, but he still couldn't catch up to the old folks leaving the tiny gym.


"You sure?"


"Yeah..."


JB heard Bart mutter something about "another successful therapy session." 


At last he made it into the hall. He turned right and limped past four pairs of doors, one on either side of him. At last he arrived at room 25.


JB stood up as straight as his aching, thirty-six-year-old body would allow him, and then he hobbled into the room where he'd chosen to live out his early retirement.


He closed the door behind him and locked it with a soft click.


 


* * * * *


 


For JB, recovery started on his back. 


He lay flat on the uncarpeted floor in the space between the bed and the desk, with his eyes closed, a wet washcloth on his forehead, and a pillow under his bad knee.


This room, like all rooms at the Home, was small and mostly empty, which made it easy for JB keep it neat and clean. It also kept him from wanting to stay there any longer than he absolutely had to.


But for now, he had to recover from blowing out his knee. 


Thoughts, regrets, and memories—harsh memories—tapped on his temples, like ghosts haunting an old house. He refused to let any of them in. 


Instead, he began talking to himself, like a yogi repeating a mantra:


"No time like the present. In the moment. Right now. No time—"


When he stopped for breath, he sat up with a groan and scoped out his room. 


There was his perfectly made next to the window with the blinds drawn, as usual. Over there was the unforgiving wooden chair resting in front of his desk. And to his right was the open bathroom door. Every wall was beige and bare, and dead space filled the areas where—in the typical room of a typical person—pictures and mementos of the past would rest.


That was long enough, JB told himself. Enough wallowing in self-pity and suffering. No time like the present.


He leapt to his feet, energized. He swiped at his face with the washcloth, tossed it into the bathroom, and then stepped to the door. His limp was gone.


Everything was better, because he now had a plan.


Got work to do today, he thought. No time to waste. And we've got our big trip tomorrow, too.


Before walking out, JB took one look over his shoulder at the room. His eyes went blank, just for an instant, just like they did near the end of the kickball game.


With a loud click, he turned the doorknob and opened the door. He peeked to his left and froze when he spotted head nurse Reena, a black woman of about thirty-five, about seven doors down and walking away from him. 


JB waited for her to disappear into a fellow resident's room. He and Reena had developed a history in the six months since his arrival here, and not much of it was good.


After a few more seconds, he exhaled and relaxed, only to run into the janitor, Peterson, a young white guy with long hair and baggy jeans. JB jumped, surprised.


Peterson, wielding his push broom like a weapon, gave JB an aggressive look from under his shaggy blond locks.


"We on for tonight, J? I gotta be out of here early to meet my AA sponsor, so... You got my back?"


JB made a face. "Just this one last time. That's it, then I'm done. This stuff is interfering with my work here."


Peterson gave JB a knowing look.


"Right, man. Riiight. Get back to your work, J."


JB shot a dirty look at the janitor's back as Peterson swept up the hall. Then he tiptoed across the hall to Miss Amelia's room.


Once he was inside, inhaling the slightly stale air of her room, he had to look closely to see the tiny black woman. She was almost hidden in her bed, thanks to all the machines and IVs that had been hooked up to her to keep her alive.


As usual, Amelia's eyes were closed. Her machines beeped and whirred, making it seem like there was another entity in the room with her. Something non-human and almost predatory.
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