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I am so clever that sometimes I don’t understand a single word of what I am saying.


~“The Remarkable Rocket” by Oscar Wilde





“Good morning, Dad. What’s new?”


“Oh, hi, Margie. Nothing much. Your mother is doing some online shopping. I think she’s ordering a shroud.”


“A shroud?”


“Yeah, do you want to talk to her? She’ll tell you all about it.”


Having overheard my husband and daughter’s conversation, I snorted. I took the phone from George’s hand but couldn’t talk because I was laughing so hard.


“Mom, are you crying?”


“No, laughing,” I managed to croak.


“You ordered a shroud?” Margie’s voice had risen an octave.


“No, I ordered a bathing suit cover-up. The ‘shroud’ thing is one of your dad’s many malapropisms.”


Margie began to laugh hysterically. “I hope you’re writing them down.”


“I am. I bought a notebook. I swear, since he retired, this speech stumble thing is just crazy. I think it’s because he’s not having as many interactions with other people. It’s entertaining for me because they’re getting funnier.


“By the way, we love the Amazon Echo you bought us for Christmas, but Dad has a hard time remembering how to activate it. One day, I heard him call from the kitchen, ‘Melissa, Alissa, Melinda…’ I came into the room and saw him ready to pounce on the thing. He announced, ‘This is infuriating! I am so vivid!’


“ ‘Vivid?’ I asked.


“ ‘Yeah, I’ve never been so mad at a thing!’


“ ‘Her name is Alexa,’ I said. He gave me a sheepish look.”


Margie burst out laughing again, “You two sure do keep me entertained.”


We got off the phone, and I sat down to note the latest incident. I started reading through my collection of George’s malapropisms to find they were just as funny as when I first heard them.


One day, he came into the house, shut the front door, and sagged against it. I walked around the corner from the kitchen to ask if he was okay. He held up his hand.


“Don’t talk to me right now. I just need ten minutes to decompose.”


I walked back into the kitchen, hoping his decomposing didn’t make a mess in the recently cleaned foyer. I scribbled keywords of this interaction on a napkin as I tried to laugh quietly.


Our daughter introduced us to the delightful taste of quesadillas. We both love them, but George cannot, for the life of him, remember what they’re called. One day, he turned to me after breakfast and asked, “Can we have conquistadors for supper tonight?”


“Conquistadors?” I had no idea what he was talking about. “What are they?”


“You know, Margie made them for us. They’re those things in a tortilla that are browned and crunchy on the outside with good meat and cheese inside.”


“Ah, I think you mean quesadillas.”


“Yeah, those.”


“Sure, no problem.” I scrambled toward my notebook.


After dinner one night, we gathered all the waste cans in the house to empty them. George tied up the big white bag and, with a flourish of his arm, announced, “Madam, I shall depose this trash.” He was out the door in a flash.


I pictured him as a legalistic attorney, recorder on the table, questioning the offending garbage as he collected evidence for a case.


Once he mastered Alexa, George learned he could ask for the music of his choosing. One afternoon, he requested, “Alexa, play Little Big Horn.”


From the laundry room, I could hear an argument taking place between my husband and an electronic voice.


“What seems to be the trouble?” I asked.


“I was trying to play one of my favorite country groups, Little Big Horn. It’s not working,” he said, pointing to the flashing hockey puck.


“Maybe if you asked her to play Little Big Town, you’d get somewhere.”


He scowled.


I walked toward the desk and my notebook.


Paging through my notes, I came upon the funniest one of all time, but this time George was not the offender. His best friend was, but George was a willing accomplice, hanging on every word.


We were visiting our friends Anne and Bill for a few days. Anne prepared a sumptuous breakfast and had gone into the kitchen to retrieve cinnamon buns from the oven. Friends for over thirty years, the two men at the end of the table began to exchange stories of health issues plaguing men over a certain age. Bill related his experience of having a prostate biopsy. He reassured George, “It didn’t hurt because the doctor numbed me, and it only took a few minutes. I never had any side effects, and now all we have to do is wait for the autopsy report.”


I had just taken a big mouthful of freshly squeezed orange juice. My eyes widened, and I bolted from the table into the kitchen, bursting through the swinging door. Anne looked up at me as she held a pan of hot buns in her oven mitts. I tried not to choke as I shook with laughter and attempted to swallow.


“What did he say now?” Anne inquired before she burst out laughing. She knew her husband.


I told her. Both of us convulsed as we leaned against the countertops. “Bill’s been like this ever since he retired.”


Just as I suspected, retirement is the culprit. I rest my case.


— Nancy Emmick Panko —
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Does anyone else put things in a safe place and forget then where the safe place is?


~Author Unknown





Yesterday, I went to the basement and just stood there. Was I there for laundry? No. Extra paper towels? No.


I thought I could reconstruct what sent me down to the basement, so I backtracked through my thoughts. I came up with nothing.


But I wasn’t about to go back upstairs empty-handed, so I grabbed a pair of pliers from my husband’s workbench. When I got to the kitchen, he was there eating lunch.


“What are you doing with the pliers?”


“I don’t know.”


“What do you mean you don’t know?”


I thought for a moment about making up a story about how he had promised to fix the whatchamacallit months ago but forgot, and so I had to do it myself. But why compound memory loss with lying?


“I went to the basement to get something, forgot what I went to get, so I grabbed your pliers.”


Here’s where I wish I could say we laughed, split an egg-salad sandwich, and continued in our domestic bliss. But that’s not what happened.


He looked alarmed. Granted, his face looked the same as when he was feeling pity, surprise, anger, or any other emotion. That’s why he has no lines on his face; it has never been used. But these are the kinds of digressions that got me into this mess in the first place.


He said, “We only have one working memory between us — yours — and now you can’t remember.”


I told my friend Linda that I was starting to worry about these senior moments. She’s a decade older. Experience matters in these matters. She said, “Oh, that’s normal. I’ve heard experts explain the difference between normal memory loss and dementia: Normal is when you leave the grocery store and can’t remember where you parked your car, but you remember after a moment. Dementia is when you leave the grocery store and don’t know where you are or how you got there.”


I think that’s what she said, and I was reassured.


What is it called when you decide that it doesn’t matter anyway? After all, I have enough groceries for a week, and I’m pretty sure some of them are in the basement.


— Leesa Lawson —
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It is sometimes expedient to forget what you know.


~Author Unknown





There is a section in the library for new releases. When I regularly forget to bring my New York Times Book Review — on which I have meticulously taken notes — I go and sit on the bench in the new-releases section and browse the new books.


I put a lot of stock in book covers. I absolutely judge a book by its cover. Publishers pay a lot of money to artists and designers of book covers, and I wouldn’t want them to feel it was wasted. I believe in the artwork on book covers, although I often wonder about the stuff written on the book jacket. I try not to read the whole thing, although they are never as bad as the Netflix descriptions. Talk about spoiler alert.


Anyhow, I was at the library recently, and a woman was standing next to me holding a book I had recently read. I forget the name now, but I told her it was about a lawyer who decides to defend an eleven- or twelve-year-old boy who murdered a six-year-old girl, and the whole town turns against him and his family, and, well, I don’t want to ruin it for you if you decide to read it, but I’d have to remember the name of it first.


I told the woman that she was going to love that book, and she asked me if I had any other suggestions. So, I asked her if she had read the one about the Olympic athlete who was a Japanese prisoner of war in World War II.


“No, no,” she said. “What’s the name of it?”


I had no idea. “I dunno,” I said, “but it was written by the same author who wrote the one about the horse.”


She nodded. “Right,” she said. “The horse.”


“A woman.”


“Right. A woman wrote it.”


“A racehorse?”


“Right. I loved that book.”


“Anyhow, it was written by her.” I thought for a minute. “I also liked the one about the girl who was losing her house to foreclosure and a family bought it, but she and her cop boyfriend were working on getting them evicted, and…”


The woman brightened up. “I saw the movie!” she exclaimed. “I loved the old guy, that actor.”


“He was magnificent. What’s-his-name. Very noble. But if you saw the movie, you probably don’t want to read the book.”


The woman looked up at the ceiling. “Didn’t that end badly?”


I was thinking that the old guy and his wife both die, but I didn’t want to tell her that. I nodded at the book in her hand again. “You’re going to love that book,” I reminded her.


“Well, thanks for your help. It’s great meeting another real reader.”


She told me her name, which I promptly forgot, but about ten minutes later, I said out loud to nobody, “Seabiscuit!”


— Sherri Daley —
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I want to feel my life while I’m in it.


~Meryl Streep





I’m seventy-nine years old. Several years ago, I witnessed the sudden and unexpected death of my husband Don after thirty-two years of marriage. Eighteen months later, I met Jim, a gentleman who opened my heart to love again. Sadly, four months after we met, he passed unexpectedly due to a fall.


My grief therapist said one doesn’t have to be a soldier to experience PTSD. I felt as if I’d been wounded in combat and wanted to remain hidden in a foxhole.


Now, almost three years later, I have emerged from the foxhole. I feel that life is good again, with no disrespect to loved ones who have passed.


As crazy as it may sound, I give the sport of pickleball a lot of the credit.


After my losses, I was fortunate to have tremendous support from family and friends, but pickleball provided an outlet with unexpected benefits. The obvious one was physical activity, but it delivered so much more.


My husband and I were introduced to the game in 2015 at our summer residence near Flagstaff, Arizona, where the pickleball courts were a two-minute walk from our door. We got hooked on the game but also enjoyed the friendships that quickly developed. Hey, when people see you a few minutes after you wake up with no make-up and accept you, there’s an instant comradeship.


When Don passed in April, the first time I went to the pickleball court in May without him was hard. But, once again, fellow picklers pulled me through — and running around the court and working up a sweat surely released precious endorphins, not to mention the release of anger (that often accompanies grief) when you slam the ball as hard as you can.


When I returned to my winter residence in Phoenix, I discovered that the nearby senior center offered pickleball indoors and outdoors. They also had it at my local YMCA. I began to play at each place, and it was easier in some ways because many of these people never knew Don. It was a new circle of friends.


Now, in addition to the physical benefits, here’s the real secret to the magic of pickleball. It’s the social time on the bench or bleachers while you’re waiting your turn for a court. You’ll meet people from all walks of life with interesting past lives, all ages, and they come in all shapes and sizes. You don’t have to be a super athlete to play. It’s a short court and a short game; with only eleven points to win, it takes about fifteen minutes per game.


Many mornings, I awoke with a heavy heart after my losses. Some days, I just wanted to burrow back under the covers, but pickleball was an easy option to choose when I was trying to convince myself to go out. I didn’t have to sign up ahead of time, and it gave me a reason to get dressed and show up — not just showing up for the game but for life itself. Having a place to go each morning and meeting new people who soon became friends was a great start to each day. It’s a great pastime for couples to do together and for singles to meet other singles who have a similar interest.


This year, I’ve been invited to play in a ladies’ pickleball league. We practice each week for our matches with other leagues in the area. Now, in addition to fun, there’s a competitive edge and a beautiful comradeship that comes when you are part of a team.


I’ve played at many different locations and have found each one to be friendly and welcoming to newcomers. When I visited my children in Chicago at Christmas, I found an indoor court at a senior center near their home. Now it’s “have paddle, will travel.”


My life is so good now that sometimes I feel guilty enjoying myself so much when I’ve lost two dear people, but perhaps those losses make me appreciate life more. I never take one day for granted and I live life as fully as possible.


— Violetta Armour —
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Children are a great comfort in your old age, and they help you reach it faster, too.


~Lionel Kauffman





Back in the early 1980s, the idea of home computers was catching on. I wasn’t keen on getting one. In fact, I remember stating that if a computer could clean my house for me, I “might” consider it.


Somehow, I evolved and have owned several computers over the years. None of them cleaned my house. Some days, I loved my computer, but more often than not, I hated it. I didn’t grow up with them, and they were a challenge to my mental health. Dealing with modern technology was my introduction to stress, and I know who to blame: my children.


They weren’t satisfied that their dad and I finally purchased a computer and learned to send e-mails. We were quite happy with that, but next came a cellphone. Then just talking on the phone was not acceptable; they insisted we learn to text as well. We couldn’t get a break.


I remember well the night that Facebook became a household word around here. Those kids of ours showed up at the house for an intervention of sorts, determined to set up a joint account for us. It took some convincing.


After setting up our page, they began scrolling for “friends.” They scrolled through many names we knew and many we did not. As they read out the names, we were to approve or disapprove of them as possible friends. That process got old fast. My husband and I would pause and give a great deal of thought to each name. That was hours of our lives that we’ll never get back.


“OMG!” our children said in unison. They seemed really frustrated. “You don’t have to marry them or invite them to dinner! Just ask them to be friends, for Pete’s sake!”


We felt no guilt for grating on their nerves considering the drama they’d sometimes created for us during their teenage years. A little payback wouldn’t hurt those two.


More recently, my husband and I were coerced into getting rid of our flip phones and getting smartphones. I will admit that I progressed into appreciating mine. I liked speaking to Siri and finding out what I needed to know in an instant. I enjoyed having Internet access everywhere I went. I felt a sense of accomplishment; my husband — not so much. To this day, he would happily take back his flip phone.


I think of a quote by James Comey, “Technology has forever changed the world we live in.” I believe that is true. Back in the 1980s, I would never have guessed that I would own computers or a tiny phone that would eliminate the need for phonebooks, dictionaries, calendars and checkbooks — or that I could learn to use it. Using technology still does not come easy for me. It has certainly changed my world.


Last Christmas, our children surprised us with yet another popular form of technology — Alexa. The girls took our smartphones in hand and got us programmed. Before we fully understood what was happening, we could tell Alexa to turn our lamp on or off, and she would.


To be honest, we were a bit dismayed at having to learn how to use yet another device. After the girls went home, my husband and I discussed this thing called Alexa. We didn’t have any business with that thing. We certainly didn’t think we needed it. Would it hurt the kids’ feelings if we boxed it up and gave it back?


Long story short, we decided to keep it. We mastered turning the lamp on and off, and once again I got the hang of it sooner than my husband did. Alexa would not turn the lamp on for him at first. He would say, “Alisha… turn that lamp on.” Or he’d say, “Allison… put on the lamp.”


I became his Alexa coach. When he finally learned the correct name to say, he said it last instead of first. “You have to say her name first,” I told him repeatedly. “Say her name first. Say, ‘Alexa, turn on lamp one.’ Use those exact words… For the love of…!”


“We don’t need that lamp on anyway,” he’d say.


One night, Alexa did not turn on the lamp when I commanded. I had to get up and manually turn it on. By then, my husband and I were quite spoiled… and sad that our Alexa was broken. We hated to tell the girls but thought we should. Although we’d been querulous about technology, we secretly hoped she could be replaced.


One night, we discovered (all by ourselves) that the device had merely been turned off. We hadn’t lost Alexa after all. We had her back with just the flip of a switch. Eventually, we learned how to ask her to add items to a shopping list on our smartphones or to have her call or text our kids. Just think, we reasoned, we are getting to the age when we could fall and not get up. How handy to just yell out to Alexa to call the kids for us.


Thanks to our children and grandchildren, we own tablets and Kindles upon which we can play games or read, obviating actual books. We have tiny contraptions that store music and many charging cords to untangle.


Our children continue to “bless” us with high-tech gifts. We now have Fitbits. Mine sends e-mails when the battery is running low or when I haven’t gotten enough steps in for the day. I never meet my exercise goals, it seems. I actually knew that without being told.


I realize there are numerous electronic gadgets out there that our kids haven’t tortured us with yet, and many more in the making. I don’t know what the technology gurus will come up with next, but I suppose the kids will get us one. Bet it won’t clean the house.


— Carol Emmons Hartsoe —
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I believe that the ability to laugh at oneself is fundamental to the resiliency of the human spirit.


~Jill Conner Browne





This was a new life. A chance to reinvent myself. All I had to do was figure out who I was at heart and what I really wanted. That can be tricky when you’ve been half of a whole and are suddenly alone. A year of widowhood passed before I grew confident enough to embark on my adventure — a tour of Norway with a busload of mostly women. What a delight! We began as strangers and ended as friends.


We were constantly on the move, shuttling from museum to village to ancient building in search of folk art, and many of the activities were strenuous. We stopped in a different hotel nightly, and those accommodations were often of historical interest as well as comfortable. Which brings me to a decision that will haunt me the rest of my days.


My muscles were aching despite taking painkillers. And waiting there, in the bathroom of my charming old hotel room, was a tub made for a Viking giant. So inviting. So much longer than I was accustomed to, I just knew I could submerge every throbbing muscle. How good a soak in hot water would feel. I should have known better since I rarely climbed into my tub at home, but that huge porcelain bath was calling my name.


Anticipating a special treat, I ran the water. Wouldn’t it be nice to scent it? All I had with me was shampoo, so I added a dollop of that. It smelled heavenly. Cautious, I stepped in. When I went to lower myself, I discovered that the tub was pretty much flush with the wall, so there was nothing to grab onto on that side. I sat down anyway. “Umm. Ahhh.” So soothing.


Getting ready to lie back, I tried to reposition my rear end. Uh-oh. What the tub had added in length, it lacked in width. Being a substantial woman, I found myself wedged in! I tried to lift with my arms but there was nothing to grab on the wall side, and the shampoo made the tub slippery. That had been a mistake. Okay. No problem. I’d just let the water out.


Reaching forward, I managed to open the drain. The bath water in front of me ran out. I, however, was doing a Hoover Dam impersonation, and half the water was trapped behind me, held securely by my ample derriere! Stunned, I just sat there, thinking about what to try next. If I could get all the water out, maybe I’d be able to get a better grip. Maybe.


By leaning to each side in turn and lifting what I could manually, I managed to free most of the trapped deluge, one splash at a time. I’d wondered why the tub was raised on a pedestal and why the floor had a drain. Now, I understood. I tried to lift my body again and again, but my hand always slipped off that narrow edge. Not a big surprise any longer. The outer tub edge was wide enough for support, but my left arm wasn’t strong enough to do the whole job, nor could I maneuver my knees under me by rolling over. I know because I tried. No leverage.


Praying in the bathtub was a new spiritual experience for me, but I gave it my all. Either I had to figure out how to escape, perhaps with divine guidance, or I was going to have to scream for help. The last thing I wanted was for some buff Norwegian Viking named Sven to have to pry me out like the cork in a bottle.


There had to be another way. Maybe if I could turn sideways and reverse directions so my stronger arm bore more weight, I’d be able to stand.


Helping to lift my thighs with my slippery hands, I hoisted one leg over the side of the tub. Then the other. At least fifteen minutes had passed, and I was now sitting sideways within the narrow space, lower legs suspended over the floor, knees hooked on the tub lip. Breathless, I started to smile. This was going to work! I rested a moment, secure in that conviction. Then, I tried to complete the turn.


My legs were loose below the knees, but the skin on my upper back was stuck fast to the opposite wall of the tub!


That’s when I lost it. I chuckled, I giggled, and then I roared with laughter until tears were running down my face. There I sat, folded like a legendary corpulent troll, bent double in a narrow Norwegian bathtub. Stuck. My imaginary Sven was going to laugh his head off if I ever managed to actually summon help. Not that I wanted to.


Then, lo and behold, I realized that the jiggling motion of my raucous laughter had loosened part of my back. With a painful twist, I wrenched the rest free. I could move! It was a minor miracle, and I was going to take full advantage of it. Cheeks against porcelain squeaked as I pivoted the rest of me. Now I was on my side, and thankfully the water had all drained out.


Panting and ready to scream “Hallelujah!” at the top of my lungs, I pulled my knees under me. That hurt, too. I didn’t care. I was almost free. With my good arm over the wide lip of the tub, I pushed and pulled until I was almost up. I got one foot under me. Then the other. Ignoring that cursed narrow lip by the wall, I put both hands on the wider side and pushed. I was standing! I wasn’t going to have to call Sven or his buddies.


All I wanted at that moment was to get out of that death trap. Stepping forward, my toes found no floor, and I was reminded how high off the floor the tub was. Picturing myself in a full body cast as I lunged forward and kissed the far wall, I managed to stay on my feet. Then, I took silent inventory.


I was sore, as tired as a marathon runner after completing a race, and dripping wet with perspiration. There was no way around it. I was going to have to face that tub again, only this time I was taking a shower.


It actually felt pretty good. Under the circumstances.


— Valerie Hansen Whisenand —
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The longer I live the more beautiful life becomes.


~Frank Lloyd Wright





“More ham?” I pushed the bag of lunchmeat toward my husband, David.


“No, but pass the pickles.”


I slid the food container closer to him and popped the seal. The tangy fragrance of homemade refrigerator pickles displaced the scent of mixed evergreens and deciduous trees around our table. A giant maple leaf drifted lazily to the dirt at my feet.


I grabbed a few baby carrots and tossed one to our senior German Shepherd, Gunny.


Wiping my fingers on an old cloth napkin, my gaze rested on our picnic basket. Once bright and gleaming with varnish and clay sunflowers, its handle and hinges now reflected years of service. I smoothed the tablecloth’s tattered edges and sighed.


Things had certainly changed for us over the years. Just as the adage went, we’d started out with almost nothing, and after working hard all our lives we’d managed to keep it.


Gunny flopped onto his side for a nap. Pine needles and soft earth offered the finest bed one could ask for. Murmurs from the nearby stream must have set his mind to dreaming. Lucky dog.


I stifled a yawn, thinking I could easily curl up here, too, despite the crisp edge to the autumn air.


David glanced at our surroundings, and then settled his gaze on me, his lips turning up just a bit at the corners. “Look where we are. This is as good as it gets, isn’t it?”


Was it, really? We’d made a life for ourselves, raised our daughter with everything she needed and most of the things she wanted, and we’d supported her marriage to a good man.


We’d traveled all over the world, and gradually our tastes in food, clothing, and lifestyle had come to reflect our comfortable income. For a season, it had been too easy to indulge. And overindulge.


Then the recession hit, and David lost the job he’d worked at for decades. Years of dedication were reduced to a small severance check. A month later, he was diagnosed with a brain tumor, demolishing any shred of hope for the future we’d clung to.


Close to a year after those personal catastrophes, Dave once again found a job, this time as a custodian — but he was different.


In fact, we’d both changed.


I glanced across the table at him. A flannel shirt, jeans and hiking boots replaced the suit jacket he’d worn in the past, and a ponytail took the place of his once styled hair. Yet, he looked better than ever. Relaxed, content, healthy.


Appearance and possessions had once dominated our thoughts, but now we had other priorities. Money mattered, but not for the same reasons. We’d stopped searching for the finest restaurants and swankiest hotels to visit. We’d given up on always reaching for more. At this point, every penny went toward paying a mountain of bills.


Reality had hit us full force. We’d survived what in some circles is called “a humbling.” Maybe it was, maybe not. But whatever name we gave that period, we’d learned from it.


My gaze shot to my washed-out jeans, then down to my muddy hiking boots. A week earlier, I’d tried on a pair of the spike heels I used to love wearing. But my feet, now accustomed to sneakers and flip-flops, no longer fit. My soul no longer did, either. It was time to let go of both the old clothes and the old me.


I rose and circled to the other side of the table to sit next to Dave. Facing away from the food, I focused on the glimmering stream as it raced past. Where had it started, and where would its journey end? The rivulets shifted and flowed, sometimes tumbling over boulders, other times languid and pooling.


I watched as a stray leaf dawdled at the edge of a summer swimming hole. Seconds later, it slipped loose and floated by, carefree as a butterfly on the breeze. It bobbed under the footbridge and disappeared from view.


Maybe, just maybe, life wasn’t about the destination at all, but about enjoying the ride — pools, rapids and all.


Muscles in my back relaxed, and my shoulders lowered a notch. I took a deep breath, relishing the chill as it filled my lungs.


David turned to face the same direction. He slipped an arm around my shoulders, and we leaned into each other’s warmth. Dappled sunlight broke through the canopy of trees above, creating an enchanting, private world.


Red, orange and yellow leaves broke free and fell, their descent a slow and graceful dance.


My husband poured each of us some wine, and we raised our glasses to toast. Not to four-star resorts and Caribbean cruises, nor to more possessions or living to impress others.


Not even to our glorious past.


Instead, we toasted the beautiful challenge of re-learning a love for things we’d long since forgotten. Things that don’t cost a cent or take up space in the garage or on my fingers.


We toasted to dreams hatched during these times of trial. To a love that endured, even thrived through our long walk through the fire, when all that was left were tears and ashes. And us.


We sat drinking silently, without words. No need to waste them. They weren’t necessary. Not after thirty years together.


Had I — had we — learned from the hard time?


Yes, but for too long, like snapping a wishbone, I’d kept wishing for a miracle to save us, to return our lives to the way they’d been. It took a while for me to realize a different sort of miracle had occurred. Our lives had been restored. Not our lifestyle, our lives.


My gaze swept the area, taking in the trees, the creek, my dog, and my lifetime mate. My best friend.


David took my hand, bringing it to his lips for a gentle kiss. A moment later, he repeated his signature statement — his mantra. “It doesn’t get any better than this, does it?”


I nodded. He was right.


It doesn’t. It couldn’t.


Life itself, with nothing added, is rich and joyous. And beautiful.


Inside, my heart gave a little flip. Yes, he was right.


— Heidi Gaul —
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My computer could be more encouraging. You know, instead of “invalid password,” why not something like, “Ooooh, you’re so close!”?


~Lisa Porter





Zooming into the 21st century, COVID-19 hit our senior writers’ group with a double whammy. The church in which we met closed its doors, and the state of North Carolina prohibited the gathering of more than ten people. What in the world were we going to do?


Our group is blessed with remarkable, talented people who have been gathering weekly for more than eight years. We’ve become a tightly knit bunch. It looked like our precious hours together, sharing and critiquing our work, would have to be put on hold indefinitely. As the founder and mentor of the group, I felt a special burden to somehow keep things going but had no idea how. That’s when one of our members, Dea, suggested an online meeting service called Zoom that she used in her real-estate work. This would, she assured me, make it possible for us to have a virtual meeting, reading our work to each other just like always.


I thought there was no way I could do this. All I knew about the Internet was e-mail and the occasional text. I’m seventy-two. I was way too old for this sort of thing.


I mentioned the idea to my twenty-something niece. She lives in Denver and offered to help me long-distance. “It’s simple, Aunt Ellen. You’ll love it! Between Dea and me, we’ll help you get the hang of it.”


I had my doubts, but she showed me where the website was and how to start a free membership. It looked easy. “Maybe she’s right!” I said to myself as we signed off. “I can do this!” Soon, I was hopelessly lost. They wanted my e-mail address and my Facebook password. I could never remember passwords. I had to get the hang of this, or our beloved writers’ group would join the ranks of organizations closed by COVID-19. I was stuck again, so I consulted Dea. She helped me through a few more of the numerous steps to sign up.


“See you tomorrow for our writers’ group!” I said breezily. On our Facebook page, I gave everybody the link to use the next day. That night, I decided to take a practice run at signing on. “If you don’t receive an e-mail from us,” the site said, “try another e-mail address.” So, I did. Somehow I managed to open three separate memberships under three different e-mail addresses — complete with passwords!


The next day, I was up before the sun. I’d noticed that the camera on the computer added ten years to my appearance, so I piled on the make-up and picked out a brand-new top to wear. (Now I know that everyone refers to that as their “Zoom shirt.”) I was sitting at my computer an hour early when I heard a faint voice. It was our group’s resident expert on all things police and military.


“I hear you, but I can’t see you,” I was told.


I clicked on a tab. Nothing happened. Soon, we were joined by two more members, who both claimed they could see me and each other. A modicum of success. I pressed more tabs. Still no help.


Then Dea came on board. Soon, with her guidance, I was visible in all my glory. Within minutes, we were off and running, joined by four more members, including my niece in Denver. It was just like old times, with each person reading a piece of their work, but the best part was the laughter and fellowship that inspire us from week to week. My prayers were answered. Turns out that a seventy-two-year-old grandma can learn how to do something new on the Internet. I just had to remember how to do it again the next week!


— E.E. Kennedy —
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I think everybody’s weird. We should all celebrate our individuality and not be embarrassed or ashamed of it.


~Johnny Depp





When I turned sixty, I decided to shed my reserved nature and allow my sense of humor to peek out. Most people appeared to like the new me, except for my youngest son, Hyrum.


“Mom, you can’t be acting all crazy at the wedding shower,” newly engaged Hyrum said. “Cara’s family isn’t used to you. You need to behave.”


“Okay,” I said, trying not to show that my feelings were hurt.


Hyrum had recently become engaged to Cara, a lovely and vivacious girl. My husband Larry and I were thrilled.


However, Hyrum’s admonition that I needed to behave at the shower cut deeply. When had I ever not behaved?


I posed the question to Larry.


He took what was meant to be a rhetorical question and answered seriously. “Well, there was the time that you switched everyone’s name tags at your aunt’s eightieth birthday party.”


“Okay,” I said grudgingly. “But people had a great time figuring out who everyone was.”


“And there was the time you texted weird messages from your sister’s phone, pretending to be her. And the times you made up things for the church bulletin.”


I type our church’s weekly bulletin. Occasionally, I like to mix things up a bit and add a bit of humor to the otherwise bland announcements.


Larry was definitely on a roll.


I held up a hand to put an end to his litany of evidence. “Okay. Okay. I get it.”


Maybe Hyrum had a point. I resolved to be on my best behavior. The night of the shower, I dressed conservatively and put on my game face, i.e., sweet and demure.


At the shower, I murmured hello to Cara’s aunt, the hostess, and other members of her family. I made certain that I didn’t say anything that could possibly be construed as “crazy.”


Over the course of the evening, I sensed Cara looking at me oddly. I sent her a blithe smile and concentrated on the shower game of matching kitchen utensils to people’s names.


“Jane, are you all right?” Cara asked when it came time to leave. “You weren’t yourself tonight.”


“Sure I was.”


“I told my family that you were full of surprises, and you didn’t do anything even remotely surprising.”


“Hyrum told me that I had to behave,” I confessed. “I didn’t want to embarrass you or him.”


Cara’s pretty face took on a fierce look. “I’ll be talking to him about that.”


The following morning, I received a call from Hyrum. “Mom, Cara told me that I ruined the shower by telling you not to act crazy. I’m sorry.”


Since then, I have gone back to my crazy ways.


When Hyrum and Cara had their first baby, both sets of grandparents attended the christening.


After Cara’s mother held baby Wyatt and cooed over him, Hyrum placed his son in my arms. “This is your other grandma.” He lowered his voice. “She’s the crazy one.”


And that’s fine with me.


— Jane McBride —
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It’s never too late to start something new, to do all those things that you’ve been longing to do.


~Dallas Clayton





I was standing in a building that resembled a circus ring, looking up at skinny ladders, a maze of wires, and a thin trapeze bar. To the instructors, I looked out of place — not surprising since I showed up wearing pink shorts and a flowered tank top.


“What brings you here?” asked one kindly young man as he wrapped his arm around me in the same way he would comfort his grandmother. In my mind, I could hear him saying, “There, there.”


“I’m really fifty years late,” I replied. “I should have done this many years ago.”


I had signed up for a beginner trapeze class. The instructors were lean and young. So were the other participants. When I signed the release form requesting my insurance information, I put “Medicare.”


Ever since I was a young girl doing cartwheels across the back yard and climbing walls barefooted, I’d been fascinated by circus performers — specifically the beautiful ladies on the flying trapeze. I often dreamed of standing on the platform at the top of a tent in a glittering costume, waiting to let loose and swing to the opposite end while performing gravity-defying tricks in the air.


I’ve always been agile, but the decades have stiffened some of my muscles. So my heart beat rapidly as the participants lined up to try out the stationary bar before climbing the “real” apparatus. As I watched the others, so many questions zoomed through my mind: Could I lift my body up high enough to mount the bar? (I’m short.) Could I flip my body around the bar without letting go? Could I dismount without spraining an ankle?


But I did okay — better than some who were young enough to be my children. That gave my confidence a small boost.


Next, each of us was strapped into a waist harness attached to a wire — in case the worst should happen. Then, one by one, we climbed up the narrow wooden ladder to the platform. The instructor helped position each person as they grabbed the trapeze, leaned forward and waited for the quick “Go” command. We were supposed to immediately lift our legs and hang our knees over the bar on the way out, then release hands to hang upside down. The trapeze slows down when it comes back, and the trick doesn’t work well if you’re not fast enough. You just have to let go and drop into the net below.


Yes, that’s what happened my first time. The sensation of flying in the air was so exciting that I didn’t react quickly enough to complete the trick. But we got a second chance to try it, and I did much better.


Then it was time for the main event — fly out, knees up, hands off, and swing upside down for a split second before a hunky acrobat on the other end of the apparatus catches you mid-air.


Whew! Could I do that? I knew that it would take rapid-fire movements, and I still felt so unsure and new at this. My turn came. I could feel my heart beating as I climbed the ladder to the platform. I could barely reach the trapeze without stepping off the platform, but I held on and waited for the instructor to shout, “Go!”


Then immediately, “Knees up!”


“Hands off!”


“Look back!”


All this had to be done on the first swing out. Hesitate, and you miss the grab. Eight seconds to complete the trick.


I did it! I swung out, quickly wrapped knees around the bar and let go. Before I could think about what was happening, I felt two strong hands grasp my wrists as the trapeze swung back toward the platform. I hung on in disbelief for a few seconds until I realized it was over, and it was time to drop into the net.


I did it! That was all I could think when dismounting the tall net by doing a somersault over the edge. The instructor came over, and instead of a “there, there” pat on the back, he raised my arms in victory. His smile was almost as bright as mine.


And that wasn’t all. With my unexpected success, the trapeze instructors realized I could do more. So, they taught me some new tricks and let me try those, too.


This was truly a dream come true. But I learned more than how to fly on a trapeze that day. I learned that it’s never too late to try new things. Now I’m not afraid to step out of my comfort zone with activities such as ziplining, hang gliding, parasailing, paragliding, Flyboarding, and skydiving. I’ve traveled worldwide to fascinating places including Antarctica, India, Nepal, Cuba, and seven countries in Africa.


— Beverly Burmeier —
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If you’re waiting until you feel talented enough to make it, you’ll never make it.


~Criss Jami, Healology





As I filled out the form for America’s Got Talent, I giggled. Here I was, nearly seventy years old, about to make a complete U-turn. I thought back on how my life had been chopped into three distinct pieces.


It started with an amazing childhood. Thanks to a military dad, we traveled all over the world. My life was like the movie It’s a Wonderful Life, but my wonderful life didn’t last.


The next forty years weren’t as easy. My problems started with the belief that I was supposed to get married and have kids. In my mind, I didn’t have a choice. I had been subtly indoctrinated. Obediently, I got married at a young age and had kids.


It wasn’t all bad. Three children, dozens of foster children, reconnecting with God, and a master’s degree were the good parts. However, when my second husband and I split, I felt like I was falling and falling with nothing to grab. If I wasn’t a wife, who was I? I was a half-person, searching for the other half.


After kissing another disappointing date goodbye, I whined to one of my friends, “Isn’t there anyone out there?”


“You know what they say…”


I shook my head. “What?”


“Men our age are looking for a nurse or a purse.”


My heart sank, but after thinking about it for several days, a light went on. Did I really need to get married? Maybe I could be a whole person without a husband. It took a year or two to sink in, but when it did, it was a huge turning point!


Watching chick flicks and romantic comedies with my girlfriends was a blast. My grandkids and I got high on the smell of freshly baked chocolate-chip cookies. Teaching Sunday school became a blessing instead of a burden.


Finally, I could look at men as friends, instead of sizing them up as “The Future Mr. Barbara McCourtney.” I was an eagle, soaring on an updraft.


One of the best decisions I ever made was taking tango lessons. The clear beat of “Hernando’s Hideaway” and the way my partner twirled me around the dance floor made me dizzy with delight. When the singer would end with “Olé!” I would stomp my foot and jerk my head. It was perfect (except I didn’t have a rose between my teeth).


Now, instead of hunting for a husband, I had more time to pursue my real passion: writing my first book. An idea had been churning in my head for years, so writer’s block was not a problem. When I turned on my computer, it shouted, “It’s about time!”


Seven years later, my book, Does This Diet Make My Butt Look Fat? was published on Amazon. What a thrill, except my publisher told me I had to do my own marketing. Marketing? I didn’t have a clue what that meant, but they threw down the gauntlet and I accepted.


I started with book signings. People poured out praise, but one smiling lady stood out from the rest. “Your book is hilarious,” she said. “You should do stand-up comedy.” It stuck in my head like a bug trapped in a spider web. Comedy? Maybe… I could use it to market my book, but how?


When I got home, I Googled, “America’s Got Talent tryouts.” I filled out the information, grinning at the question, “What is your talent?” I typed, “Comedian.” Next question, “How long have you been doing this?” I answered, “Never,” knowing I would be rejected. I called my daughter, and we had a good laugh.


An hour later, I opened my laptop. America’s Got Talent had responded, “Here’s your ticket.” My jaw dropped. “Oh, no! I better think of something, quick!”


I sat down and wrote a comedy routine. Later, I performed it for my son and granddaughter. They loved it. After that, I did a different routine for my girlfriends. Everyone laughed and encouraged me. Some had suggestions. I gladly accepted.


On February first, I flew to Los Angeles, and then took an Uber to the Pasadena Pavilion. I wasn’t sure if it was the right place, but when I got out of the car, I saw a mustached man wearing a pink tutu. Clearly, I had arrived.


I discovered this was only a precursor to the real thing. In spite of it all, this was the most exhilarating thing I had ever done. The director took about seventy-five of us outside and held a megaphone to her mouth. “Everyone, walk toward the camera over there. Keep walking. Smile and wave. Keep walking.” After that, she told us, “Go back and wait for further instructions.” We waited together in a tight-knit cluster for twenty minutes. That’s when it got interesting.


One guy burst out with “We will, we will rock you,” while the rest of us sang along, clapping and stomping. Another guy did a magic act. There was a large group of little girls in sparkling purple dance costumes, chatting and giggling. Someone started singing, “Pretty Woman.” We joined in. The harmony was better than The Tabernacle Choir at Temple Square. I met a tiny Asian lady in her nineties who had been a comedian her whole life. Everyone was so talented that I couldn’t imagine anyone being eliminated. The director got out her megaphone again. “Okay, everyone! Take two! Action!” It was just like in the movies.


Later, we returned to the pavilion where we waited to perform. Finally, the announcer called my number. I inhaled deeply as I stepped into a room about the size of a high-school gymnasium. Two young ladies sat behind a desk. They introduced themselves and asked a lot of questions. They looked surprised when I told them I had never done this before. Then one of them took out her camera. “Are you ready?”


I nodded and began. “I loved grade school, but junior high wasn’t as much fun because I wasn’t developing like the other girls. I knew I was flat-chested when I was asked to be the poster girl for International House of Pancakes.”


The two ladies howled throughout my routine, making it hard for me to keep a straight face. When I finished, the lady with the camera wiped away a tear and said, “Thank you. Someone will contact you in three or four weeks.”


Shortly after I flew home, the COVID-19 pandemic hit. I researched America’s Got Talent. Their website said, “We most likely will start this summer.” It sounded like they didn’t know for sure. Finally, after eight long weeks, they said, “Stay home but send us your video.” Another chance! My granddaughter came over and recorded my new routine.


I’m still waiting, but whether I make it or not, I’m not worried. I have new goals: polishing my act, backyard barbecues with my family, and writing my next book. As soon as our country opens up, I’m going to start my career as a stand-up comedian. I never knew life could be so much fun.


It took a while to get here, but turning seventy will be the best birthday ever.


— Barbara McCourtney —
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Nothing compares to the simple pleasure of riding a bike.


~John F. Kennedy





“You’re going to buy me a bicycle? I don’t think so,” I replied in horror. “Have you lost your mind or, better yet, have you forgotten how old I am?”


“No, I haven’t, and what difference does it make?” my boyfriend said. “We are going on the adventure of a lifetime, and there will be lots of places to ride bikes. Everybody our age who travels full time in a motorhome has bicycles, and they ride them.”


I could not believe my ears. We had spent the last few weeks packing up sixty-five years of memories, and it had not been an easy task. Deciding what goes, what stays, and what to store. Selling his house and renting out mine. Buying a forty-foot motorhome. Saying our goodbyes to family and friends.
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