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Introduction





In 2014, my husband of forty-six years died; in 2019 I had one terrible fall and then in 2022 I had another, breaking my back. After that, I left my longtime home in Manhattan to move into an assisted living facility in Bethesda, Maryland, in August 2022, when I was eighty-three. At the time, I knew all the stereotypes about assisted living: a place where people sit in rocking chairs, staring blankly into space. But the reality I found here was very different. In my assisted-living facility, I’ve made friends, built community, and learned so much from the other residents and staff. I knew I’d tolerate living here, but I quickly grew to love it.


My experience has taught me that aging is more complicated than people who have not yet had the opportunity might think. As I learned sitting in the dining room, overhearing my fellow residents’ conversations and taking notes on my cellphone, elderly people are not all the sweet white-haired old ladies you might believe. Pettiness, cliques, and rivalries are as rampant here as in any high school cafeteria, and people can be jerks. Meanwhile, however, the bonds of friendship and community sustain us, and as was true for me, many old people use the extra free time of retirement to develop creative practices that can keep them going even when things are difficult.


We are living in the undeniable presence of death. The ambulance visits regularly, and then everyone gossips in the dining room about who went, how they went, and who might be next. This constant reminder can be inspiring, terrifying, and sometimes mundane. After all, everyone, regardless of age, lives in the presence of death—old people are just more honest about it.


In this collection of essays and conversations, I’ve attempted to distill some of the lessons I’ve learned at my facility into something that might be useful for other people facing the later years of life. We are lucky to have made it here, after all, and we might as well use the time as best we can.














Part 1:Adjusting to a New Place






Just over a year ago, I moved to my facility, leaving Manhattan, where I had been for most of my adult life. The first night was horrible. I was so exhausted I couldn’t fall asleep, and when I did I had terrible nightmares. In one, I was holding a rubber band, and from a distance I saw Earth. In the dream, I was thinking that if I could throw the rubber band hard enough, I could hook it to the North Pole, and then I’d be able to pull New York City back to me. So I did—I had the rubber band attached to the pole, I was pulling it toward me, then the rubber band snapped, and I was yelling, “No, no, I’ve lost my home, I’ve lost New York!”


In the other dream, I went back to my old neighborhood. I was walking around, seeing my building and the East River, then trying to walk to the Met. On the way, I went into the funeral home where my husband’s funeral had been. The man who had helped me choose the coffin for my husband let me in and said, “It’s awfully late.”


I said, “I know it’s late, but it’s important, and I won’t be there for long.” He took me down to the room where I had chosen my husband’s coffin.


He said, “I’ll leave you here for a little while, but I’ll leave the door unlocked.” I went near the doorway and there was a funeral happening. But no one was looking at me, not even my two sons, and suddenly I realized I was a ghost. Finally, I woke up and it was light and I felt safe again.


The next night, I was so scared of the nightmares that I couldn’t sleep again. When I finally got up the next morning, I was in very bad shape. I couldn’t eat, but I sat in the dining room, and I started listening to people. And, that same week, I began to write.













Interrogation





You’re new here.


Yes. I moved in two days ago.


Where’re you from?


New York. Manhattan.


Did you work before


you came here?


Yes. I’m a writer, and was writing


when I had to stop in order to pack up.


Oh, that’s not a real job.


Anybody can write!


What’d you write?


Short stories. Memoirs.


Oh, that’s fiction.


You can just make that up.


No, not fiction. Reality. The truth.


Anybody can do that!


What else did you do?


Well, I’m an author—a writer


and an author.


Same thing!


No, as a reader, you do read right?


Of course I read! What kind


of an idiot doesn’t read?


Well, an author is a writer


who’s been published.


Who’s your publisher?


She Writes Press.


Never heard of it.


It’s new. Founded by women for


women writers. Since 2019, when my


book was published, their booklist


has included several bestsellers.


Did anyone read your book?


Yes, I got several reviews.


Any good ones?


Minneapolis Star Tribune.


They’re not serious writers.


All cookbooks and how to


raise grain and hogs.


How about Louise Erdrich?


She’s a Minneapolis writer


and a Pulitzer Prize winner.


Any reviews out East?


I was reviewed by Kirkus.


That doesn’t count.


You buy yourself into it.


Not true. You pay only if


you want to buy an ad.


Any important paper?


Wall Street Journal, say,


New York Times?


Yes.


Well, which one?


The Times Book Review section.


A few lines buried inside?


Not exactly. Back page. One of the


week’s top four, “Not to Be Missed!”


Excuse me, if you don’t mind,


I’m going to sit over by the window.


By the way, tell me, did I pass?













Isolation





Shortly after I arrived at the facility, I came down with a severe attack of bronchitis. I was terribly sick: it was painful to eat or drink, and I couldn’t talk well enough to be understood. My doctor prescribed powerful antibiotics, and I was kept in isolation in my apartment for three weeks.


My room is right next to the nurse’s station, and I could hear the nurse reporting the statistics to the health agency. Bronchitis numbers were going up. COVID numbers were going down.


Aides and nurses didn’t seem concerned about becoming infected, and they treated me much as they would any other resident.
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