
[image: Cover: Oh No, Not “The Home”: Observations and Confessions of a Grandmother in Transition, by Peggy Rowe. Foreword by Mike Rowe. New York Times Bestselling Author]




[image: Oh No, Not “The Home”: Observations and Confessions of a Grandmother in Transition, by Peggy Rowe. Foreword by Mike Rowe. Forefront Books]







Dedication

To my father, Carl Knobel. Dad wasn’t a reader, but for years I dreamt of placing my book in his hands and making him proud. Unfortunately, publishers didn’t cooperate. So on his ninety-first birthday, when he had been blind for ten years, I sat beside him, opened my notebook, and proceeded to read my unpublished stories aloud to him.

After each, he marveled, “Did you really write that, Hon? It sounds like something you would read in a book!” When I finished, he made a prediction: “Someday your stories will be in a book!”

My work has received countless critiques. This remains my all-time favorite.






Foreword

SHORTLY AFTER COVID-19 SWEPT THE country, my parents moved into a retirement community in Baltimore called Oak Crest—a place my mother calls “the home.” Like many who were separated during the lockdowns, my mother and I kept in touch with a weekly Zoom call. But unlike most people, I recorded our conversations and turned them into a segment on my podcast.

I called the segment Coffee with Mom and was delighted to see the audience grow to over half a million. For whatever reason, people enjoyed listening to a bestselling author and her marginally famous son chatting about the minutiae of life. When I called my father to tell him about the popularity of these weekly chats, he wasn’t surprised.

“Your mother has become quite the celebrity here at the home, he said. “I can’t walk twenty feet without somebody telling me they heard Peggy on your podcast.”

“It’s the price of fame, Dad. Don’t let it go to your head.”

“It’s really something,” he said. “Yesterday, down at the bocce court, I met a guy who told me that he and his wife moved here because of your mother.”

“Really?”

“Yep. Said he heard you guys talking about hatchet-throwing season here at the home. He wanted to see it for himself, and wound up moving in.”

“You’re kidding,” I said.

“Nope. And the day before that, a woman in the elevator told me that she moved here after hearing Peggy rave about how great the music program was. I’m telling you, your mother should be on the payroll.”

For the record, my mother is not on the payroll of Oak Crest, or any other Erickson Senior Living Community. Just because she writes fondly about them in the pages that follow doesn’t mean she was paid to do so. Her scruples would never permit that kind of arrangement. My scruples, on the other hand, are another matter. It’s not that I don’t have any, it’s just that my entire career has been subsidized by advertisers. Which is why, after hanging up with my dad, I immediately called the marketing director at Oak Crest to see if he’d like to sponsor a few episodes of Coffee with Mom.

“Not to oversell it,” I said, “but my mother is your most famous resident, and our conversations about life at Oak Crest are more authentic and more effective than any traditional commercial. If you were to sponsor those conversations, I would send my listeners directly to your website and talk about the peace of mind I have, knowing that my folks are being well cared for while I’m three thousand miles away in California.”

The marketing director liked the idea of a personal endorsement but had two requests. “We really want to emphasize the active lifestyle that so many of our residents enjoy, and the many amenities on hand for our active seniors.”

“OK,” I said. “Anything else?”

“Yes,” he said. “Please ask your mother to stop referring to us as ‘the home.’ We’re Oak Crest, an Erickson Senior Living Community.”

“No problem,” I said. “I’ll tell her.”

“Great,” he said. “I’ll send over some additional talking points, and we’ll see how it goes.”

A few days later on our weekly Zoom call, I kicked off the next episode of Coffee with Mom by thanking our new sponsor, “Oak Crest, an Erickson Senior Living Community.”

“Oh, isn’t that wonderful,” said Mom. “The home is sponsoring your podcast! How nice!”

“Yes, Mom, it’s terrific. But it would be better if you didn’t call them ‘the home.’ ”

“Really?” she said. “Why?”

My producer, Chuck, who tries very hard to keep our sponsors happy, was also on the Zoom call, and quickly jumped in.

“They don’t want people to think you and John live in a nursing home, or an old folks’ home. Because Oak Crest—an Erickson Senior Living Community—is so much more than that.”

“Well, that’s true, Chuck. But the nursing wing was a real selling point for us. Old people like to know they won’t be tossed out in the street when they can’t take care of themselves anymore. And believe me, there are plenty of old people here. John says the place is crawling with them. And he would know. He’s ninety!”

Chuck looked a little flustered and referred to the talking points we’d both received the day before. “Well, yes, continuing care is an important component at Oak Crest—an Erickson Senior Living Community. But it’s important to note that active seniors of all ages enjoy many onsite activities that help them stay young and vibrant for years to come.”

“That’s a fair point,” said Mom. “In fact, we have friends here who are younger than you and Michael! I just watched a few of them play in a pickleball tournament last week.”

“Hey, that’s great,” I said. “Let’s talk about pickleball. Have you and Dad tried it? It’s fun!”

“Oh, goodness no,” said Mom. “I’d probably break a hip out there. But this morning we had a rousing game of chair volleyball!”

“Chair volleyball?” I asked. “What’s that?”

“Oh, Michael, it’s so much fun! We sit in chairs and hit the ball back and forth over the net. Even Jeanette had a good time.”

“Who is Jeanette?” I asked.

“Oh, she’s just the sweetest thing. She’s older than I am and has some serious mobility issues, but she still loves to be around the action.”

On my computer screen, Chuck looked worried. Chair volleyball was probably not the athletic event that Oak Crest wanted us to highlight. But my mother did not seem to share his concern and spoke with great enthusiasm.

“For the first ten minutes, the ball flew back and forth over the net… over and over it went,” she said. “But poor Jeanette never made contact.”

“Probably just as well,” I said. “All things considered.”

“But then,” she said, “the ball sailed right at her, and before she could get her hands up, it bounced off her forehead and flew back over the net! We all yelled, ‘Nice shot, Jeanette! Nice shot!’ ”

Chuck gasped.

“Good Lord, Mom. A volleyball smacked an old woman in the face? Is she OK?”

“It wasn’t a volleyball, Michael! It was a beach ball! Light as a feather! And Jeanette loved it! In fact, we started aiming for her after that, just to make her feel more included. By the end of the game, she had more assists than anybody!”

Chuck’s look of worry had been replaced by one of disbelief, as he imagined a flurry of beachballs bouncing off the head of an old woman, while people around her cheered.

“Oh, Michael, that reminds me, have I told you about Desi?”

“Who’s Desi?” I asked, regretting the question the moment I asked it.

“Oh, he’s just the cutest little mouse you’ve ever seen. The color of a Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup, with a face full of whiskers and beady little eyes. He came by the apartment one winter evening to say hello. But of course, the exterminators here have a zero-tolerance policy for rodents, and now, well… Desi doesn’t come around anymore.”

Chuck was now rubbing his temples and slowly shaking his head. While “rodent references” were not expressly forbidden on the talking points, I’m pretty sure that “experienced pest control” was not a feature our new sponsor wanted to emphasize.

“How was your doctor’s visit?” I asked, desperate to change the subject. “Didn’t you have an appointment last Friday?”

“Funny story,” she said. “The doctor told me I had a vitamin D deficiency and recommended fifteen minutes a day in the sun, which I started doing last week. Every day after my shower, I’d walk out onto our third-floor balcony, open up my bathrobe, and let the warm sun dance across my body. It was glorious, Michael. Until yesterday, when I realized my neighbors across the way could see me through their windows. Oops!”

For Chuck, the image of my eighty-six-year-old mother sunning her naked body on the balcony was too much. He closed his eyes and covered his face, as I tried once again to steer the conversation toward a topic I knew was important to Oak Crest, an Erickson Senior Living Community.

“Let’s talk about the restaurants, Mom. Dad said you guys had a great crab cake the other night.”

“Oh, Michael, the food here is delicious, and the waitstaff are lovely. But things do get a little hectic toward the end of the month.”

“Hectic?” I asked. “How so?”

“Well, everyone here gets to choose a monthly plan that guarantees a fixed number of meals. But our meals don’t roll over. It’s use ’em or lose ’em! So at the end of every month, the restaurants are crowded with residents who aren’t even hungry, determined to get their money’s worth stuffing themselves with three or four meals a day. Your father’s right there with ’em,” she said. “Like pigs at the trough!”



Not long after Oak Crest—an Erickson Senior Living Community—politely declined to extend their sponsorship of Coffee with Mom, the lockdowns were completely lifted, and I flew back to Baltimore to pay my folks a long overdue visit. My dad hugged me as hard as a ninety-one-year-old man can squeeze, and said, “This is better than a Zoom call. Don’t you think?”

“It sure is, Dad. How are you feeling?”

“Your father is a triathlete, Michael. He plays cornhole in the mornings, shoots pool in the afternoons, and plays shuffleboard in the evenings. He’s a regular Ironman.”

We dined that evening at the Oak Room. It was early in the month so there were no pigs at the trough. During dessert, however, two young women approached our table. They appeared to be twins in their twenties, probably visiting a loved one.

“Excuse me,” said one. “Are you Mike Rowe?”

“That’s me,” I said. “And these are my parents, John and Peggy.”

“Oh my gosh,” said one, looking at my mother, “you look just like our dead grandmother!”

The smile never left my mother’s face as she reached for the pen next to her fork and scribbled something on the notepad she always carries. She then said, “Tell me, ladies, was there a resemblance when your grandmother was alive?”

The twins blushed and responded as one. “Yes! That’s what we meant! When she was alive!”

On the way back from dinner, we stopped by the poolroom, where my father insisted on a quick game of 8 Ball. Moments later, a woman approached my mother and said, “I just want you to know, I’ve been sleeping with your son.”

“Good for you!” said Mom. “Which one?”

“That one,” said the woman, nodding in my direction. “I listen to his podcast in bed because the sound of his voice makes me sleepy.”

The woman laughed and blew me a kiss. I blew one back as my mother scribbled something else on her notepad. Then the woman said, “Your books are no less effective, Mrs. Rowe. All it takes are a few paragraphs at night, and I’m out like a light. I tell all my friends, a Peggy Rowe book is better than a fistful of Ambien!”

Back in their apartment over a game of Rummikub, my mother and I discussed potential titles for this, her fourth book, as I contemplated what I could possibly contribute in this, my fourth foreword. On her notepad, she had written a dozen or so possibilities, all inspired by direct quotes from her neighbors. My three favorites were You Look Just like Our Dead Grandmother, and Other Compliments I’ve Been Paid; I Just Wanted You to Know I’m Sleeping with Your Son, and Other Updates from the Pool Hall; A Peggy Rowe Book, a Fistful of Ambien, and Other Ways to Sleep through the Night.

As much as we both loved the first title, Mom felt that any reference to dead grandmothers might be a bit much for a lighthearted book about life in a retirement home. So she went with a direct quote from my dad, uttered moments after she first suggested they move to Oak Crest.

Oh No, Not “The Home”

That’s a great title because it’s honest. Back in 2021, my dad was not enthused about moving into a retirement community. But once my mother pried him out of their condominium, he adjusted quickly. He made new friends. He picked up new hobbies. And then, when he suffered a massive heart attack on Christmas night 2023, the onsite paramedics were by his side in minutes, caring for him like he was a member of their own family and comforting my mother at every turn.

I don’t know if the marketing director would have wanted my mother to discuss the details of that terrible night on my podcast, but a few weeks later, on a rather subdued episode of Coffee with Mom, she did. She summed it up with the same level of candor and authenticity that my listeners have come to expect.

“Your father wouldn’t be with us,” she told me, “if not for those first responders here at the home. They saved his life and gave me the best Christmas present ever.”

My mother paused a moment and then said, “You want to know why I call it ‘the home’? Because that’s what it is. It’s our home. No matter what else you call it.”

As personal endorsements go, that one was from the heart and on the house—courtesy of a writer on nobody’s payroll. An embedded reporter, as my dad likes to call her, who can always be counted on to call a thing precisely what it is. A grandmother in transition, who has written with great affection about the people she’s met, the friends she’s made, and the adventures she continues to have, from a place called home.






You might forget your glasses.

You might forget your hearing aids.

And you might even forget your teeth.

But never leave home without your sense of humor.

It’s essential—at any age!

~PEGGY ROWE








Preface

MY ORIGINAL PREFACE WAS EARNEST and heartfelt and would probably have brought a tear or two—something like: In a world where the elderly too often languish, isolated and starved for human interaction, my husband and I have discovered a lifeline. I call it “the home”—a community that enables us to be safe and independent for as long as possible… a place that celebrates life. Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah!

Sentimentality is overrated, so I’ve decided instead to describe my book as a kind of journal—a social commentary, if you will—on village life and our neighbors here at the home. Who knew that the routine miseries of aging could produce so many good stories and such humor?

Like the morning John and I went downstairs to the pharmacy. We were looking around when I put my hand on his shoulder and was about to say something when I realized it wasn’t my husband.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I said to the elderly man. “I thought you were my husband; I was about to rub your arm.”

He looked at me, raised his eyebrows, and said, “Honey, you can rub anything you want.”

We both laughed. And then he whispered, “This place is a notorious pickup spot, you know.”

“It is?” I said. He put his hands on my shoulders, turned me around, and pointed to the line of people in front of a window that read Pickup.

That same afternoon my husband came limping home from book club and said, “I have to change these shoes; they’re killing me! Especially the left one.” So I reached down and pulled the shoehorn from the heel of his left shoe.

John refers to me as an embedded reporter always on the lookout for a good story. Unlike the evening news, my stories don’t contain violence. Although the herons did swoop down one day and gobble up the beautiful goldfish from our pond and maybe even a small turtle or two. There were no witnesses to the crime, but according to Rich, the big birds had been seen loitering in the park that morning. Not that those turtles were completely innocent. Especially the one that gobbled up Hilda’s three-thousand-dollar hearing aid the day she leaned over to snap a picture and it splashed into the water.

Who knew there would be so many good stories among us—and not all of them humorous. Like Walt, who was banished to Siberia along with his family when he was a boy. And Joanne, who has been blind since birth yet manages to navigate life in independent living. And Ruth Ann, whose spirit of altruism saved a life.

And the unbelievable stories, like the resident who has lived here six months and has yet to sell her house—or even put it on the market. It sits vacant not three miles from here while her three children dismantle it one floorboard and one ceiling tile at a time in search of hidden treasure. For years, her now-deceased husband spoke of the gold he had invested in and stashed somewhere in the house, or possibly in the yard.

“It’s a wonder my neighbors haven’t complained to the authorities,” she said. “Our front yard reminds me of the prairie dog habitat at the Baltimore Zoo. And our backyard is beginning to look like an excavation site.”

“Reporters are supposed to be objective,” my husband reminds me. “If this is a commentary on village life, what are you going to say about the things that aren’t perfect?”

I remind him of what Mike said in his foreword—that my book is not an advertisement. “It’s simply an honest journal, and if I want to say that three years into our move a cute little mouse took a spin through our apartment one winter night, I’ll say it. It wasn’t like an infestation of vermin that gave me a nervous breakdown. Or a horde of mice that chewed our toes off as we slept. One mouse in three years, and pest control was on it the following morning!”

“Uh-huh, and will you talk about the people who inconvenience neighbors by abusing the handicap parking spots?” John asked, laughing. “We have to live with these people, you know, and some of them are our close neighbors.”

Let’s just say that I’ve done my best to be honest… without embarrassing anyone. And of course, I’ve changed many of the names. But not the name of the ninety-year-old man who lost his teeth at his granddaughter’s rehearsal dinner. I might or might not know him… intimately.

When people ask me if I’m glad we moved into a senior living facility, I pause and stare off in the distance for a couple of seconds—not because I don’t know the answer, but because I want my response to seem thoughtful. Then I nod and say, “Yes, it was a good move for us. No regrets.”

That said, it might not be for everybody. If you’re the kind of person who loves to plan meals, push a cart through the aisles of a grocery store, and spend hours in the kitchen cooking and cleaning up afterward, you’re probably not ready to move. If your husband lives to cut grass, shovel snow, trim bushes and trees, and clean the gutters—and you’re both in perfect health—it’s not the place for you. If you are a confirmed loner with a pathological dislike of people, do not move here!

By all means, don’t move here if you treasure your solitude, because you will get sucked in by friendly neighbors at every turn. Even if you leave your apartment only to go to the mailroom, or the salon, or the bank, or the pharmacy, or to pick up your takeout dinner, some neighbor will undoubtedly spoil your day with a friendly “hello.” From there, it’s a slippery slope. Before you know what happened, you’ll look forward to her greeting, and in no time, you’ll find yourself at the puzzle table, or a Scrabble game, or a concert, or bingo, or at lunch… Oh no!

So, welcome to a story about two people in their eighties and nineties who are transitioning through old age with about two thousand of our peers whose average age is eighty-three. And welcome to a reminiscence of our former selves—our families, our careers, and our friends.

I dare you not to laugh. And cry…






Chapter 1 2021, We’re Goin’ Down!


“LET’S DO IT, HON!” I said. “Let’s move into Oak Crest Village. It’ll be like living on a cruise ship!”

“Oh yeah,” John said, in his usual sarcastic manner. “By all means, let’s move into a community where the flag is always at half-staff. It’ll be like booking passage on the Titanic. We’re all goin’ down!”



It was mask-washing day in the Rowe condo. I had a love-hate relationship with the colorful little irritants hanging on the drying rack in my office. After more than eighteen months of sucking air through two layers of fabric and a filter, I looked forward to going out in public bare faced—even though masks did cover up the worst of my wrinkles.

I looked up when my husband returned from his power walk around the neighborhood.

“They give your office a festive look,” he said, nodding toward the colorful works of art. “Kind of like ornaments on a Christmas tree.” He was right. Especially the ones that had been made by friends, like the orange Baltimore Orioles masks, the purple Ravens masks, and those with vibrant flowers and flags.

“Hey Hon, you feel like a little afternoon delight?” John asked, raising and lowering his eyebrows rapidly as though he were fired with desire. Then with a dispirited expression, he said, “We’re getting low on eggs and yogurt and bread.”

He was referring to our biweekly hunter/gatherer expedition—a trip across the street to the Weis grocery store where we would not only get supplies but our “humanity fix”—that physical interaction we so missed—at a safe distance, of course. Unlike our neighbors, most of whom ordered their groceries online, we risked our lives every couple of weeks shopping the old-fashioned way.

Minutes later, double-masked and armed with hand sanitizer and disinfectant wipes, we set out on our excursion with an accustomed weariness. The same man who had dashed around the neighborhood looking like he was in a Charlie Chaplin movie now followed behind me like a three-toed sloth collecting cacao leaves. The drill was getting old for sure, keeping our distance from other shoppers and avoiding eye contact as we followed the one-way arrows down the aisles. And feeling like we were breaking the law when we made eye contact with the cashier through a piece of plexiglass.

My husband would later blame my boneheaded notion on the shutdown. “You were bored,” he said. “You had too much time to think. That can be dangerous.”

He was wrong. I’d been entertaining the boneheaded notion for months, even years. I’d simply been waiting for the right time to broach the subject. Moving into the retirement facility only four miles down the road made perfect sense to me. It is a continuing care facility, so when the time comes, we will be taken care of, whether it is in Assisted Living or the Care Center. Let’s face it, when your children have moved thousands of miles away, this can be a good option. Best of all, we wouldn’t have to sever ties with the community—our church and friends, our doctors and dentists.

It was the same facility where my parents had spent their final years, so we knew it well—the campus, the chapel with weekly services and Sunday concerts, the fitness center and swimming pool, the community gardens, and the scenic lake with turtles, fish, and geese… and yacht races. Most of all, I remembered the dining rooms and restaurants with delicious menu choices. Ahh, the luxury of not cooking! Or cleaning up afterward! Or grocery shopping! I could spend more time on my writing. Moving to Oak Crest Village was the perfect solution.

Or so I thought.

When I finally summoned the nerve to broach the subject, my husband looked at me as though I had suggested moving into a rendering plant. “That’s where people go to die, you know! Do you really want to be surrounded by all those old people?”

So I reminded him that we were eighty-eight and eighty-three at the time. “Hon,” I said, “Look at me. I am somewhere between estrogen and embalming fluid. Let’s not wait too long.”

I backed off and let it sink in. It’s what you do with husbands. That strategy had been successful twenty years earlier when we moved from our country home of forty years to the condo. So from time to time, I’d mention that it would be fun having our peers around, especially while we were still vital enough to enjoy all the activities. And John would never be bored while I worked hours every day on a book.

So I made the argument, “We’ll be doing our children a favor, John; they won’t have to worry about taking care of us.” And he would counter with, “Ha! They’ve already moved as far away as they can get and still live in this country. Do you really think they’re worried about taking care of us?”

I could tell that my husband was thinking about it when he shook his head sadly one day and said out of the blue, “We’d be like two old animals hobbling off into the wilderness to perish.” (It was David Attenborough meets community theater actor.) Always a flare for the dramatic, my man.

I admitted to him that if our life together were a book, there probably wouldn’t be a lot of chapters left—no matter where we were living. Again, I backed off until a month or so later when we received an invitation in the mail to visit the facility, have lunch, and take a tour. When I showed it to John, he made the sign of a cross as though he were warding off evil and said in a dramatic fashion, “Titanic!”

In my infinite wisdom and patience, I countered with, “Oh, John, Oak Crest is more like a lifeboat… with a compassionate crew and continuing care.” (At least, that’s what I think I said.) And there was optimism in the latest news. The alarming numbers of hospitalizations from COVID were plummeting, and places were opening up.

It didn’t happen overnight, but we eventually visited, had lunch, and took the tour. John watched a couple of scooters and a parade of rollators along the hallways and said, “I really think we’re too young for this place.” In the fitness center, I pointed out some Ken and Barbie look-a-likes on the treadmills and four older men playing pickleball.

My husband finally relented, as I knew he would, and we put down a deposit on the same day we took the tour. Yet another milestone in our lives.

“Now comes the hard part,” John said on the way home. “Downsizing!”

“This is going to be a piece of cake compared to twenty years ago,” I assured him. Moving from a three-thousand-square-foot house to a condominium half that size had been a downsizing nightmare. It had taken us a whole year to clean out the workshop and barn, the stable, the attic, and the basement. The people at Goodwill knew our first names, and John swore that our van didn’t even have to be steered to the county dump. That was back in the day when the kids still lived in Baltimore, and they wouldn’t visit us for fear of having to take “junk” home with them. My daughter-in-law had once famously said, “Sure, Mom, we’d love to come to dinner on Sunday—but we can’t bring one more thing home.”

There’s nothing quite like downsizing for giving one a sense of what’s important in our lives. Our home was filled with the “treasures” we had been accumulating for sixty years. Every object had a story and an emotional attachment. Much of our furniture had been purchased at Saturday farm auctions and painstakingly refinished by John and me. Other pieces were from yard sales and flea markets. Keepsakes from relatives were the most precious.

And now, those things in our condominium home that I was convinced I couldn’t live without for all those years were suddenly baggage… stuff that had to go… stuff that wouldn’t fit into our senior living apartment… stuff that was in the way. There was no other solution. We would simply have to give it to the children now—while we are still alive, instead of leaving it to them upon our deaths. The upside being that they wouldn’t have to fight over it after we were gone. And we would have the pleasure of watching them enjoy the treasures that had brought us such delight throughout our married life.

I can only say, it’s a good thing I have a strong heart. To think that I would hear such heartless words coming from the three offspring I had carried beneath my heart for twenty-seven long months. Not to mention morning sickness, heartburn, and labor!

“It’s lovely, Mom, but no thanks. We don’t have a place for it. Maybe somebody else will have room for it.” When I recovered consciousness, I called another son.

“Thanks, Mom, but we have all the furniture we need, and it doesn’t make sense to ship it; it’s not like it’s valuable.” I wanted to say, “But… but… it’s an antique! It’s oak! Do you know how long it took your father and me to refinish that piece of furniture? The fumes, the scraping, the stain under my nails. The laborious process took two years off my life!”

Another son responded nonchalantly. “Sure, I’ll take it. I can sell it at the market. Somebody’ll buy it. Although oak isn’t popular anymore. Nowadays people are looking for furniture from the fifties—especially young people.”

I would hear other insults: “Maybe you could give it to charity,” one of the kids said, looking at John’s chair as though it were Martin Crane’s hideous recliner—the one that Frazier shoved off his nineteenth-story balcony onto the sidewalk below.

“What? That’s the recliner your father rehabbed in after his horrendous hernia surgery that almost killed us both. That chair has a history!”

The most egregious insults by far were: “Silver is pretty, Mom, but it tarnishes and has to be cleaned. We have busy schedules.” And “Delicate china can’t be put in the dishwasher or the microwave. It’s too much trouble. Have you tried a secondhand shop?”

I wanted to say, “B… but they were wedding gifts sixty years ago. They have to be handed down!”

I thought about our friends Paula and Stanley and their scary experience last year. They had just returned home after their four-month winter getaway when Paula discovered that her silverware was missing. Too distraught to even speak, she had Stanley telephone the police. They made a thorough search of the house and grounds and found no signs of a break-in.

“Could you have left it with a relative—for safekeeping?”

“We don’t have any relatives in town,” Paula said, fighting back tears. “My parents gave us that silver when we got married over fifty years ago. It’s irreplaceable! We were going to leave it to our daughter. Poor Melissa.”

The officer asked them to check thoroughly to see if anything else was missing. And that’s when Paula noticed that her precious Noritake china tea set wasn’t on the buffet where it had lived for most of their married life. “It’s priceless,” she said inconsolably. “From occupied Japan! It cost us more than a monthly mortgage payment at an auction, and I was going to surprise our son and daughter-in-law with it someday. I hate to tell Daniel.” The real heartbreaker was her jewelry, which she had left behind where it would be safe. The thought of Aunt Mildred’s brooch, gone, made her physically ill.

“Does anyone else have a key to your home?” the officer asked. They did not. That evening our friends filled out a police report and contacted their insurance company. I sympathized with them at the time. They had lost a treasure.

The following day, Paula found her priceless silverware, including all the serving pieces, in the dishwasher where she had hidden it for safekeeping four months earlier. And then she remembered the priceless Noritake china tea set, retrieved it from the clothes dryer, and returned it to its place of honor on the dining room buffet. Stanley called the police and the insurance company while Paula took her jewelry from the microwave; she was way too embarrassed.

Now Paula and Stanley are considering moving into a senior living facility. They have lots of beautiful, heavy oak furniture—some with marble tops weighing at least a hundred pounds. I can’t help wondering where their treasures will end up. I thought about warning my friend of the cruel reality of children and treasure… but I don’t have the heart. I think I’ll let her make that discovery for herself. I’m expecting a call from her any day now.

The truth is, I don’t miss the treasures we disposed of in downsizing. Not even my cherished miniature oil lamps, a rare collection that took me years to accumulate. I still remember my excitement that Saturday afternoon at a farm auction fifty years ago when I uncovered a box buried beneath old burlap feed bags in a barn. I removed the lid and teared up when I discovered five small Depression glass oil lamps: blue and green and yellow—one with a delicate, hand-painted shade. I recalled those special celebrations when I filled the lamps with odorless fuel, lit the wicks, and bathed our house in the warm, romantic glow of bygone days.

I cherished them for years, but the truth is, there is a season for everything. Maybe the kids have discovered the true meaning of life for them—and it’s not in polishing silver, pampering delicate china, and storing someone else’s treasures.

Whenever my husband couldn’t find something after our downsizing, I’d panic thinking, Uh-oh, I threw that away. It was usually some article of clothing—jeans with holes or ancient sweaters and sweatshirts, faded and stretched out of shape. John’s closet had been a museum through the years; he hung on to old clothes like they were elderly relatives. “They’re comfortable!” was his mantra. Whenever he left the house in rags, I’d tell him that people on the street were going to offer him change. He wasn’t fazed. More likely, they would avoid him thinking he was going to ask them for a handout.

By the time we settled into our new home, more places had opened up. And guess what. John was right! The place is positively crawling with old people… almost two thousand of them. Some are even older than we are. We tolerate the young Barbie and Ken look-alikes in their sixties and seventies—showoffs all of them—walking fast without a limp, playing pickleball and softball, and traveling abroad. It takes all kinds, I guess. They are fun to be with, I’ll have to give them that.

And now, three years later, I am sharing yet another journey… through the land of retirement living, surrounded by new friends and neighbors, a staff that is seeing us through yet another of life’s changes—and most of all, a spouse who’s in his nineties and thinks he’s Peter Pan.






Chapter 2 Strangers in a Strange Land


MY HUSBAND AND I WERE typical newbies—strangers in a strange, vast village of three neighborhoods, eleven residential buildings, and more than twenty miles of hallways.

We learned our way to the dining rooms and restaurants early on by following the herds at feeding time. When we wandered off course, our almost two thousand independent living neighbors were anxious to help get us back on track like good border collies. The most common advice we heard was, “If you feel lost and there’s no one to help you, just go outside and look around to get your bearings.”

Our son Scott flew up from Florida for a “mercy visit” shortly after the move and spent three days rearranging furniture and hanging twenty pictures, three mirrors, five clocks, one shelf, a cabinet, and two embroidered bellpulls. Bless his heart—he knows how to do stuff. Scott’s a typical engineer. Most people, when visiting us for the first time, check out the view, the balcony, closets, and cabinet space in the kitchen. Scott headed straight to the heating and air conditioning unit, pulled off the grid, and poked around. He pronounced the system “acceptable” and was more impressed by the instant hot water in the bathrooms and kitchen than our roomy closets.

Our new sleep sofa, ordered five months earlier, was languishing somewhere in the infamous East Coast supply chain, so General Services sent up a rolling, twin-size cot for our son to sleep on. One afternoon we were out and about when Scott looked down one of our long hallways and claimed to see a mirage in the distance. Shaking his head, he laughed and summed up the situation.

“I feel like I’m in a Stephen King novel and lost on a deserted road.” This from an experienced hiker, rock climber, rappeler, and spelunker—with orienteering skills. “You’ll be fine,” he assured us. “Just carry that map with you for a while and read the signs on the walls and elevators; they’ll get you to the right floor.”
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Journal Entry: Intermission with Scott

Scott and I slipped down to Walmart to pick up a few things after lunch today. Back at the home, after Scott parked our car, we were greeted by ten or so members of Intermissions, the Memory Enrichment Program. They were outside enjoying the April sunshine and were accompanied by a couple of volunteers and their leader, Noelle, who asked if we would like to hear them sing. We nodded eagerly and were serenaded with an enthusiastic rendition of “You Are My Sunshine.” When they finished, we applauded, and Scott asked if we might have an encore. So they sang it again, and this time Noelle invited us to join in. Intermissions truly was our sunshine today! I’d forgotten what a lovely voice Scott has. I teared up when he left for home this evening, but then I usually do. John won’t admit it, but I saw him wipe his cheek as Scott’s Uber drove onto the loop road and out of sight.




Those Early Days

At night during those early days in our new home, when other residents were settled in their apartments watching TV, or possibly sleeping, John and I would pack some provisions and go exploring. Unlike Lewis and Clark, we had a neatly labeled, color-coded map of the surrounding territory. Instead of paddling through white waters and traversing dense forests, we merely navigated the indoor walkways that link the three neighborhoods. And instead of climbing mountainous terrain, we pushed elevator buttons and rode from the terrace level to the sixth floor—enjoying the flora and fauna along the way… the plants and flowers that decorate shelves beside residents’ doors.

Those shelves were landmarks early on—the equivalent of Hansel and Gretel’s breadcrumbs. “Oh yeah, we came this way,” we’d say. “I remember that ship in a bottle.” Or “No, we haven’t been here. I would remember that beautiful Christmas cactus.” Whenever we passed those two wooden Dutch shoes, we knew we were on the right path home from Fireside Restaurant or Lakeside Café. I remember John’s comment one evening as we got off the elevator on our floor. “If Miss Kathy ever takes down that picture of those cute little kids, we’re sunk.”

After 9:00 p.m., the hallways and common areas resemble streets during an air raid blackout. Except for the wildlife, of course—the dogs on leashes returning from their final potty walk of the day. Our greatest discovery would be the occasional nocturnal natives (possibly insomniacs) walking briskly through the hallways getting in their daily steps while talking on a phone or streaming a podcast. By and large friendly creatures, they were more than willing to give us directions when needed.

It was during these nocturnal expeditions that I first noticed her. An attractive woman, possibly in her seventies, she was busy arranging pillows and straightening chairs in a main lobby. It was her meticulous attention to detail that led me to the assumption that she was a nightshift employee—carefully placing chairs at right angles to sofas and making sure coffee tables and end tables were precisely equidistant from chairs and sofas. On subsequent late-night journeys, I noticed her turning out lights in game rooms and libraries—after racking a cue stick left on a pool table or straightening the puzzle tables in the libraries and lobby areas. She was symmetry in motion.

I ran into the woman on an elevator one day and was surprised to learn that she was indeed a resident. Let’s call her Jean. Although she smiled, I would not describe her as conversational. I often saw her around the home—always neatly dressed and busy, never relaxing, and occasionally pausing to place a puzzle piece and exchange a friendly word or two with other puzzlers. One day I saw her stoop in the hallway to pick up some pieces of string and a tiny cellophane candy wrapper.

There was a familiarity about this woman—not in physical appearance but in her dedication to a task and the fact that she was rarely still. I imagined her apartment sparkling with cleanliness. And then it hit me. Jean had reached into the dusty attic of my mind and revived a resident who had lived here twenty-some years ago. The very woman who had raised and loved me for more than sixty-seven years. Clone is too strong a word, as Mom was one of a kind. But had we been playing charades, I’d have observed Jean’s actions and guessed “Thelma Knobel.”

Obsessive wasn’t a term frequently used back in the forties and fifties. A woman whose home was always ready for a photo shoot for House Beautiful was simply a good homemaker. There were no children’s fingerprints on her walls or dog hairs on the cushions, and one could quite literally eat off of her floors without fear of contamination or typhoid. If her children were spotless from head to toe, meticulously dressed, mannerly, and little ambassadors to the neighborhood… well, she was simply a good mother. Like mine. If furniture was perfectly aligned in her house and everything was in place, she wasn’t labeled, she was admired.

Perfection was my mother’s middle name. From the creases in Dad’s freshly laundered khaki work pants, to her daughters’ perfectly ironed dresses, to the gleaming front porch and steps, she never took a break from orderliness and attention to detail. She lucked out with my big sister. Janet was a natural when it came to keeping her clothes unsullied and her bureau drawers methodically organized.

My childhood friend Laverne told me in later life how she used to love visiting our house. Afterward, she would go home and exclaim to her mother, “You should see the Knobels’ supper table! Every night Peggy’s mother puts on a fancy tablecloth and napkins… and there are flowers and candles on the table. Why don’t we do that?” Oh yes, my mother’s house was a sanctum of tidiness and order, not to mention tasteful décor.

When I came charging into her world, Mom thought she was being punished. Who was this wild creature galloping over the gutter in front of the house, climbing into trees like a bear cub, covered in dirt and leaving things scattered about the house? Unlike my sister, pleasing my mother was not on my priority short list. In later years, she confessed that I had nearly driven her to drink.

As it happened, Mom’s love was stronger than her need for order and perfection. Instead of beating the wild tomboy into submission, the obsessive mother learned the word compromise. She eventually softened and accepted the imperfections around her. Not that she did a total 180 degrees. More than once this fastidious grandmother who lived next door called my little ones into her house to tuck in their shirts, comb their hair, and scrub their hands.

My sister called me one evening after our mother had spent the day with her two young boys while she ran errands and kept a doctor’s appointment. “Peggy,” Jan said, “when I got home, I thought I was in the wrong apartment. I hardly recognized the place; I don’t know where anything is. Mom totally redecorated my living room. I mean… she moved furniture! On her way out the door, she mentioned she’d done a little straightening.” I didn’t doubt a word my sister said.

In later years after my parents had retired and Dad lost his eyesight to glaucoma, I checked on them regularly. I remember one day in particular. It was during Mom’s Kenny G phase, and saxophone music reverberated through the small rancher as the aroma of pot roast wafted from the kitchen. With so much to do taking care of Dad, I marveled once again at Mom’s immaculate home. Never a sweater thrown carelessly across the arm of a chair, or cup and saucer left on the coffee table, or, God forbid, a closet door left ajar or drawer half closed. Not in my mother’s home. (BTW, I take after my grandmother, who would happily stop in the middle of ironing a shirt to play a game of Scrabble.)

I saw our neighbor again last night when I was returning from a late workout at the satellite fitness center in Crestview. (Oh yeah, no more maps for me; I could be a tour guide.) Jean was rearranging the heavy chairs around the puzzle table. When she finished, she stepped back to survey the scene. She must have been pleased because she moved on to the lobby seating area where she straightened some pillows. At such a late hour, we were the only two residents still out and about. It was 9:00 p.m.

We are fortunate indeed to have Jean here at the home. She’s a full-time soldier in the battle for neatness and symmetry—with a strong sense of community. And I doubt that she’s alone. When we pass in the hallway and she stoops to pick up three dried leaves that have fallen from a plant on a windowsill, I do feel a little guilty that I didn’t beat her to it.

Anyway, my husband thinks we should invite Jean to visit our apartment. I can’t decide if I should be insulted or not…




Mr. Excitement

My mother wasn’t the only slightly obsessive person in my life. Thanks to his penchant for detail and his morning rituals, I sometimes refer to my husband as being a tad obsessive. Every other day he cooks a ham and cheese omelet. On the plate with his omelet are two gummy vitamins, half of a banana, and a piece of toast with butter and jam. Always! On alternate days, he feasts on a concoction of yogurt, fruit, and Cheerios, mixed with whatever fruit juice is in the refrigerator. It’s a replica of the slop farmer Sippel used to pour into his hog trough, and hard to look at. I’m not complaining. He only shares on omelet day.

John has been known to say that I’m obsessive when it comes to writing. It’s true that I spend a lot of time at my computer. In fact, I confess to being fanatical when it comes to writing. I’ve said it before—writing can be a curse, especially when I awaken in the middle of the night with good ideas and end up at my computer.

I’m not the only person in my house who writes at night. My husband, who is a counter and historian, keeps a paper and pen on his bathroom sink just beneath the nightlight. When nature calls during the night, he records the time and duration of each visit. Because one never knows when that information will come in handy—say, at dinner in the dining room with friends… or at a party, or a church meeting. Really, who wouldn’t love to be privy to such information?

If that topic should ever come up, my husband can just reach into his pants pocket and whip out a piece of paper. Like an “always prepared” Boy Scout whipping out his compass, or penknife, or flashlight, he can say, “Well, I just happen to have those stats right here.”

That’s how my day usually begins—with John coming from the bathroom reading a transcript like a court reporter. “Let’s see,” he says, “last night, I peed three times between 11:00 p.m. and 7:00 a.m.—1:35, 3:10, and 5:53 a.m.—for an average of seven minutes each time. I’ve had worse nights.”

And here’s the kicker: That topic actually does come up here at the home more often than you’d think—even at dinner. Sometimes I can hardly stand the excitement.


[image: ]

Journal Entry: Do Not Feel Guilty!

We were eating our entrée in the dining room this evening when I felt overcome.

“Oh John,” I said. “Sometimes I feel guilty. We’re served these wonderful meals every night, and I don’t have to lift a finger. I don’t plan a menu, shop for the food, prepare it, or clean up afterward. I am so fortunate!”

A few hours later John was carrying his calculator and a piece of paper when he joined me in the living room. “OK,” I thought, “it’s time to learn how many hours of deep sleep he averaged this week, and how many steps he walked…”

I lowered my book and smiled.

John stood before me as though he were delivering the State of the Union Address. “We’ve been married for almost sixty-three years, and we’ve raised three sons. During that time, you have packed 11,880 lunches and prepared 21,900 meals. And you’ve gone to the grocery store at least 3,226 times. Don’t you ever feel guilty about being waited on! You’ve earned it!” I hugged him, and we sat together.

Five minutes later he said, “Hey, Hon, do you feel like fixing me a snack? I’ll have some of your special cereal trail mix! Oh, and a cup of milk—half white and half chocolate.”
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