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Tough Times Never last but tough people do.

— Arthur Scheuller

Fall seven times, stand up eight

— Japanese Proverb
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I had been in the gardening trade for fifteen years in Pennsylvania’s Bucks and Montgomery counties. My husband and I dug up a good part of our acre of lawn for perennial mixed borders, a four-hundred square foot poly house, and rows of specialty cut flowers. Phil, a few years younger than I, and a few inches less tall, is gentle, funny, soft-spoken, strong, and loyal. We met in our late twenties and were good friends for several years before we married in 1983.

Tending our Victorian farmhouse–we’d done numerous repairs over the years–our 1890s chestnut-beamed carriage barn, and our husbandry of three Nigerian Dwarf goats and a flock of fancy hens was becoming more burdensome, especially after I injured my lumbar disc. Phil was still commuting to work in New Jersey as he had for many years, and though we were happy in our country place among the plants and critters, as we approached fifty-five, we recognized we needed a lifestyle change. I’d brought my mother back to Pennsylvania after selling her home of twenty-seven years in southern California and finding her a place in a lovely new fifty-five-plus community in Northampton County. Thus it was that Phil and I bought a new home in a larger fifty-five-plus condo community in the town next to my mother’s.

The “mulch beds” around our homes had been planted by the builder’s landscape crew with the usual tiny rhododendrons, azaleas, and hollies. Our association imposed many planting restrictions, but it wasn’t long before Phil and I expanded the beds and planted lavender and other perennials, roses, and small flowering shrubs like purple spirea.

I started a garden club that drew both ladies and gents. I loved to share my horticultural training and volunteered countless hours, consulting with homeowners. I wrote a colorful newsletter giving guidance on plant disease, safe pest control, proper shrub pruning, and the best plant choices for small spaces. The board called on me for advice on landscaping and tree care, and consequently, I became a thorn in the sides of a few. As the mulched spaces became lusher, and the plantings more interesting and beautiful, rule enforcement was triggered, and gave way to mean-spiritedness and gossip.

The board had invited me to present on the subject of tree care at the annual meeting. My research was solid. I intended to inform and persuade the full house that the street trees weren’t thriving due to rough handling on installation, and lack of water. I would emphasize the value of healthy street trees to our properties, and the probable return on investment if an enlightened tree expert were to be hired. That sultry early June evening in 2008, I stood before the packed assembly of homeowners. The doors of the center were wide open, but the opinions of some were less so. I was anxious, tense, and perhaps a bit defensive. Phil and I were among the youngest in the community, and though we had more energy than many, we were less affluent than some. Yet, I half expected that my recommendations would not be well-received by most—the expense, I guessed, would be a deterrent.

A sudden, intense pain gripped the left side of my head, traveling to the back of my neck. I persisted and so did my pain, but I didn’t pause; my voice stayed clear, determined to finish my little speech. My garden club supporters clapped, as I returned to my folding chair beside Phil. I whispered about the pain, and he responded by gently rubbing the back of my neck.

A few questions were raised in the assembly, and I shakily stood to respond. As I fled from the president’s cutting remark, tears of pain, humiliation, and anger burned my lids in the hot night. I wasn’t weak and didn’t stumble or slur. I had no history of migraine; rarely had headaches. I took two Aleve, and Phil found me in bed. My pain had dulled. He’d stayed and cast his vote for the trees. A dark mood had settled like a pall on the community, and dread hung over me.

At my part-time receptionist job at an assisted living center the next evening, my pain was gone, but my mind felt fuzzy; uneasy from the hostile board meeting. I made up my mind to lay low in the community, work in my own tiny garden, and mind my own business, but continue publishing ‘The Gardeners’ Quarterly’.

The previous spring, 2007, the board asked me to design a display garden to be sited on the lawn in front of the community center, circling the flagpole. It had been a major effort to enlist volunteers; anyone fit and keen, most of them older men. With minimal funds allotted to me, I mapped out a parterre and gravel path, with brick-edged raised beds. The result wasn’t as rustic as I would have preferred, had there been a more robust budget, but the perennials attracted butterflies and softened the hardscape with an informal, breezy, full sun garden. The mauve, blue, pink, and silver palette was pleasant, and I was rewarded with many compliments. We purchased a stone bench to encourage visitors and community participation. The garden club took the maintenance in turns, but the work was hard, tools and trimmings had to be hauled, and as it got hot, volunteers became scarce. I ended up doing much of the work with Phil, and our friend and neighbor, Terry.

Our posh community center was filled, that Veteran’s Day, with residents and their families. I invited my Mom for the pot-luck buffet, patriotic music, and children’s performances. The board planned to dedicate the display garden to the community’s veterans, and a small, engraved plaque was placed on the center-most bed under the flag. A few grabbed sweaters and parkas against the chilly wind at the half-point of the indoor festivities. The board secretary, a Vietnam vet, gave the welcome. I unveiled the plaque, thanked the board, and invited all to participate and enjoy the new butterfly garden.

A sudden, sharp pain hit my head, and I had a sick feeling in my chest. I was able to conclude the dedication but quickly returned indoors to sit on a couch between Mom and Phil, and I whispered to her about the pain. “You’re just like your father,” she said, attributing my headache to nerves, and the pressures of the day. I had been prescribed a beta blocker in my thirties for heart arrhythmia and panic attacks. More recently, this anxious adopted Air Force daughter was diagnosed with borderline high blood pressure.

The ache subsided in about fifteen minutes. After the event, we said our goodbyes outside, and I mentioned the pressure and pain to Terry. She chuckled, teasing, “Maybe you were blowing a gasket.” No one suggested a trip to the Emergency Room.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Strange Trip
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My life’s road map was ripped in half a week after my presentation on the trees. A four-day bus trip into southwestern Pennsylvania was planned by our church. Among the group were several members of our community, including a few garden club members, and my mom. We started early on a hot Tuesday, June 9, 2008, and headed west on Route 22. I nestled into the south window seat mid-bus next to Phil. Agnes, my mother, and her knitting club friend, Jane, both in their eighties, chatted behind us, their voices raised to compete with fellow passengers and road noise. I busied myself crafting a small linen bag. Embroidering with fine wool yarn and tapestry needle, I stitched lavender with spiky gray-green leaves. I had planted and tended gardens most of my life. I hooked flowers into rugs in primitive patterns on muslin and stitched them onto felt—the flowers of my dreams—my gardens designed in wool and in soil.

We stopped at the National Memorial outside Shanksville, on the way to the Laurel Highlands. The memorial to all who died on United Airlines Flight 93—from Newark bound to San Francisco—on September 11, 2001. We listened to the woman in a brown National Park Service uniform relate the devastating story of the transmissions between the airports and the plane, the cockpit struggles, and the passengers’ phone calls to their loved ones in the moments leading to the horrible nose dive at five-hundred-sixty-three miles per hour—the crash that disintegrated the aircraft at 10:03 and eleven seconds a.m. in that field in Stonycreek Township, Somerset County. We sat under the blazing sun in the amphitheater while she gestured toward the place where the Boeing 757 created a crash crater fifteen feet deep by thirty feet wide, killing all forty-four on board, including four terrorists. On that bright, blue morning seven years earlier, the brave passengers could not wrest control from terrorist hijackers to prevent the plane’s descent. America lost a piece of its soul that day.

We booked into a Uniontown hotel, the first long day of the trip behind us. Some of us were aggravated by the slow check-in and lack of dinner organization at the hotel. After a soak in the spa, Phil, Mom, and I settled into our suite. After breakfast, we boarded the bus for the hilly, winding roads to Ohiopyle State Park. At Kentuck Knob, we were immersed in Frank Lloyd Wright’s architectural genius. Cozy walls of warm red cedar and handcrafted furniture surrounded us. Forest views from the balconies and terraces soothed tensions.

Cut into the same forest, is the grand Wright home, Fallingwater, with its balconies that cantilever over a thirty-foot waterfall. Phil and I paused for iced lattes in the lower floor rest center. Although we’d been on our feet all day, we opted to trek up the rustic path to the bus. We were then going to ride to our lunch stop. In good spirits, we viewed the falls and magnificent house
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