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For Milton

One Last Time
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In the meantime… enjoy not being dead.

—Joan Retallack






About This Book

Milton, my husband of almost sixty-three years, died in December 2022. He wasn’t supposed to die before me—I told him this was something he COULD NOT DO—but when did he listen? I write, in this book, about widowhood, but I also want to explore the challenges that I and the people I’ve talked with—comfortably middle-class family people like me—have been dealing with in these years beyond age eighty, in what I’m calling the Final Fifth of life.

Changes in our body and brain. Changes in where we’re living. Changes in what we can and no longer can do. Figuring out how to balance freedom and loneliness. And maybe mulling over a question or two, like: Do I or don’t I believe in some kind of Afterlife? And would I be open to finding another mate? And must I quickly dispose of my dead husband’s clothes—or can I wait until I’m really ready? And how long do I get to say I’m not really ready?

And then there’s the question of whether it would or wouldn’t be woefully wasteful—with time running out! at the age of ninety-four!—to have a couple of fraying chairs reupholstered.



I wish I could discuss this, as I did so many things, with my had-an-opinion-on-practically-everything husband. Even though there were times when marriage to someone with an opinion on practically everything could drive the person married to him berserk.

In a poem that I’d planned to give him, but didn’t get the chance to give him, on Valentine’s Day, I tried to convey the realities of our long marriage. It’s called “A Valentine for the Extremely Married,” and it wasn’t meant to be tested anytime soon.
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A Valentine for the Extremely Married


Today is Valentine’s Day

And once again I want to say

I’m crazy about you.

And though I sometimes wish

That you were dead,

This doesn’t mean

That I could live

Without you.
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But now I’m living without him, in a place I’m only beginning to learn to call home.




Home

Soon after we moved away I awoke in the middle of the night, sat up in bed, and announced, “I want to go home.

“I want to go home,” I repeated, insistently.

And then, as I slowly sank back into sleep, I said it one more time: “I want to go home!”

Like Dorothy in the Land of Oz, like Ronald Colman shut out of Shangri-La, I wasn’t where I belonged, where I needed to be. How did I get here? Why did I come here? What the hell was I thinking? And—most important—when could I go home?



As best I can recall I never loved any physical object the way I loved our rambling old house in the Cleveland Park section of Washington, D.C. The moment that I first saw it, peering in from its sumptuous wraparound front porch, I said to my husband, loudly, “I can’t live without it.” Milton tried to shush me, on the grounds that my over-the-top enthusiasm would prompt the real estate agent to raise the asking price, but all I could do was keep saying, “I can’t live without it.”

And for fifty-one years I didn’t have to.



At the time of this mid-night awakening my husband and I had been living for eight or nine weeks in this pleasant in-town retirement community (RC), having left our seven-bedrooms, five-fireplaces Victorian house for a space that felt like a cabin on a cruise ship. Surrounded by the drastically downsized furnishings and tchotchkes of decades and decades and decades of acquisition, we were certainly in the company of familiars. But they weren’t in our house, a house we’d adored every single day that we had lived there, a house that belonged to us and that we belonged to. Hadn’t I, wrapping my arms around one of the stately Ionic columns of our front porch, proclaimed on many occasions, “I plan to die here”? Or had I already died and, along with Milton, been assigned to this genial, two-bedrooms-and-a-den Afterlife?



Well, I guess I knew the answer to how I got here—to how we got here. We got here thanks to the exigencies of old age. Milton, a serious lifelong jock, who swam a hundred laps in the pool every day, and who gracefully skied expert trails well into his eighties, now suffered from badly compromised vision, a heart condition, vertigo, an arthritic foot that made it hard to walk, and assorted other diminishments that had prompted his team of specialists to unitedly urge him to give up a house with stairs. Meanwhile, I, who had fallen and broken my pelvis that past May, was basically out of commission for a few months, forcing our adult children to deal with two impaired parents at once, a situation that—all of us quickly recognized—was probably only the first in a forthcoming series of multiple medical misfortunes.

Vanity prompts me to add, before continuing with this account, that I didn’t actually fall down—I was pushed. Not out of malice or carelessness but because, as I walked ahead of him on the way to consult a doctor about his balance problems, Milton lost his balance, tottered, fell forward, and crash-banged into me, knocking me to the sidewalk and then landing full force on top of my prostrate body. He got a few little scratches on his nose; I got a bunch of broken bones in my pelvis.

Wheeled on his-and-her stretchers into the hospital ER we were greeted by a young doctor who, thrilled to hear that we were husband and wife, clasped his hands and crowed, “My first married couple!” I wasn’t that thrilled to make his list of firsts.

Milton went home that day while I was stuck with a longer stay—a week of healing, then two of inpatient therapy. Our sons, Tony and Nick and Alexander, along with a variety of home health aides, cared for Milton while I was gone, with friends signed up to deliver a multitude of magnificent meals and keep him company. Everything went well, I was told, until I returned and started taking over, shortly after which the screaming began.

It went something like this:

Milton with cane, wobbling his way up the stairs. A harried home health aide, racing to get behind him. Me on my walker, shrieking impotently.


YOU CANNOT GO UP OR DOWN THE STAIRS ALONE. YOU ARE GOING TO FALL AND HIT YOUR HEAD AND GET BRAIN DAMAGE. YOU AREN’T STEADY ON YOUR FEET. YOU’RE GOING TO FALL AND GET BRAIN DAMAGE. YOU’RE GOING TO WIND UP COMPLETELY RUINING OUR LIVES.



Though I never reproached him, or even brought it up, I’ve always suspected that Milton thought I was trying to make him feel guilty for losing his balance and breaking the bones in my pelvis. Which I wasn’t. I truly wasn’t. I swear I wasn’t. Not because I am far too noble for such lowdown maneuvers, but simply because my husband does not do guilt. It’s not in his nature. It’s not in his DNA. It’s not the result of some trauma in early childhood. But sixty-plus years of marriage have made it maddeningly clear that there’s no point in trying to lay a guilt trip on Milton. It will not succeed. My husband doesn’t do guilt.

Nor is he much better at doing compliance.

Milton, I explain to all of the frustrated hardworking health aides who were finding him, shall we say, challenging to manage, is a basically very decent, very kindhearted, well-meaning man who is very very used to being very very very independent. Which is why, I further explain, they really should not take it personally if he says, “Get your [expletives deleted] hands off of me” when they monitor his trips up and down the stairs. Or to and from other perilous places. As for the aide who wept while she told me, “I love him like my father. I love him but he makes it hard to help him,” I assured her that, in spite of some extremely unfatherly moments, he loved her too.

In addition to talking to Milton’s aides, I also talked to myself—about screaming less and accepting the inevitable, the inevitable being the fact that one of these days he would ruin our lives by falling down the stairs and getting brain damage.

Unless… Unless… Unless we moved to a place where you didn’t need stairs. A place where you could get around without stairs. A place that not only required no stairs but perhaps offered other perks that could compensate two early-ninety-year-olds for giving up their treasured, beloved house.

Like the drip-drip-drip of a water faucet that cannot be shut off, the move-move-move message, once started, never let up, amplified by our children who, though they too adored our house, thought that it was time for us to go. Whenever I’ve talked to friends who have moved from family homes to retirement communities, I’ve found that while some have been pressed or persuaded to do so by their children, most had their own good reasons to make that choice. To make it before it was forced upon them by circumstances. To make it while that choice was still theirs to make. To make it because they’d be physically safer, have fewer burdensome household responsibilities, be part of a caring cohort, be offered a right-there range of mind and body activities, and be hopefully less dependent on devoted but otherwise occupied sons and daughters, especially those three thousand miles away.



It was time to make this monumental change. And it was, indeed, a monumental change, involving for Milton and me several difficult stages: the stage of why should we leave, which was followed by how could we bear to leave, which was followed by when could we possibly leave, which was followed by where will we go if we leave. And as we worked our way through these various stages of leaving and losing and letting go, our D.C. son, Alexander, and his super-awesome wife, Marla, with some serious help from our equally awesome friend Li, were (initially unbeknownst to us) busily checking out apartment options. Until they found one, flooded with sunshine and set among the trees of Rock Creek Park, a small but charming apartment in a retirement community, which was just a short drive from our old house and where half a dozen friends lived, and more were heading.

I especially liked the fact that we’d be living right here in the city and not out of town—not in one of those places that felt a lot like another galaxy or an ice floe on which the old folks were sent out to sea. I also liked that I already knew the streets, shops, and restaurants of this neighborhood, for I suffer from what I’ve chosen to call “geographical dyslexia,” which means, as my friend Nell once put it, that I could get lost in a restaurant with a salad bar. Being fully familiar with this part of Northwest D.C. would save me many months of helplessly driving around and around—in circles, in confusion, and in tears.

So finding a place to live turned out to be easier than we’d expected. As did finding the buyers for our house, the ache of losing it somewhat soothed by selling to two lovely women and their three daughters, each the age of our own young sons when we moved there. On the other hand, divesting ourselves of fifteen thousand books, plus rooms and rooms and still more rooms of furnishings, and outdoor chairs and tables and chaises and sculpture, and a kitchen equipped with enough sets of pots and pans and dishes and silver to entertain legions, was—despite the help of our indispensable packers and movers and a supremely able assistant named Ruth Anne—breathtakingly painful. In addition I had to face the fact, as I gasped at all the stuff we’d stashed and forgotten, that Milton and I had, willy-nilly, become the Collyer brothers, those notorious hoarders who never let go of anything.

Considering that we were moving to an apartment designed for one fairly skinny person, we needed to give away, throw away, sell, or store in storage units much of what we’d been living with most of our lives. And so we did. And oh, how much I miss them.

I miss my embroidered yellow velvet chair. I miss my authentic Early American hutch table. I miss the abandoned leaves of my dining room table, which, when opened, seated twelve. And I miss my battered but beautiful antique piano, which would never stay in tune and which our piano tuner liked to call a “whore,” meaning, he explained, that “it was gorgeous on the outside, and absolutely rotten on the inside.” I probably should have lectured him on the dignity of sex work, but all I only said was, “I love my piano.”

And now it’s gone, along with everything else that won’t fit into our small apartment. Which Marla enthusiastically calls our tree house and which some of our friends are uneasily calling “cozy.” Which provides not a kitchen but a kitchenette. And which offers, instead of an icemaker, one measly ice tray. Seduced by the sunlit rooms and the fluttering greenery that filled every single window and turned the beige walls a pale green in the late afternoon, Milton and I decided to make our move.



Once upon a time—though it hasn’t worked out that way—we assumed Alexander and Marla and their three children would be the next family to occupy our house. Our model was the family next door—three generations of Carters and of Grogans, an arrangement that ended when the seven Grogan sons and daughters sold the house. Before they left, however, they did something that I found enormously touching. They organized a ritual farewell, with a priest presiding—his readings included Rumi, an Aztec prayer, and Milne’s Pooh Bear—and family members exchanging funny, fond, sometimes painful memories of the rich and zesty life that they had shared. I loved the respect and attention they had chosen to pay to their history in that house. So I arranged to do the same for ours.

Which was why, one November weekend, with most of our family gathered to say a final farewell, I was telling them about falling in love with this house, and remembering some of the things I loved best about it, and repeating some of our often-told family stories, and asking each one of them—the sons, the daughters-in-law, the grandkids—to talk about what this house had meant to them.

It was, we all agreed, a truly user-friendly house, with almost nothing too fragile to be endangered, making it easy to welcome the bumptious kiddies and hairy teens who were always eating and sleeping over on weekends. And since my role as hostess involved just throwing some extra spaghetti into the pot or some blankets over the bodies asleep on the floor, and since Milton and I (with some very few exceptions) really liked the kids our kids hung out with, we were happy our house was a hangout, happy to have created, as our
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Sunday Morning
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Try It Again, Sam

The Tenth Good Thing About Barney

Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day
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Absolutely Positively Alexander
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Alexander, Who’s Trying His Best to Be the Best Boy Ever

And Two Boys Booed

Lulu Is Getting a Sister (Who Wants Her? Who Needs Her?)

– OTHER –

Yes, Married

A Visit from St. Nicholas (To a Liberated Household)

Love & Guilt & the Meaning of Life, Etc.

Necessary Losses

Murdering Mr. Monti

Imperfect Control
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