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DISCLAIMER

This book is a work of humor and satire.

The characters, conversations, events, businesses, organizations, and situations portrayed in this book are products of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictionalized manner for comedic and entertainment purposes. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or deceased, is purely coincidental and unintended.

While Century Village Boca Raton is a real community and certain publicly known characteristics of retirement living may be referenced for comedic effect, the characters, storylines, incidents, conversations, and events depicted in this book are entirely fictional. No resident, employee, business owner, medical professional, family member, bus driver, pickleball champion, Walmart greeter, golf addict, coupon collector, or self-appointed weather forecaster portrayed herein is intended to represent any specific real individual.

The author acknowledges that aging is a universal experience that affects everyone differently. The observations, jokes, exaggerations, and situations presented in this book are intended solely to entertain and celebrate the humor, resilience, wisdom, and absurdity that often accompany growing older.

No retirees were harmed in the writing of this book.

Several may have been mildly offended.

A few may have recognized themselves.

Most will probably laugh and say, “That’s not me.”

Their spouse will likely disagree.

The author respectfully reminds readers that growing old beats the alternative.

So relax, grab your reading glasses, locate them if you’ve misplaced them, pour yourself a cup of coffee, and enjoy the journey. After all, we’re all heading in the same direction.

Some of us are simply taking the scenic route.

Jerrimiah Stonecastle
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PROLOGUE

Welcome to Cemetery Village

I retired from the New York City public school system after forty years, first as a teacher, then as a high school principal, which means I have seen things that would make a corrections officer blanch. I have also developed the kind of dark, bone-dry humor that keeps a man from crying into his coffee at seven in the morning.

I taught in schools where metal detectors were not a suggestion. They were a lifestyle choice. Fire drills were less about actual fires and more about breaking up whatever had started in the stairwell between third period and lunch. I once had a student ask me, with complete sincerity, if Abraham Lincoln was the guy on the penny or the guy on the five-dollar bill. I told him both, just to see if he would believe me.

He did.

That was the year I stopped being surprised by anything.

Now I live in Century Village, Boca Raton. Everyone outside the gates calls it Cemetery Village.

I cannot argue with the nickname. I have watched enough neighbors roll out on gurneys to know the joke is simply the truth wearing a Hawaiian shirt. I moved down here after my wife passed. My knees had also given up on the prospect of another winter staircase. A real estate agent with aggressively white teeth told me that Boca was where New Yorkers went to die in the sun instead of the snow.

I bought a condo two weeks later.

Not because I believed her. Because she was the first person in years who did not try to sell me on hope.

The thing about Cemetery Village that nobody tells you is this. It is not a place where people come to die, despite the nickname. It is a place where people come to wait.

Waiting is very different from dying.

Dying happens fast. It happens in the back of an ambulance or on a gurney in the Kaplan Medical Plaza across the street. Residents call the plaza the Return Center. So many of our friends have checked in and never checked out.

Waiting happens slowly. It happens over breakfast at Millie’s Family Diner, where the same seven people sit in the same corner booth every morning and discuss the same three topics: who died, who drove through a hedge, and whether the early bird special is worth leaving the house before four o’clock.

Waiting happens in cardiac rehab classes, where we pedal stationary bicycles like hamsters and pretend we are training for something other than postponement. We have collectively decided that death is inconvenient, and besides, we have bingo on Tuesday.

Waiting happens in parking lots. We circle for fifteen minutes looking for a spot close to the entrance. Not because we cannot walk, though sometimes we cannot. Because we have earned the right not to.

I was a teacher before I became a principal, and that means I spent decades standing in front of classrooms full of children who did not want to be there, telling them things they did not want to hear. Later, as principal, I spent my days listening to administrators who had not taught in thirty years explain that everyone in my building needed to try harder.

I taught through three mayors, two contract disputes, one school fire that turned out to be intentional, and approximately ten thousand stolen hall passes.

I learned that teenagers are the same everywhere. Loud. Convinced of their own immortality. Deeply suspicious of anyone over thirty.

But I also learned that if you listen long enough, eventually they tell you what is actually wrong. A fight in the cafeteria was never about the fight. A student sleeping in the back row was never just tired. A kid who stopped turning in homework was not being lazy. Something had collapsed at home. School was the only place warm enough to sleep.

I think about that now when I watch my neighbors.

The woman who complains about her neighbor’s cat is not complaining about the cat. The man who cannot stop talking about his prostate exam is not talking about his prostate. The argument at the pool about lounge chairs is not about lounge chairs.

Everyone here is waiting.

Waiting makes people strange. It makes them petty. It makes them hoard plastic utensils from the deli. It makes them write letters to the condo board about the correct angle of the mailbox flags.

But waiting also makes people honest. Eventually.

In the way that only old people can be honest.

We have run out of time for pretense. We have run out of fucks to give, as my students would have said. I have also run out of patience for correcting their grammar.

So here I am.

Seventy-four years old. Forty years in the New York City public school system. Classroom teacher. High school principal. Professional referee. Amateur therapist. Emergency parent. Occasional hostage negotiator. That means I am qualified to de-escalate hallway brawls, explain algebra to a fifteen-year-old who has just been arrested for the first time, and tell a superintendent with a straight face that yes, of course, morale is improving.

I have retired to a place where the most dangerous thing on the sidewalk is a mobility scooter with a loose basket. The biggest controversy of the week is whether the new card game at the community center is bridge, or something called Hand and Foot that nobody can explain. The most common phrase spoken at breakfast is not I love you.

It is, “Did you take your pill this morning?”

I did not imagine ending up here.

When I was thirty, old age was something that happened to other people. Usually my parents. Usually in a suburb I had escaped.

When I was fifty, old age was a distant rumor, something I could see on the horizon. I assumed I would outrun it the way I outran school budget cuts, new reading curriculums, and the parent who wanted to fight me in the parking lot after I gave her son a C.

When I was sixty-five, I stood in front of my last class. Ninth grade English. Twenty-eight students. Three of whom were actually awake.

I told them I would not miss the grading, but I would miss them.

I lied about the grading.

I miss the grading. I miss the red pen. I miss the authority of marking something wrong and knowing, for once in my life, that I was objectively correct.

This is what I have learned in my time at Cemetery Village. Old age is not for the weak. It is not the gentle sunset the greeting card companies promise. The old couple on the porch swing. The gray-haired grandparent baking cookies while children laugh in the background.

Old age is a battlefield. It is a series of small surrenders. Your knees. Your eyes. Your memory of where you put your keys. Your ability to eat dairy without consequences. You lose things one by one. Every time you lose something, someone younger tells 

you it is normal. That it happens to everyone. That you should be grateful for what you still have.

I spent forty years telling teenagers that life was not fair.

Now I am living the proof.

But here is the thing I did not expect. Here is the thing they do not tell you when you are thirty and invincible and grading papers at midnight because you have a stack of essays that smell like weed and desperation.

Old age is also funny.

It is the funniest thing I have ever experienced, and I once watched a student set his backpack on fire trying to charge his phone with a broken charger.

The absurdity of it is bottomless. The hedge that Harold Blum drove through while backing up. The Cadillac Eldorado that drifted through the intersection at eleven miles per hour while the driver searched her purse for a butterscotch candy and her husband slept peacefully in the passenger seat. The woman at the pool who wears a bikini despite every possible argument against it.

We are all hurtling toward the same destination. We know it. We make jokes about it because the alternative is sitting in silence and staring at the wall.

So I write this down.

Not because I think anyone will read it. Not because I have wisdom to impart, despite forty years of trying to impart wisdom to people who were actively resisting it. I write it down because I am old. I am a teacher. I am a retired principal. The only thing I have ever known how to do is stand in front of people and tell them what I have seen.

These are my thoughts on the way to the graveyard.

They are not profound. They are not inspirational. They are just the truth from a man who spent four decades in the New York City public school system and retired to a place where the most urgent question of the morning is whether the coffee at Millie’s is stronger than the coffee at home.

It is not.

I drink it anyway.
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The first thing they steal from you is not your hair. People think it is the hair because that is the most visible crime. One day you look in the mirror and realize your hairline is retreating faster than the French Army. A few years later, the hair that abandoned your head has apparently relocated to your ears, nose, and various places that should require zoning permits.

But hair is not the first thing aging steals.

The first thing it steals is your metabolism. The theft is so subtle that you do not even realize a crime has been committed until it is too late.

When I was twenty-five, I could eat anything. Pizza at midnight. Cheeseburgers at one in the morning. Chinese food at two. Beer at three. Then I could wake up at seven, go to work, and function like a normal human being.

My body processed food the way a woodchipper processes tree branches. Everything went in. Nothing stayed behind. At seventy-four, I gain three pounds by driving past a bakery.

I am not exaggerating. Last month I parked outside a donut shop while waiting for a traffic light. Two days later, my belt felt tighter.

Coincidence?

I think not. The funny thing is that nobody warns you. They tell you about retirement planning. They tell you about Social Security. They tell you about Medicare. Nobody sits a young person down and says, “Listen carefully. Someday a slice of cheesecake is going to hit your body like a home invasion.” If they did, nobody would believe them anyway. I certainly would not have.

I spent forty years working in New York City schools. During most of those years, lunch was less a meal and more a military operation.

Teachers eat fast.

Principals eat faster.

When I became principal, I discovered that lunch was something that happened while walking down hallways.

I ate sandwiches standing up. I ate cookies while reviewing suspension reports. I once consumed an entire bagel while breaking up a disagreement between two parents who were arguing over whether their sons should be allowed to settle a conflict through organized boxing.

Neither boy was a boxer.

Neither parent appeared to be entirely sane.

The bagel disappeared before the conversation ended.

Back then, food was fuel. Now food is strategy. Every meal requires planning.

I have become the kind of person who reads nutrition labels. If you had told my younger self that I would someday stand in a grocery store comparing sodium levels, he would have laughed until he choked on a mozzarella stick.

Now I examine food packaging the way detectives examine crime scenes. Calories, sugar, carbohydrates, fiber, saturated fat. Words that never mattered before suddenly control your future.

The worst part is that every doctor has the same advice. Eat healthier, exercise more, and lose weight. That sounds simple until you realize healthy food tastes suspiciously like punishment.

Nobody has ever bitten into a chocolate cake and thought, You know what would improve this? Kale.

Now I realize that doctors and chefs have fundamentally different goals. Chefs want you to enjoy life. Doctors want you to survive it. The conflict between those two groups has been raging for decades.

Retirees simply get caught in the crossfire.

* * *
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A FEW MONTHS AFTER moving to Century Village, I noticed something strange about the medical plaza across the street.

Residents call it the Return Center.

The name sounds cruel until you remember who created it.

Old people.

Nobody develops darker humor than people who spend half their lives discussing blood pressure and the other half comparing prescription plans.

The Return Center sits directly across from the entrance to Century Village, as though somebody looked at a map and decided efficiency mattered.

You leave the retirement community.

You cross the street.

You receive bad news.

Then you return home.

The entire process has been streamlined.

I suspect there was a committee involved.

Retirement communities are powered entirely by committees.

There are committees for landscaping, committees for social events, committees for parking, committees for architectural standards, and probably a committee responsible for forming new committees.

If a meteor struck the clubhouse tomorrow, somebody would immediately schedule a meeting.

The more time passes, the more I admire organization. I also fear it. Especially when retired people become involved. A retired person with free time is one thing. A retired person with free time and a clipboard is another matter entirely.

But the Return Center serves an important purpose. It reminds
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