A DIFFERENT KIND OF PLACE   By Dawn Nicoli

I remember the days, not too long ago, of visiting my father in a nursing home.  Walking down the somewhat endless corridors of hopeless faces, hearing the painful cries of despair, while taking in the smells of overcooked food and overlooked bodily functions, left me dreading the day that my turn would come.

So when I was invited to the Adult Center in San Marcos I was needless to say a bit hesitant. 

 As I entered the building I wondered if I was in the wrong place. The reception area was bright and friendly and reminded me more of one of the day spas I save my money to frequent. I was quickly greeted by the hosts, Boris and Irene, a husband and wife team from the UK who have dedicated their lives to making a difference.  As they walked me into the main rec room I saw faces of extreme character, all telling stories of unique past memories.  I could see comraderies building, warm smiles, gentle touches, even a bit of laughter.

There was the bingo table, puzzles being made, a section for exercise where playful chatter was taking place ,a ball being tossed, some were just reading.  A quick snack and the announcement came that it was time for meditation.

Being somewhat spiritual myself I hesitate being led into anything that questions my own personal connection with my maker but I decided to take a load off and watch the process.

The lights were drawn low, relaxing music was played while a soothing voice guided us through the steps for relaxing our muscles and making room for the possibilities of that day.  Nothing more, nothing less, just being peaceful for that day.

When the lights came back up and activities resumed I found my urgent need to rush around had subsided.  I looked around and caught the eye of a painter who seemed only a few years older than me.  

Lisa, considered the baby of the group, had suffered a stroke just three years ago.

It had left her left side challenged but had crushed her spirit as well.

“I was wallowing in self pity and really angry at my plight.  I became more depressed in the assisted living facility where I was placed but didn’t want help from anyone.  When I finally came to the ADHC the genuine care and love I felt from everyone here was overwhelming.  From the dishwasher to the administration staff, everyone genuinely cares.  I’ve seen Boris bus a table when needed and even drive the van for a pick up –nothing is beneath him.”

“I said to myself, if people who don’t even know me can show me that much love than I should be able to love myself enough to try to get better.

From that day on I don’t dwell on self pity and I keep getting stronger and stronger.”

I next spoke with Tim who had been playing cards with a tableful of women.

Obviously a ladies man, I hardly notice he wore prosthesis on his right leg.

Tim is a 73-year-old diabetic who moved here from Florida, three years ago.

“Days would go by where I just wouldn’t get out of bed.” he said.  

“I even became undisciplined with testing my blood sugar and insulin injections for the first time in 50 years.  My motivation for taking care of myself was dwindling.

My body was getting weaker from not using it.  Then I met this inspiring couple, Boris and Irene who invited me to try to try their facility.

The first day I went I was delighted with the atmosphere, the personalities and so astounded that for the first time my physical therapy would not come to an end just when I needed it most. 

I chatted with some others like Carmen from Texas who came to California 22 years ago to become a bilingual instructor in Escondido.  You would never know she had suffered two stokes as you watched her knit her rugs from plastic shopping bags.

The finished piece was so unique-even an environmentalist would be proud.  

Paula from Ontario shares her singing occasionally with the group.  Who would know she was a main singer in the Les Brown Band back in the Big Band Era.  

There was Ed, who couldn’t tell me where he was from because he traveled internationally with his wife most of his life as a professional tennis instructor.

As I was captivated by these interesting characters, I noticed the energy and the noise level starting to rise.  A crowd started gravitating towards the front as a team with six puppies had arrived.  The eyes lit up, faces were being licked, and gentle cuddling took place.  Vince from Long Island held the chocolate brown puppy in amazement at something so fragile and new.  One of nine children he was raised among dogs but the place he lives now won’t allow them. 

I think we all felt like children playing with our first puppy for at least those brief moments.

I must say when it was time to leave I reminded myself how different an experience we can have if we open our minds and our hearts to the unexpected. 

Tim was on the dance floor dancing to Jimmy Buffet, Carmen was teaching a friend to knit plastic rugs and Lisa had resumed her painting.

Warm friends sharing moments of love, a time for peaceful meditation, a hot meal served to you, and some unexpected joy. More than I usually experience in many of my day to day encounters.

On that day I truly learned the meaning of our golden years.

