SHOWBOAT

Around the time I started college, my nana had to go into a nursing home. The nursing home was in New Jersey and we lived in Long Island so it was difficult to visit her as often as I would have liked. There was, however, a nursing home only a mile away from our house. I decided to volunteer there one summer. I figured if I couldn’t visit my grandmother on a regular basis, I could perhaps visit someone else’s grandmother and do a good deed. Out of the many anecdotes I could tell and of the various characters I met, the following are my favorites from that summer:

I applied and got a volunteer position in the activities department. The first and second floors were all lovely, elderly members who only needed mild assistance. The third floor was the Alzheimer patient floor. It was made clear that they were never allowed to leave that floor as they often got disoriented. Anytime you visited, you always had to double-check elevators and exits to ensure no one was trying to escape. Therefore, it was with a little bit of trepidation that I made my first visit to the third floor.

As soon as I got off the elevator, I saw a bunch of elderly people sitting around staring at a television. The TV wasn’t on and the screen was totally black. You would never know it though by looking at them. Their expressions would make you think they were watching the most riveting political debate ever. As I marveled at this scene, a woman named Rose approached me. She had very straight, short grey hair and wore a housecoat with slippers. I would soon come to learn that this is what she wore every day. It was like her uniform. She asked, "Excuse me? Is my friend Doris on this floor?"

Every room had the resident’s name on the outside so I quickly walked down the hallway and checked each name. When I reported back to her saying that I didn’t find the name Doris anywhere, she replied, "Who’s Doris?" and sweetly shuffled off in her slippers.

At that moment, I knew two things: 1. I liked Rose. And 2. Volunteering in a nursing home was going to be more of an adventure than I anticipated.

One of my three favorite residents was a woman named Clementine. Her roommate was named Lois. They were the typical blue hair, badly permed old ladies you see so often. The differences were that Clementine was very fond of wearing knitted vests (all of them looked like big pot holders) and she relied on her walker. Lois had cat eye glasses, wore tons of jewelry and this fire engine red lipstick no doubt purchased in the 1950’s. Lois had been married a record seven times. One July day, as we sat on the porch, Lois chronologically recounted all of her husbands. The list consisted of how she met them, how long she was married to each of them and what happened to them (death, divorce and, in once case, dismemberment). Clementine had never been married and you could see she was getting truly annoyed with Lois’s past marital roll call. It was right around then that Lois reached husband # 7.

"But Larry was my favorite. So sweet, so kind, he was my soul mate." She said dramatically. To which Clementine responded with, "Will you shut the hell up?!? He’s dead. Get over it."

"I’m talking about my love!" Lois fired back.

"Well, good for you and your love but you’re annoying the shit out of me!"

Clementine was a woman who cut to the chase.

Several weeks later, I was asked to show the movie "Showboat" for the afternoon activity. Many of the residents piled into the activities room, slowly took their seats, settled themselves, and swapped quick stories of arthritis, the morning Jell-O and their sciatica. I waited a few minutes before welcoming everyone. As I did, Clementine entered the room with her walker at a speed that would make a turtle impatient.

I began, "So happy to see everyone today! This afternoon, we’re going to see the movie Showboat."

"Showboat? I hate that effin’ movie!" Clementine was not happy.

Despite it not being one of my favorites, I tried to half-heartedly sell the movie. "Oh c’mon! It’s a musical. It’ll be fun."

Clementine wasn’t buying it. 

She pointed at me and said, "Fuck you and fuck Showboat."

She then made her very best attempt to storm out using her walker. She finally made her dramatic exit around twenty minutes into the movie.

Two weeks after that, I bumped into Rose again.

"Doris is dead." She said simply.

"Ah, then I suppose it’s a good thing she’s not on your floor anymore." I kidded. Rose stared at me blankly. "I should really know better than to tease an Alzheimer patient" I thought. "When did she die?" I asked.

"Twenty-two years ago."

"I see." Desperately trying to change the subject, I asked her how she was today.

"I’m old." She responded as simply as she had stated her friend was dead.

"Well," I struggled for a positive spin on her response. "Not compared to some things... like trees."

Two days after this conversation, I heard that Rose somehow managed to escape off the third floor and got as far as the outdoor garden. When she was caught, the only thing she reportedly said over and over again was, "I don’t want to get penalized. I don’t want to get penalized." I imagined her being put in a hockey penalty box. In reality, she was just returned to her room.

It was the end of the summer and it was my last day of volunteering. I said good-bye to the staff, many residents and of course, Rose, Lois and Clementine. Rose sadly didn’t seem to register me in any way and had no real emotion in saying good-bye. Lois practically hugged the life out of me and dramatically wished me well. Clementine told me, "Have a nice life. Don’t fuck it up."

I truly and sincerely think of them and that summer a lot. For some inexplicable reason, despite their health problems and in the case of Clementine, bad attitudes, they somehow made me unafraid of getting older.

Also, anytime anyone anywhere presents me with something I think is a load of crap and/or something I don’t want to do, I never fail to use the phrase, "Fuck you and fuck Showboat." No one knows what I’m talking about but they get the point. (
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