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If you’ve lived in Wilmington for any length of time, you know Lefty, also known as Leroy.  He’s quiet, unassuming; an artist, a gardener, a man who can tell you the very moment summer has vanished and fall has arrived.  

I’ve seen him around town for over 25 years, and upon sighting him on a recent art loop, heard the story that he had outlined briefly the last time we met.  He’s moving to Tonga, an archipelago  in the South Pacific comprised of over 100 islands, 36 of which are inhabited.  He’s been there a few times, and now has a small house / hut being built.  He’s selling everything, packing a few suitcases, taking some art supplies, and planning a new life. He’s giving it all up.  

He’s leaving in December, just before Christmas, just before the holiday madness and frenzy that we love to hate.    On Christmas morning, while the rest of us are plowing through piles of gifts and things,  he’s going to awaken to blue waters, blue skies, simple pleasures. 

One of Wilmington’s fixtures is leaving for good.  He’s not concerned about the cost of health care, the economy, lay offs, foreclosures, shopping, keeping up with the Joneses or anyone else, and may not even need a car where he’s going.  People in Tonga know him; he’s made friends.  Ever resourceful, he’ll be just fine. 

If you went to Newark High School in the 60’s, you knew Alice.  Like many from the class and time period, she went to college, found a career, got married, had children, has grandchildren,  and attended the high school reunions.  It was at that last one that I learned that she and her husband were joining the Peace Corps, an arena I had thought was reserved for the young and the restless who were trying to find themselves.    Not so.

Her reasoning went like this: 

· At our age, more than ever, the “future” simply isn’t that “vast” anymore.  If we’re going to do something, we really need to get on with it.

· Our kids are grown up and need to get on with their lives without weighing in with us on every decision they make.

· Two of my three older siblings have died.  We’re mere mortals.

· We think, at least, that we are very healthy for our age and up to the challenge of 27 months or more of service in another country and learning a new culture and language

· About a year and a half ago, I was involved in an auto accident and left with a sense of just how fragile life is.  Everyone involved was miraculously able to walk away, but that event left me with a sense that my tomorrows are limited and I want to do things I’ve only thought or dreamed of for decades.

· We’ve always loved to travel.

· I can’t wait to learn another language.

· It’s an incredible opportunity to be truly immersed in another culture, serve our country, make friends and to do things we really could not do otherwise at this point in our lives.  It’s sort of a “senior citizen “ exchange program for us.  

Alice and her husband are now in Bulgaria in a town called Vratsa.  Alice has learned a new language with a very different  alphabet from ours and is teaching English to 5th and 6th graders in a school for the arts.  She admitted it’s challenging, that she misses her family and the grandest granddaughter in the world, and then added this:

“ Becoming slaves to our stuff was part of the equation; it got out of control. All that stuff we paid so much for and that we paid to insure was surprisingly worthless when we wanted to sell it. Now we really think twice about future purchases. What’s worse, our kids didn’t want any of it either; we couldn’t give it away.  They had their own stuff.”

 We can’t all be Alice or Leroy right now, giving it all up, getting our lives down to a few suitcases and our pockets.  It’s not about bravery so much as responsibilities that many of us carry and cannot leave.  And this isn’t about running away from home seeking happiness somewhere else;  it’s merely is a reminder that it’s a beautiful world out there, and that adventures abound in a life that is all too short.  These two – and many others -  they’ve just exchanged their great stuff for great stories.  

(P.S. Alice says the application process for the Peace Corps is not for the faint hearted or the impatient.  It’s a very long process.  Worth noting for anyone who has started to pack their bags.)

