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MY YEAR IN GENEVA

By Elaine Soloway

They took bets on how long I would last.

“I give you a year,” my brother Ron said when I told him our plans.

“If it doesn’t work out, I can always move back,” I answered.

I knew why Ron was cynical. First of all, I had a rep as a frequent mover, and more importantly, I was a bona fide city girl, so enamored by the word “urban” that I went back to school at age 37 to get a masters degree in urban planning.

So why in June of 1999 were my husband Tom and I moving to Geneva, a town of 19,000 people, 40 miles west of Chicago known for its picturesque downtown, nearby Fox River, 100% Republican population and annual Swedish Days? 

“Since we’re both retired now, there’s no reason for us to stay in the city,” I told Tom as we nestled on the couch. “Think of the money we could save on housing. For the cost of this place, we could get acreage.”

“I don’t know,” Tom said, his eyes not moving from the television screen. “Wouldn’t you miss Chicago?” 

Tom had lived in the city all his life, just like me, and although he is a gardener and handy-man-around-the house, he was content to tend the veggies in our rooftop container garden and switch from glass to screens when summer rolled around.  

“I want grass before I die,” I said. “Imagine life in a small town,” I said, closing my eyes to summon the scene, “Andy Griffith, Opie, Mayberry. All those quaint, friendly folk.”

“What about your friends here and your kids?” he asked, eyes still on the Cubs.

“They’ll come to visit,” I said. “The girls will love it!” I pictured my daughters Faith and Jill, flying in from Boston and Los Angeles, swimming in the town watering hole, my grandson Isaac fishing from its banks. Surely, a sprawling country home would be more spacious for my family than my 1,600-square-foot town home I shared with my new husband.

Tom agreed to at least let me investigate the idea (Cubs won!). Although we were married just 17 months, he knew that once I got hold of a notion, I was like our golden retriever Sasha with a new squeaky toy, not content to rest until she tore it apart to learn where the noise was coming from. 

I bounced into action, just as I had done with new projects in my former public relations business. I ordered, underlined, and marked with colored Post-It Flags: The 100 Best Small Towns in America, Places Rated Almanac, The 100 Best Small Art Towns in America, America’s 100 Best Places to Retire, and Moving to a Small Town: A Guidebook to Moving from Urban to Rural America.

I ordered brochures and daily newspapers from chambers of commerce of towns that included our criteria: public radio station, synagogue, large number of citizens with college degrees, and proximity to a big city. 

I set up files: Bath, Maine; Greencastle, Indiana; Hendersonville, North Carolina; Middlebury, Vermont; Mount Airy, North Carolina; and the other top 10. I contacted local real estate brokers.

And then I chickened out. The thought of traversing mountain roads in my wee 1990 Civic Hatchback, or driving 50 miles to the nearest airport as passenger to my husband with his just-acquired driving license, transformed my early glee to dread.

“Perhaps we can find something closer to home,” I suggested to Tommy.

“Sounds good to me,” he said. 

So I stored my files in the garage, but kept Andy, Opie, and Mayberry on life support by exploring small towns within a Metra train ride to Chicago’s downtown.

Our next door neighbors -- a delightful young couple we adored -- suggested Geneva. “You should check it out,” Gerard said. “Janet’s family lives there, and the housing prices are reasonable.”

Through the Internet I found a Fox Valley real estate agent who agreed to meet us on Saturdays at the Geneva train station and show us a few properties in our $350,000 price range. These trips sold me: gracious homes on tree-filled lots, a charming shopping district with preserved storefronts and cute merchandise, a brand-new health and fitness center, and a train that traveled to Chicago several times a day. 

And if I -- a Jewish, feminist, tattoo-wearing grandmother -- had qualms about Geneva’s majority Republican and Swedish population, I airbrushed them away until Mayberry resurfaced. 

We found the perfect house!” I said to my daughters. “The master bedroom is on the first floor, and the second floor is like a private suite with two bedrooms and a full bath. It’ll be perfect when you come to visit.”

“Sounds nice,” they said. Although long distance kept their expressions hidden, I knew my daughters would encourage any endeavor I undertook. Like my spouse, they knew that once I got a notion, it would be hopeless to talk me out of it.

For some, moving is a stress-laden event, way up there with death and divorce; but not for me, I loved moving and my lists: call Bradtke Movers and reserve a date for packing and moving; arrange for Terry Dowd & Co. to pick up, store, and re-hang our 70-odd pieces of artwork; set up dates for the phone, electric, gas, and cable companies to disconnect at the old place and install service at the new; design moving announcements and print labels for mailing. I was busy, challenged, happy. 

The 50-year-old house we bought was designed by a local and respected architect and in terrific shape. Set on a half-acre of land with giant trees and a wildflower garden, it was across the road from lush woods with trails that wound around the river; and best of all, it was walking distance from the train station.

We sold our city townhouse for $350,000 in one day. I had purchased the house five years before for $250,000, and since then, a Whole Foods market, new restaurants, boutiques, and a number of rehabbed buildings made the neighborhood hot.

“I’ll come in a few times a week,” I promised my best friend Judy. “And maybe you can come out and stay over.”

“I don’t understand,” she said. “You love the city.”

“It’s just something I have to do,” I said, “to get it out of my system.”

Judy had just been diagnosed with colon cancer and the prognosis was not good. With surgery and chemotherapy, “some patients live as long as two years,” her doctor told us as I held her hand in the examining room. “I’ll take two years,” I said, wrapping my arms around her.

Tommy and I mailed out our moving announcements. On a three-by-five inch copy of Grant Wood’s famous and parodied painting American Gothic, we pasted our faces atop the stern-faced couple. Tommy held the pitchfork. 

“Elaine Soloway and Tom Madison are moving to the country!” the announcement read. It listed our new address and phone number, along with directions, a train schedule, and local attractions. “Please plan a visit or overnight stay; we’d love to see you!” was the final script. To assure speedy visits to our new home, we included a white slip of paper printed in red and blue ink: “Join us for a July 4th Barbecue. Sunday, 3:00 p.m. RSVP, please.” 

“Feel this lump,” I said to Tommy, about a month before our move to Geneva. “It’s right under her left ear.” 

“We’ll keep an eye on it,” he said, placing his finger on our golden retriever’s neck. “As soon as we find a vet out there, we’ll take her in for a check-up.”

We were excited about our eight-year-old dog finally having room to run after being confined to leashed walks on city sidewalks; but a new fence would be needed in Geneva. The two-foot white picket fence that contained the previous owner’s dachshunds could never restrain Sasha who could easily make it over in one leap. 

“The fence guy said it would cost $3,000 for the split-rail we want, but he won’t be able to get to it until after we move in,” I told Tommy. “I have to send a deposit of $1,000 so he can buy the wood.”

“Go ahead,” Tommy said, unfurling blueprints to find a spot for his vegetable garden. 

 The move from Chicago to Geneva was a breeze. In short time, our new house was ready for company: furniture in place, artwork hung, dishes stored, new phones and cable outlets installed in the second floor bedrooms. We looked forward to meeting neighbors on either side of our property and discovering Geneva’s small town fellowship.  

We joined the health and fitness center and were three-times-a-week visitors. Although blondes were the feminine majority there, and I was the only gray-haired-former-brunette with a tattooed biceps, the women were friendly to me. To some, I was an exotic creature, like the foreign exchange students my first husband and I hosted each summer.

“So you’re from Chicago?” they’d ask, glad to meet someone whom they imagined had renounced the city for tranquil town life. They would gather around me, inspect my tattoo, laugh when I told them: “I wanted grass before I die.”

We became Sunday morning regulars at a Greek coffee shop walking distance from our house. I joined a synagogue in the next town, and met several women who also lived in Geneva and who met monthly at each other’s homes. I was as old as their parents, but the tiny group was eager to add one more clansman to their roster. 

Two Saturdays a month, I was part of a library writing group that welcomed and encouraged me. When I shared essays of growing up Jewish in a Chicago ghetto, my fellow writers were eager listeners -- the details of my childhood as interesting to them as if I were describing Mother Russia. 

But our neighbors were another story. When we first moved in, Tommy and I crossed our property lines to say hello and invite them over for coffee. Afterwards, they’d wave hello, but that was as far as it ever went. 

Our neighbors’ coolness saddened me, but it never bothered Tommy. He was content with our health club, his garden, and the several golf courses in the area. And when the golf season ended, he drove the 40 miles back to Chicago for his weekly bowling match with old friends.

I preferred the Union Pacific/West Line’s 7:25 a.m. train for my twice-weekly rides to Chicago. I’d stare out the window at the passing scenery or read my New York Times.  And as we pulled into the Ogilvie Transportation Center, with downtown skyscrapers coming to life in the distance, I would feel conflicted: happy to be in the city, blue knowing I would be returning to Geneva on the 2:40.

Some days, I wouldn’t go back, but stayed overnight at Judy’s apartment when her daughter or brother  were unable to spend the night or accompany her to chemo appointments. I’d pack an overnight bag, sleep on the couch, and prepare meals she could barely eat. I’d lie on the bed next to her and we’d talk about our children, the men in our lives, and reminisce about our nearly 25-year-friendship. 

When people would ask how Judy and I first met, I’d answer: “I was attracted to her big earrings and shoulder pads.” It was 1975 in the women’s bathroom of a downtown office building. I worked for a public relations firm and she for a real estate management company. We were both short women, but Judy was thinner, sexier, and gutsier than I.  Before she became ill, we would meet for shopping and lunch every Saturday. One year, when I convinced her to rent an apartment across the street from my house, we met every day for an exercise walk.

“Please come,” I begged my daughters with each phone call from Geneva. 

“Sure Mom,” they promised, “but we have to visit Daddy in the city, too.”

When Faith arrived, I took her to lunch at the Atrium Café in the Little Traveler, a popular tourist attraction and boutique set in a sprawling Victorian house. 

“Do you feel comfortable here?” Faith asked, eyeing the blondes in appliqued denim jumpers eating finger sandwiches at nearby tables. 

My lesbian daughter with her own tattooed (smaller than mine) biceps, was dressed in her resale-shop, auto mechanic jacket, “Mike” stitched on the pocket. 

 “Everyone is very nice to me,” I said. 

Jill and my grandson Isaac came once, too. “It’s so peaceful,” she said, “you could get a lot of writing done here.”

Tommy and I did meet one couple who became good friends. Rose and Dave were the parents of a woman in my synagogue group. They two were slightly older than us, but with tastes similar to ours. We spent almost every Saturday evening together, catching a four o’clock movie and dinner afterwards.

And when Gerard and Janet, our former Chicago next-door neighbors, moved to a magnificent home just down the road from our house, we were thrilled to have them and their new son nearby.

“It’s called a salivary gland tumor,” our new vet said. “We see it in goldens, boxers, Boston terriers. Without treatment, she’ll live about three months. If we start her on chemo, you could get a year.” 

When the fence guy called to say he was ready to start digging, I asked him to hold off. “I can’t handle it now,” I said. A dog owner himself, he understood, and although he had already purchased the wood for the four-foot-split rail fence, he returned our deposit.

Judy’s oncologist and Sasha’s veterinarian turned out to be miserable forecasters. Neither my dearest girlfriend nor our beloved dog lived to see the new millennium.

In March of 2000, as Tommy and I sat on our couch in our Geneva living room, I said: “I want to move back.”

“You’re nuts!” he said. “We haven’t been here a year. You can’t keep changing your mind. I’m not moving anywhere. You need to see someone.”

So I made an appointment with a therapist in the city. “Maybe you can have it both ways,” she suggested. “You like to write. Why not bring your laptop with you to the city, write in libraries or coffee shops. That way you’ll get your Chicago fix, but keep your home in the country.”

“I can buy a laptop?” I asked excitedly, envisioning a new project: research, comparison shopping, and reading manuals.

I ordered a Gateway Solo 1450, and while waiting for it to arrive, took yellow legal pads and Pilot Razor Points for my train trips to the city. And each time the train would enter the station, I’d say to myself: “What the hell am I doing in Geneva?”

I cancelled the laptop order. 

When we told Rose and Dave about our move back to Chicago, she said: “You never gave it a chance.” Gerard and Janet understood, telling us: “If we didn’t have kids, we’d be in the city, too.” 

We sold the Geneva house for the same price we bought it, and on August 10 -- my 62nd birthday -- we moved into a house in Chicago’s Irving Park neighborhood with a front porch and fenced-in back yard. 

 The first day of our move, our new neighbors -- a mix of blondes, brunettes, and gray -- welcomed us with flowering plants, pound cake, and a block party. One month later, a year after Sasha died, we adopted another golden retriever we named Buddy.

I never regretted our move to Geneva, nor truly divined its motive. Perhaps I was bored after retiring and needed the lists the move offered? Maybe it was my new marriage and a desire for a fresh start, for a home that was ours together -- big enough for daughters and second husband to occasionally share. Could I have been fleeing Judy’s illness, unable to cope with my inevitable loss? Or was I like other purchasers of my small-town reference books, pining for a place that wasn’t real, just a television sitcom?

 When I called my brother in Kansas City to tell him our news, I heard him shouting to my sister-in-law Norma: “You owe me twenty-five bucks. She’s moving back.”




 
               -End-

