Aging: Referral services ajd
older people in finding
tompanions who help pay the
bills and provide live-in
companionship.
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George Hedden, a 100-year-old widow-
er, was having trouble staying on top of
the household chores at his two-bedrcom
Pasadena home. But when relatives. sug-
gested that he move inte a retirement
home, the energetic, retired railroad work -
er refused.

“I took him around to some, but unfortu-

nately it was right after lunch and [the
residents] were all falling asleep,” his

[
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daughter-in-law, Kay Hedden, said. “He |

said they made him feel old.”

So his family contacted Share a Home of
Pasadena, a free’ roommate-referral ser-
vice that caters to seniors. Within a mattep
of weeks, Hedden was matched up with
Nick Olnig, a 70-year-old divorce’ with a
passion for golf, swimming and dancing, In
exchange for free rent, Clnig moved into
Hedden’s home and taok over the cooking,
cleaning and grocery shopping.

What began merely as a inancial ar-
rangement blossorned into a strong friend-
ship between thé two men that lasted until
‘Hedden's death- last year—a day after his

101st birthday. Olnig lived on at his'

companien’s home until his own death
several months later, ’

"Nick was perfect. The whale family fell .

in love with him,” Kay Hedden said,
describing the' yearlong relatienship.
"“They were very compatible [even
though| ‘Grandpa’ was not easy io live
with.”

Arrangements such as these are becom-
ing increasingly commeon in Scuthern Cali-
fornia, where record numbers of senlor
cilizens are moving in with housemates
who often start out as total strangers,
Some jokingly refer to the trend as tHe
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"Golden Girls” phenomencn, a reference to
i the television sitcom that revolves argund
‘the escapades of four 60-plus roommatés in
-Florida. . |
In real life, the setting might as WEJI be

;Southern Callfornia, which offers morg.
. shared housing programs for people 65:and
‘older than any other part of the cougtry,

according to seniors.rights advoeates, T
think #t's the high cost of housing in
‘California that is fueling this trend there,”
said Leah Dobkin, a heusing specialist for
:the American Assn. of Retired Persoils in
Washington. “But it's not jusi finangial,
Some- people do it for companionship land
.security.” i’

While the overall percentage of elderiy )

‘residents sharing living space’ with rion-
[Telatives remains small, " their numbers
‘have inereased by 87% since 1980. Acegrd-
iing to 1980 Census figures, more than

LALBER'T DIAY / Laos Angeles Times

- Marilyn Phillips, left, and Dorothy qudel watch TV at thelr Beverly Hills apartment.

To help meel the currentnead, dozens of
nonprofit agencies thatl specialize in
matching up seniof homeowners and rent-
ers with tenants of all ages have cropped
up. In the Orange County area alone, for
example, there are 15 such erganizations.,

The goal of the free services, funded
thraugh a combination of government
grants and private donations, i to enable
seniors to live independent, emotionally
satisfying lives. :

“Under the most ideal of circumstances,
older people prefer living by Lhemselves,”
said Rosalie Gilford, associate director of
academic programs for the Ruby Gerontol -

! ogy Center at Cal State Fuilerlon. “But

their psychological well-being, mood and
life satisfaction is likely to be higher in
shared housing than if they had te move in

© with a relative.”

For many,
alternative,

Cliff Holiday, & board member for Lhe

shared housing is the only

' Los Angeles County Affilialed Committees

on Aging, often receives desperale Lele-

.~ Phone calls from retirees on fixed incomes

20,000 Southern Californians 65 and over -

are rooming with non-relatives. -

And given the ‘demographics ofithe
region—currently, one-fifth of the region’s

‘population, er about 3 millicn people, falls
- between the ages of 35 and 49—many

‘gerontologists predict that shared housing

- arrangements will become the wave of the

future,

“There’s a tremenddus. interest in this

kind, of housing right now because of the
graying of America, particularly as we are
logking at the baby boomers coming up in

20 years who wil! be senfor citizens,” said

Janet Witkin, executive director andg
founder of Alternative Living for the

‘Aging, a senjors’ roonimate referral service ;
in'Las Angeles, “We're going Lo have areal

blow-up on the charts with a lot of people

getting older and not having the economic .

resources to get by.” .

_worrying about how they will meet their

skyrocketing expenses.

. "Ljust talked to a Mrs. Davis the other
day. Her rent goes up $35 on the first of
October and she says, '"There's no -way
can keep this apartment at $685 per month
when my tota! income is less than $300, " -
said Holiday, 92. 'So she asks me, ‘What's
the solution?” My suggestion. is Lo get in

- touch with your senior center and they wiil

Put you in touch with someone in the same
gituation that can live wilh you,. All you
need is oné room that you can rent out
separately.”

Just over a year ago, Dorothy Mandel
found herself in & similar siluation, Mandel,
a senior citizen who asked that her age not
be published, had lived for 11 vears in =
twa-bedroom Beverly Hills apariment
with her parents. But since their deaths,
the $700-a-month unit had become Lo
expensive for her to afford on her own.

Eventually, Mandel contacted the Alter-
native Living program in Los Angeles,
which put her in touch with Marilyn
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Phillips, a divorced .woman who
had recently moved from Oklaho-
ma to be closer to her daughter and
grandchildren.

“T had scoured the newspaper
ads and I kept moving around
staying with friends because I
couldn’t find anything for the rent
that T could afford tec pay,” said
Phillips, who alsc asked that her
age not be published. “I was cailing

libraries and retirement homes and -

finally 1 got a referral to Alterna-
tive Living.”

In a recent mLerv1ew at the
Beverly Hills apartment they now

share, Mandel and Phillips. de-’

seribed the difficult search that led
to their current living arrange-
ment.

“I had interviewed with about’

six people,” Phillips said. “One of
them had a nice conde in 1the hills
but when she was showing me her
apartment, she said the living room
and the dining room were off-lim-
its because she had all these heir-
_ looms and she didn’'t want me to
walk through that area. T knew I
couldn’t live like that, plus she
wanted quite a bit of rent.”
But Phillips persisted, and a
menth later, she met Mandel, After
interviewing each other and

spending a tmal night together, the
two women decided to share. |
“Tt's been a godsend,” Mandel
said. “And I have been- rewarded
because this liitle lady has become

. apart of my family.”

In ather instances, economics ére
only part of the story. :

Some seniors whio-have outlived
their spouses or longtime compan-
ions take a roommate out of longli-
ness. Others fear break-ins, | of
warry about -falling down and not
being discovered for days. Others,
meanwhile, take on a tenami; to
help out with physically demand-
ing household tasks.

“There’s a lot of pecple in nEEd
of homes who are in some pad
situations,” said Rhonda Griswold,
a dispatcher at a senior citizen
eénter in, Ventura. "People come in
all the time looking for everything
from a little help with their mort-

gage payment o full-time nursing

‘care.’ \
Although each home-sharing

- program is slightly different, most

function primerily as referral ger-

" vices. Typically, would-be room-

mates are. first interviewediby
agency volunteers to determine
their needs and expectations.
Prospective tenants are requjred
to provide references and mher

background information with their
applications. Meanwhile, agency
staff ‘members usually visit the
residence to make sure.it is a
suitable' living space. After this
initial screening, the agency deter-
mines which prospective home-
sharers wouid be most compatible
and puts them in contact with one

-another.

Winifred Shipman, 96, has rent-

“ed out the two spare bedrooms in

her Orange County home since her

- husband’s death seven years ago.

When her 83-year-old roommate
died in June, she contacted the

countys Senior Home Sharing -

program to help her find another
tenant.

“T'd rather have a gentleman
with a car who could take me once
in a while when I have to go to the
doetor,” Shipman said. “It would
also give me company during the
day and I wouldn't be alone.”

A Qan Diega senlor, who lost her
husband four years ago after 56
years of marriage, said she recent-
ly took on a 70-year-old female
roommate for companionship. -

Rachel; 82, who asked that her
last’; iname nol be published, said
she $yearned for company in her
three-hedroom house, especialiyat
night, She charges her new room-
mate $225 a month for rent, which
inciudes use of the washer, dryer
and kitchen.

So far, she says, the arrange-

ment couldn't be hetter.
“She goes her own way and [ go

. mine, " Rachel said. “I have some

friends who just lost their husbands
and I tell them, get someone,
Everything is half and yeu will
have someone to talk fo in the

evening and watch movies or .

whatever.”

Like Rachel, rhany older women
prefer other women as roommates,
while men also tend to prefer living
with women—a factor that some-
times makes it more difficult for
agerncies to place men.

“Most of the ladies want another
tady because they say they spent
their lives taking care of a man and
now they want a friend that can go
out with them and who won't
expect them to wait on them,” said
Patricia Woodruff, director of
Snared Housing—A Riverside Ex-
perience. for Seniors and Others
Ine. “If we had Mrs. Olsen from the
Folger's commercial we could
place 50 a month of her. She’s
obvicusly got a little money. She's
always busy. She would be the

_dream candidate,”

. But just as with any roommate
situation, there are no guaran-
teeg—especially when the partici-

. pants come from different genera-

tions. )

& few months ago, Wilma God-
frey, 88, selected a 289-vear-old
male college student to share her
Pasadena home. Godfrey, a widow,
needed someone to mow the large
lawn. She algo felt she needed
more human contact because she
often found herself talking to her
dog.

But now, Godfrey says, she is

wondering whether she made a
mistake. She has found some of her
roominate's habits, such as show-
ering several times a day, difficult
to accept.

“There’s quite & difference in 88

and 29 and [ realize that. I remem-
ber' growing up and I'd actually -

pray I'd be 2 pleasant 6ld lady,” she
said, “But to Have someone come in
and do semething that makes you
hold your breath—it's a little hard

"o get adinsted
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