
Olive, right, shows Lyssa around Villa Gardens.

“Having a mentor was such a 
positive experience for me,”
Lyssa said. “I was told there was 
a mentoring program but I never
thought it would be so extensive 
and helpful. It goes beyond just 
welcoming you. It’s about making 
you feel like you belong here.”

Mentors hope newcomers explore 
all that Villa has to offer and 
perhaps introduce new friends to 
the hobbies and interests they will 
continue to pursue.

After an initial introduction, new 
residents can check in with their
mentors and vice versa until they no 
longer feel the formality is needed.
And because mentors and residents 
are carefully matched, most remain 
long-time friends. While mentors 
are making Villa Gardens brighter
every day, Olive said the initiative 
shown by all residents and staff to 
welcome everyone is a sign of Villa’s 
warmth and vitality.

“In many ways, all of our residents 

and staff are mentors,” Olive said.
“No one can make new residents 
feel at home like residents who’ve 
already made it theirs.”

When you come for a tour of Villa 
Gardens, we will tell you more 
about the mentor program and 
all of the opportunities available 
at Pasadena’s premier senior
living community. Call us today
at 626.463.5300 or email us at 
vgsales@frontporch.net.
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Let us show you how enriching and fun life can be 
at Villa Gardens.We have dozens of social, well-
being, cultural and life-long learning opportunities 

waiting for you to 
enjoy. Togetherwith 
restaurant-style 
dining, a sparkling 
pool, putting green,
fully equipped 
solarium gym,
memory care and 

more,there is nothing like living at Pasadena’s premier
senior living community.We offer independent 
living, assisted living and skilled nursing all on 
campus. Entrance fee and month-to-month plans 
available. Pursue your passions or explore new 
ones at Villa Gardens. Let us show you around our
friendly community. Schedule a tourtoday by calling 
626.463.5300 or email us at vgsales@frontporch.net.

Experience Senior Living
Your Way at Villa Gardens Your Way at Villa Gardens

When new resident Lyssa Axeen 
moved to Villa Gardens in August 
2021, she did not know what to 
expect. She was living a rich life and 
wanted to continue to pursue her 
passions and explore new ones. She 
knew Villa Gardens was the place to 
do that – a community filled with 
opportunities, new friendships, 
good food and fun! However, as a 
newcomer Lyssa knew there was 
much to learn and more to enjoy. 

“I was looking forward to a new 
chapter in my life but also to 
continue doing what I loved and 
Villa made it so easy,” Lyssa said. 

Moving from one home to another 
at any point in life has the potential 
to be stressful. But Villa Gardens 

prides itself in creating 
a warm and welcoming 
environment helping its 
new residents settle in as 
seamlessly as possible. 
The Villa Gardens Mentor 
Committee is co-chaired 
by Olive Harkness, a retired 
administrative assistant who 
describes herself as a “talker,” the 
perfect combination to help any 
new resident feel comfortable right 
away. “I was the youngest of seven 
children so I always had to speak up 
if I wanted to be heard,” Olive said 
with a laugh. “There is no need to be 
shy around me.”

Olive knows the feeling of being 
new at a community that has so 
much to offer, having moved to Villa 
Gardens five years ago from the 
Philadelphia area. When she arrived, 
she was soon greeted by a mentor 
who not only showed her the ins 

and outs of Villa life, but made her 
feel special.

“That experience was so 
valuable to me,” Olive said. 
“Because of my mentor, I 
made wonderful friends here 
who I feel I have known for 
a lifetime. When I became 
a mentor, I not only wanted 
new residents to feel 
welcome but also exhilarated 

and celebratory about their 
move to Villa Gardens as I did.” 

Olive welcomes a new resident to her home at Villa.

Villa Garden’s mentors are current 
residents who volunteer to become 
supportive contacts to new arrivals. 
They show new residents around, 
accompany them to dinner and 
activities, and introduce them to 
others. “In other words, like the 
committee did for me, we show 
them the ropes and help them 
experience how wonderful it is to 
live here,” Olive said.

Olive tries to match residents with 
similar interests or personalities to 
ensure lasting connections. She and 
her team also supply newcomers 
with an information welcome 
packet that includes campus map, 
phone directories, calendars and 
more. 

“We don’t just hand them these 
things with no explanation, we go 
over everything in detail,” Olive said. 
“If our mentee has any questions, 
he or she can call us at any time. 
All of our mentors enjoy their work. 
We expect them to call and we are 
anxious to help.” 
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When residents want to host an event at 
Villa Gardens, they look no further than to 
Irma Gallegos to help make their visions 
come to life.

Irma has worked at Villa Gardens for more 
than two decades, starting as a food 
service aide, then cook, sous-chef and 
now catering manager. She is the go-to 
person who delivers a worry-free creative 
presentation and delicious fare to any 
function big or small.  

“We have residents who host parties, 
meetings and all types of gatherings here 
so it is important that we have this unique 
service available,” said Irma, who holds an 
associate’s degree in culinary arts from 
Le Cordon Bleu College of Culinary Arts 
in Pasadena. “This is a special service 
we are very proud of. We can assist with 
small birthday or tea parties of five or 10 
people to large events with 150 guests or 
anything in between. We are always happy 
to help our residents host their friends and 
family.”

Many residents are movers and shakers in 
Pasadena and in neighboring communities 
who often host events like service club 
meetings, fundraisers and private parties. 

Under Irma’s 
supervision, 
Villa Gardens 
catering 
department 
fills about 100 
catering orders 
each month. 
These can range 
from plates of Villa’s 
famous royale cookies 
to an ice cream social, or a 
five-course meal with full bar 
and appetizers. Residents can choose 
from the catering menu or make special requests. Villa Garden’s 
experienced Executive Chef James can meet almost any request 
including recreating a favorite family recipe from scratch. 

“My favorite thing about my job is seeing the residents faces and 
hearing their kind words when they see how well the team puts 
each event together,” Irma said. “They are so appreciative and 
some are surprised that Villa provides such a service.”

One of those grateful residents is Alice Coulombe. “I used to host 
events at my home in Pasadena,” she said. “When I moved here, 
I was pleasantly surprised that Villa Gardens had this excellent 
service available for residents. What may be a luxury at many 
retirement communities is standard at Villa Gardens.” 

“Irma did a fabulous job,” said resident Sally White, who recently 
hosted a small get-together for friends. “We requested cocktails 
and heavy hors d’oeuvres and Irma gave us about 10 different 
choices including delicious finger sandwiches and shrimp cocktail. 
And the room decorations were superb. Russ and I have done a lot 
of entertaining over the years using some wonderful caterers and 
we count Irma among the best.”

“My job is to provide excellent service 
to residents and at the same time 
use my creativity to produce a 
unique experience they will 
not soon forget,” Irma said. 
“I could not ask for a better 
job.”

Ask to meet Irma when 
you visit Villa Gardens. 
Schedule a private 
tour today by calling 
626.463.5300 or 
vgsales@frontporch.net.

No Event is Too Big or Small for 
Catering Manager Irma GallegosCatering Manager Irma Gallegos

Challenge Accepted! 
Residents Bring the 
Jerusalema Dance PartyJerusalema Dance Party
to Villa Gardensto Villa Gardens
For three minutes and 41 seconds the Villa 
Gardens parking lot and driveway were a 
daytime dance floor.

Two of the 36 dancers, residents Ann and 
Phil Graf, were dressed like the others in 
blue jeans and white T-shirts. They were 
dancing novices but enthusiastic to bring a 
unique group activity like the social media 
world-wide phenomenon “Jerusalema” 
Dance Challenge to Villa. 

“We didn’t even dance at our wedding,” Phil 
said. “I have two left feet.” Ann, vigorously 
nodding in agreement with his self-
assessment, said she had never even taken 
a ballet class.

But last spring, during a weekly virtual 
cocktail hour on Zoom with friends, 
someone in the group sent a link to a video 
of the “Jerusalema” Dance Challenge.

The Grafs were charmed, intrigued and, 
well, up for a challenge. Thousands of 
people around the globe have been 
learning the “Jerusalema” dance since 2020 
and sharing their performances on social 
media. From nuns to police officers and 
construction workers, and now, thanks to 

the Grafs, Villa 
Gardens

residents and staff. The dance is set to “Jerusalema,” a 
celebratory gospel song with a beat and Zulu lyrics by South 
African musician Master KG and singer Nomcebo Zikode.

“The music is very positive and gets in your mind so you can’t 
forget it,” Phil said. “It’s catchy,” Ann added.

The dance itself is a fairly easy sequence of foot taps, shuffles, 
and walking sideways and forward; upper-body movement 
optional.

Charmed by the infectious music and steps that people of all 
ages could do, Phil and Ann showed the video to Kim Williams, 
Villa Gardens’ fitness and aquatics director who was happy to 
help organize willing residents and staff. The Villa community has 
a great spirit to try new things, so this was perfect for them. They 
practiced intently for weeks before finally strutting their stuff to 
an audience of fellow residents and staff, all captured on video 
and posted to Villa’s YouTube channel.

The event was one of many at Villa Gardens that encouraged a 
safe group activity, especially during COVID when group fun was 
limited. Masked, socially-distanced rehearsals in the driveway 
and courtyard became a social time. The final performance was 
nothing less than spectacular. Residents and staff had a ball!

“But the most wonderful thing is that the staff got involved,” Phil 
said. “We all got to know each other in a different way. Whenever 
we do something with staff and residents, it makes things much 
more meaningful. I think it fosters a comradery that we’re all in 
this together. We are a family.”

Watch the Villa Gardens community in all their “Jerusalema” 
dancing glory on YouTube … https://youtu.be/5NzSsGvMw3k

Irma Gallegos aims to delight residents.Residents strut their stuff to the “Jerusalema.”

Phil and Ann Graf started the “Jerusalema” dance party at Villa G
ardens.
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Irma’s table settings come in many styles 
for different occasions.
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New resident being welcomed by Olive Harkress.
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