





  

    [image: image]


  














 


 


Letters
          to Sam














 



Letters
          to Sam


______


 


A GRANDFATHER’S LESSONS ON
LOVE, LOSS, AND THE
GIFTS OF LIFE


 


[image: Images]


Daniel Gottlieb


[image: Images]
New Youk / London
www.starlingpublishing.com














 


 


 


 


Author’s proceeds from the sale of this book are being donated to Cure Autism Now. For more information, visit www.cureautismnow.org.


 


STERLING and the distinctive Sterling logo are registered trademarks of Sterling Publishing Co., Inc.


 


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data Available


 


10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1


 


Published by Sterling Publishing Co., Inc.
387 Park Avenue South, New York, NY 10016
© 2006 by Daniel Gottlieb
Distributed in Canada by Sterling Publishing
c/o Canadian Manda Group, 165 Dufferin Street
Toronto, Ontario, Canada M6K 3H6
Distributed in the United Kingdom by GMC Distribution Services
Castle Place, 166 High Street, Lewes, East Sussex, England BN7 1XU
Distributed in Australia by Capricorn Link (Australia) Pty. Ltd.
P.O. Box 704, Windsor, NSW 2756, Australia


 


Manufactured in the United States of America
All rights reserved


 


Sterling ISBN-13: 978-1-4027-2883-9 (hardcover)


            ISBN-10: 1-4027-2883-2


 


Sterling ISBN-13: 978-1-4027-5345-9 (paperback)


            ISBN-10: 1-4027-5345-4


 


For information about custom editions, special sales, premium and corporate purchases, please contact Sterling Special Sales Department at 800-805-5489 or specialsales@sterlingpublishing.com.
















 


 


To my precious grandson Sam and
all the “Sams” in the world.
May their vulnerability open our hearts
so that they can find care and
we can find compassion.
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INTRODUCTION
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Dear Reader,


 


When my precious grandson was born on May 25, 2000, my heart was filled with joy and love. Every grandparent knows these feelings and the special bond that, if we are lucky enough, we can share with a grandchild.


But in the years since Sam’s birth, he and I have forged a bond with a difference.


You see, when Sam was born, I was a fifty-three-year-old man who had been a quadriplegic for twenty years. That’s a long time to live with quadriplegia, as it takes quite a toll on one’s body. I have been ill many times and, over the last couple of years, severely ill. So I didn’t know if I would be lucky enough to have our relationship blossom over this many years. I didn’t know if I would have the time to tell Sam all the things I’d observed from the unique perspective of my wheelchair.


My perspective is unusual for another reason: I have been practicing my craft of psychology for thirty-five years. I have watched people suffer, move on, and grow from the experience, while others have lived their lives stuck in their own pain. I have watched people confront their demons and open their hearts to estranged family members. They have taught me a great deal about courage, longing, and what it means to be human.


And it has been my luck to have other perspectives as well. During the last twenty years I have been hosting a psychology call-in radio show, Voices in the Family, broadcast from Philadelphia’s NPR affiliate. I have heard tens of thousands of voices describe what they wish for, what they struggle with, and what they’ve mastered. Also, for the last ten years, I have been writing a column for the Philadelphia Inquirer and receiving dozens of letters every week from readers who want to share their thoughts and experiences.


Books taught me a bit about psychology. But paralysis taught me to sit still and keep my ears and heart open so I could listen.


From the moment that Sam was born, I knew I wanted to tell him about life and love and what it means to have parents who are vulnerable human beings. I wanted him to know about school. To see how important friends are and how mean they can be. I wanted to tell him about drugs and sex and romance and work and money and everything else.


I also wanted him to know me.


So that’s how I started out these letters—wanting to tell Sam all of these things and more. I realized, of course, that it might be many years before he would have any genuine interest in what his grandfather wrote to him. But when I started these letters, I felt confident that—one way or another—Sam would someday read them.


Then, that expectation changed.


When Sam was just under two years old, his parents and I discovered that he showed signs of autism, the brain disorder that radically changes how a person perceives the world and relates to others—a disability that would change Sam’s life. The discovery was heartbreaking for his mother, my child. I wept for her, not only because she was my child, but because she had already spent her childhood living with disability, and now she would spend the rest of her life living with it. And I wept for Sam. But I realized that I had even more now to tell him. Now I also wanted him to understand what it means to be “different” from everybody else. I wanted to teach him what I’ve learned about fighting against the kind of adversity that I face almost daily and that I fear he will face in his life. And I wanted to tell him how peace comes to us when we simply stop fighting.


Most of all, I wanted to tell Sam about love. I wanted him to know that Andrew Lloyd Webber got it right when he said, “Love changes everything.” I wanted him to be fully loved and to savor every sensation that love elicits. And I wanted him to understand that as he gets older, giving love may be even more important than receiving it.


But in light of his autism, I had to wonder whether any of my words, wishes, expressions of love and observations on life would be meaningful to him. Autism takes many forms, and for any child in its hold, the future is unpredictable. If it turned out that Sam had the severest form, he might never be able to read or even comprehend what I wanted to communicate to him.


When Sam was first diagnosed, he had stopped babbling and was effectively mute. Over the next year and a half, he would bang his head on the floor when he got frustrated and would scream when he heard certain sounds. So I wondered: would he ever be able to read his grandfather’s letters? But even though I had to ask that question, it did not deter me from writing on. Regardless of the extent of his disability, I had to tell my story and I had to express my love and devotion to this child. So, with hope as my constant companion, I almost assumed he would get the love and lessons I was trying to communicate. What concerned me far more was the possibility that I wouldn’t have time to write all that I wanted to say.


And now, as it has turned out, I have been given that time.


Every chapter in this book is a letter to Sam. Some are stories about my life. Most are stories about what I’ve learned. All are stories about what it means to be human.
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YOUR BIRTH
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Dear Sam,


 


My life was changed the moment you were born. But your mother’s life, my child’s life, was changed even more.


When the time came for your birth, we knew your mother would be having a Cesarean section, and we all came to the hospital. There we were—your father, his mother, and me—hanging out in Debbie’s hospital room, laughing nervously, waiting for the doctor to call her. As we waited, I had time to remember what it was like many years before when I waited in the hospital for your mother to be born, just eleven months after your aunt Ali. The moment each of my daughters came into the world, I made a promise to them, to myself, and to God that I would do everything in my power to protect my daughters and make their lives good. This is what almost all parents want for their children: a lifetime of happiness and an easy passage.


When your mother was a toddler, she had jet-black hair, adorable bangs, and big brown eyes. She and her big sister Ali were always together, holding hands. It seemed like Debbie was in Ali’s shadow and content to be there. I have a picture on my desk of the two of them—ages four and three, on the beach, holding hands, taking care of each other as always.


Of course, they weren’t always angels. One summer when we were on vacation, your grandmother Sandy and I put the girls to bed and went to sit out on the balcony. We thought we could enjoy the sunset in peace and quiet— but no such luck! Ali and Debbie just wouldn’t settle down. Finally, I lost my temper. I went into their room and spanked each one of them, just one firm pat on each of their butts. But I’d never done anything like that—so they both cried. And so did I! There we were, the three of us, all crying and saying how sorry we were for what we’d done.


As a little girl, your mother always had the uncanny ability to climb inside my mind and heart and figure out what was going on in there. I remember the time, before my accident, when I took Debbie to the hospital to have a tonsillectomy. We were walking up and down in the hallway outside the operating room. She looked up at me and studied my expression.


“Daddy,” she asked, “are you scared about my operation?”


In an effort to be honest with her, I said, “Yes, a little bit.”


“What are you scared about?”


“Well,” I said, “I’m scared they’ll hurt your throat. And I guess I’m a little scared that even after the operation, you might still have trouble getting over your colds.”


She shook her head. “That’s not what you’re scared of.”


“Oh?” I looked down at her. “What, then?”


“You’re scared I’m going to die in there.”


Of course she was right. I had tried to tell her the things that I thought a little girl could hear, but she’d seen right through me to my real anxiety. How come she could always do that? I don’t know!


Something similar happened shortly after my accident, when Debbie was six years old. I had just come home from the hospital, and I was feeling very insecure and unsure of myself personally as well as professionally. It was evening and the first patient I would see after my accident was about to arrive.


As I was sitting in my wheelchair outside Debbie’s room, looking in the mirror (the only one in the house at wheelchair height), I started to comb my hair. (That was back when I had hair!) It was Debbie’s bedtime. She was supposed to be sleeping. Instead, she came out of her room and stood beside me, watching.


Finally, very seriously, she said, “Daddy, why do you always worry about how you look before your patients come?”


“I don’t know.”


She reflected a moment. “It seems like you always have to look perfect.”


“I don’t know. I never thought about it.” I was still trying to get my hair combed and beginning to feel uncomfortable about her probing questions.


“They’re only people, you know.”


Now I replied with a little more discomfort and animation. “I just don’t know, Debbie. I never really thought about it.”


“Well, think about it,” she said, “and we’ll talk about it in the morning.”


With that, she went into her room and I went off to see my patient. Sure enough, I was up all night thinking about it. Once again, she had seen right through me!


But that little girl grew up, and in the years that followed, despite my commitment to protect her, she experienced a great deal of suffering. She lived in a home where, for reasons I’ll tell you soon, she sometimes felt terrified and overwhelmed. As your mother grew through adolescence and adulthood, it seemed as if her pain began to accumulate. She still had her smile, but it did not seem so genuine. Her needs and wishes grew silent. Even her body began to look unwell as she got thinner, stayed out later at night, and lost the gleam in her eye.


That’s why I was so happy, several years later, when she met your father and fell in love. When I first met him, I saw a kind man with a good heart who was also in love. And I got to know him, and I learned that he, like your mother, had suffered the consequences of a difficult childhood. Fortunately, both of your parents made a commitment to themselves not to let their past determine their future.


And then my child, your mother, told me that she was pregnant. She looked so happy and beautiful. All I could think was, “Another chance for joy!”


Debbie fervently researched motherhood. She wanted to know every detail of what she was experiencing, and she became my teacher. I would listen on the telephone, enthralled with her descriptions of what was happening. It was a blessed experience to watch her body grow with you.


When the time came, your father accompanied the doctor and your mother into the operating room while I went into the waiting room with your other grandmother. About ninety minutes later, your father came into the waiting room, crying. All he could say was, “It was awesome.”


Soon we all went down the hall to meet you. Of course you were adorable, but what struck me most was what had happened to Debbie, my baby! In the two hours since I had seen her, she had become a mother—a different person. She seemed more calm, more present, and somehow older. Most of all, I saw a kind of happiness I had always wanted for her.


You are the product of the great love that two wounded souls have found. I love you every moment of every day. And I love you for the joy you have brought to my daughter.


 


Love,
Pop


______














 


 



RECLAIMING YOUR WISDOM
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Dear Sam,


 


You and your parents both have jobs to do. Let’s take a moment to talk about their job—and then yours.


Their job is to love you, protect you as best they can, try to understand you, and enjoy your laughter. I hope they will give you both roots and wings. When they give you roots, you will feel safe, loved, and secure, knowing they genuinely want to understand the person you are. When they give you wings, you will feel free to think whatever you want to think, free to explore the world of your heart and mind and the world outside.


Your job . . . well, I’ll tell you what I think your job is.


Sam, there is a wonderful Jewish teaching that tells us that before a child is born, God infuses that child with all of the knowledge and wisdom he or she needs in life. Then God puts his finger to the child’s lips and says, “shh,” making at that moment a secret pact between the child and God. As the story goes, that’s why everyone has that indentation on the upper lip. It’s God’s fingerprint.


But over time, that purity and wisdom get eroded. Children become socialized and shaped by experience. Life changes them into something different.


.  .  .


 


Several years ago, a middle-aged man with a heavy Italian accent came to my house to repair some windows. We talked for a while, and he seemed unusually bright and insightful. I wanted to get to know him a little better. When he told me he was Jewish, I got even more interested because I had never met a Jewish man with an Italian accent and an Italian last name.


As it turned out, he came from Rome. When he was a young man, he had wanted to become a rabbi. As he told me this, he turned reflective. “It’s a funny thing about life,” he said, gazing skyward. “I thought I would be a rabbi in Rome and instead, here I am repairing windows in New Jersey.” He paused for a moment, then added, “I think we’re born square and we die round.”


So here’s what I think, Sam. As the waters of life wash over us, we lose our sharp corners, and that can be good; we can take on surprising, satisfying new shapes. We can also lose some of the great wisdom that we were born with. But the evidence of that wisdom stays with us, right under our noses.


So your job is simply this: trust your instincts, remember your secret pact, and reclaim the wisdom you have always had.


 


Love,
Pop


______














 


 



LAP TIME
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Dear Sam,


 


Looking back, I know I loved you from the moment of your birth. But for some reason it took about six months for my love to fully form. Early on, I loved “my grandson.” After six months, I loved you. And I think something similar happened with your love for me.


I lived three hours away from you and your parents. I certainly wasn’t available for bonding. And you didn’t understand the concept of “grandfather” when you were just a baby. So at first you kept your distance from me. But everything changed at my father’s funeral.


You were just six months old when he died, but we took you to the funeral. As I sat there quietly, all you wanted to do was climb up on my lap. It was as though you sensed my pain and wanted to be close to me. And since that time, whenever we are together, all you want to do is sit on my lap.


At first, I thought you were intrigued by the wheelchair. But although that might be true, I don’t think it’s the whole story. I think at a certain level you know we are kindred spirits. You are beginning to see that I can’t do what others do. In time you will really understand how different I am from everyone else. Part of my job with you is to teach you how to tolerate your own different-ness from other people and how to navigate your own waters.


As you get older, Sam, I will have more to say about how I’ve learned to cope with people staring at me or treating me differently. We can talk about fear, injustice, God, and the little gifts that sometimes live inside adversity.


But I believe there’s another part of my job with you. I also have to make sure you never, ever forget what you knew at the age of six months. You knew to climb up on my lap.


 


Love,
Pop


______
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