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PRAISE FOR TRUE CONFESSIONS OF AN AMBIVALENT CAREGIVER


“In a series of poignant, well-crafted essays, Cindy Eastman writes about her life before, during and after taking care of her elderly father. Her experiences show caregivers that they are not alone with their fluctuating feelings of guilt, anger, sadness and joy. But this is way more than just a book for caregivers. It is a story of love between a daughter and her father. One that everyone can benefit from reading.”


—JANIE EMAUS, Author of the picture books, Latkes for Santa Claus and Easter Eggs and Matzo Balls and the adult novel, The Advice Columnist.


“Both cautionary tale and how-to manual, Cindy Eastman’s collection of essays on caring for her elderly father in her home is a ‘real-time’ chronicle of the madness (and the occasional joy) that accompanies the honorable and deeply challenging endeavor of caring for a loved one. We are treated to honest storytelling that will resonate with all family caregivers in the murky middle of the journey. Every family caregiver will recognize themselves in this humorous, vulnerable, questioning memoir of life on the frontline. And feel less alone.”


—GRETCHEN STAEBLER, author of Mother Lode: Confessions of a Reluctant Caregiver


“A courageous memoir about the dark side of caregiving. Eastman took on the care of her elderly father by having him ‘move in with her family’ but discovers over time that in reality, ‘her family moved in with him.’ As a psychotherapist who works with caregivers in the areas of cancer, neurological diseases, and dementia, this memoir is a reassuring read to anyone who has struggled with the complexities of caring for another human being. Eastman writes of the frustrations, the guilt, the exhaustion, and the difficulties of maintaining one’s own life as a caregiver, and brings attention to the serious issues of aging and eldercare in the United States. It is only recently that the significant concerns surrounding caregiving and the crucial needs of caregivers has been recognized. A reassuring read for those who are in the role of caregiver.”


—CHERYL KRAUTER, MFT, author of Surviving the Storm, Psychosocial Care of Cancer Survivors, Odyssey of Ashes
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To my family, the ones who are still here and the ones who have gone on.


Especially Annie.















PREFACE





The goal of my book is twofold: first, to share my particular perspective with others who might feel the same, and second, to start a national conversation on services and resources available to aging elders and their families.


Caring for an elder relative, especially a parent, is rife with conflicts. Everyone has heard the old saw that gets pulled out at these times: “Well, they took care of you, now it’s time to take care of them” or some variation of that theme. This, to me, is a false equivalence that brings with it too many situations that can cause even more conflict.


No two births are alike, no two deaths are alike, and neither are the journeys we make from cradle to grave. I believe that we as a society and culture can improve how we look at and care for our elders. There are just too many places where our attention is lacking, and this most important segment of our society—the keepers of history—goes unattended, some more blatantly than others.


As I write this, the national conversation under President Biden appears to be shifting its focus to include caregiving for our vulnerable populations: children and elders. I hope it means that we’ll see more services, oversight, and research into how to best care for our aging population. They deserve it. We all deserve it.















INTRODUCTION







“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way . . .”


—CHARLES DICKENS, famous caregiver








The essays in this collection will hopefully tell the story of the main conflict that arose when I decided to have my 86-year-old dad move in with my husband Angelo and me after my mom died. I am writing it while in the thick of it because when I am not a caregiver anymore, meaning when Dad dies, I might not be able to retrieve the memories and experiences I am going through right now. Or I might not be as open and honest about recording them through the lens of loss and grief. Right now, almost every day can be a struggle, and it occurred to me that it might seem harsh to write about these problems as it could appear disloyal or even cruel on my part to share such intimate details of our lives together. Giving up the family secrets while the family is still around to find out about it might offend or hurt someone, particularly my dad. But I’m not going to tell him.


Of course, it isn’t my intention to be disloyal, but it might seem like that to some. I want to share the difficulties I face to possibly give even one other person in the same situation some affirmation. It’s not all altruistic, however. As a writer, writing is how I process my experiences to give them meaning. Writing about my experience will help me get through it, one way or another. Not every caregiver’s situation is the same because no two people are alike. Throw in some aging, grief, ancient family dynamics, and a few medical issues, and every day is walking through another landmine field without a helmet. Right now, it sounds like it’s all bad, and it’s not. There are some good days, and there are some bad days.


I am writing this story even though I know it will reveal some of the really bad decisions I make and some of the unpleasant characteristics I have. For all the caregivers out there who can handle being growled at or who give up their privacy, I applaud them. I really do. When I find myself once again snapping back at Dad because he snapped at me because I had to correct something he did wrong, I could kick myself. I wonder how someone else would handle this, even as I know what is driving his sarcasm or defensiveness. He is forgetful and vain, generous and angry. These are not really compatible attributes, and it makes caring for someone difficult. But not just any someone—a daughter and her father.


It might seem like deciding to have my dad come and live with my family and me was the first bad decision. I don’t think so. But there were plenty made after that. I’ll even tell you about most of them. But that first decision, the one that set off the most difficult and challenging time of my life, is one I’d probably make again and again. Therein lies the conflict: I thought I was having my dad come live with us when actually we now live with him in our home.
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MY DAD







Published in the Newtown, Connecticut Newtown Bee June 1995








“I love you.” The phrase elbowed itself in between “Don’t forget to send in that insurance form” and “Will talk to you soon.” My dad.


My mother called last week. She sounded almost conspiratorial when she said, “Your father is in the living room watching the news, so I decided to call so I could talk to you! If he knew I was on the phone with you, he’d come in here!”


The funny thing about all this is that for nearly all my thirty-six years, my mother was the one who did all the talking. On the phone, in letters, over coffee late on the first night home from college. My dad communicated through prompt tuition payments, an extra five-dollar bill in a rare note, oil changes for our cars, and clipping our fingernails before church on Sundays. Stoic was the word I always thought of for him, with an incredibly dry and well-developed sense of humor.


As a child growing up, I was always aware of him as a presence in our home but not so much as a person. On Saturdays, my younger brother, sister, and I would clamor to be the one to get to go into work with him. Years later, my mother told us, “I always told him he could work on Saturday, but he had to be home before noon!” I guess he figured that since it was such a brief time, one of us might as well accompany him. We would get up early, go for a doughnut, and arrive at the sprawling, intimidating Appliance Park in Louisville, Kentucky. A huge place—to us the size of Cleveland—where many of General Electric’s refrigerators, stoves, and other assorted appliances were assembled and tested. This place didn’t seem to intimidate him, though.


We drove past building after building the size of airplane hangars until he knew just where to pull in. He knew the right door and had the right key. I would follow in awe down darkened hallways to his office. He would get right to work and leave us to our own amusements. Office supplies in abundance were our rewards for assisting him at work, and we had access to a treasure trove of markers, pens, and paper with which to draw, color, and write. I think a stop at the Burger Queen on the way home tied up the adventure like a nicely wrapped present.


As we got older, the trips to GE lost their appeal, but his communication continued in driving lessons, constant safety reminders that still play over and over in my head (“The car is not a toy. If you’re thirsty, drink water.”), and his droll funny stories and jokes at Thanksgiving and Christmas dinners. My mother acted as the interpreter and speaker of the house. “You know how your dad feels about that!” and we’d nod solemnly but not really have a clue. We knew where he grew up (Cromwell, Connecticut), where he went to school (Wesleyan University), where he worked (GE), what he was (a chemist), and the music he loved (classical), but I don’t think any of us knew how he felt.


I knew how he sang though. One of my fondest memories is standing next to him in church, listening to him sing with a deep baritone voice that his deaf sister-in-law could hear over the phone. His voice came right from his soul, and his devotion and dedication to the church remained unchallenged. Church was important to him, and we knew that.


Then it was off to college. I went 2,000 miles away to Austin, Texas. He’d loaned me his college trunk, which I felt proud to have until I got off the plane and saw the faces of the students who were assigned to help the incoming freshmen (This is yours?!). I have kept it with me ever since. It’s bulky and huge, but it’s my dad’s. At school, I received letter after letter from my mother. Care packages, notes, poems, love. Every six months or so, my dad would write a note. In it, without fail, was an article from the New York Times or Newsweek about how to get along in college on five dollars a week or how Austin, Texas, was just rated the best place to live or study habits for a straight-A term. “Just a few brief lines,” he’d write and send his love through the articles.


I got married and became pregnant with my daughter. She was due on January 8th, so that’s when my scientist-minded dad came to visit me. He had to leave a few days later—but Annie did not cooperate with his travel plans, and he didn’t meet her. So, my dad came back to Austin on a business trip in April. Annie was just four months old but had already been hospitalized with viral meningitis a month before. My dad scooped her up in his arms and spent most of his time with her for the entire trip. As I watched them together, I felt that maybe that’s what he had been like with me as a baby.


During another trip, this time to visit my parents in Connecticut, he scolded me one evening for being too hard on Annie and attributed her “bad” behavior as a normal response to my driving her crazy! Finally, a comment about my parenting after all those years, and it was a negative one! But it came from a source that had never been open to me as a child and was only tapped as grandchildren began appearing.


After my daughter Annie, came my son, Christopher, and then my sister’s son, John. Saturday morning errands with the grandchildren replaced the go-to-GE trips with Dad. With list in hand as he walked out the door with Annie (or Christopher or John) was the inevitable question: “Anyone need anything?” Coming back into the house from such a trip, one or two of the bags were items from the list and at least one additional bag was packed with multicolored cereals, snack packs of pudding, soda, coloring books, ice cream, stuff “the kids might like” (including himself, of course). A few years later, my dad was diagnosed as a diabetic, and he was supposed to cut down on that kind of thing, but he’s never let his diabetes put too much of a dent in our need for treats. He wasn’t going to let anything get in the way of his expressions of love.


He forged a trail through the woods to the woodpile behind their house with Christopher, he introduced Annie to his love of New York City, and John benefited from living in Middletown and enjoyed “Papa’s” connection to that town. Special trips to New Haven, breakfasts at the coffee shop on the green, and the Essex Christmas train were the things he did with his grandkids. My dad even braved the Connecticut Post Mall at Christmas to take the boys to see the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles! At Christmas time! This is a mall with hundreds and hundreds of screaming kids belonging to pushy parents with video cameras. I can safely say I would never have done that.


Years ago, during my divorce, I saw another side of my dad. My parents had loved Bob and taken him into our family. Now I was asking them to end that relationship as I ended mine. One night, during the beginning, painful, accusatory stage, Bob called me from Interstate 95 outside of New Haven and said he was going to do something to spare us from all this pain. Would I please look out for the kids and tell them he loved them, but he just couldn’t go on anymore.


I was insane with worry. I called the state police and then I called my dad. He lived in Guilford, an hour and a half away, and immediately got in the car and came to be with me. We waited. At two o’clock in the morning, I was awakened and looked out the window. Bob had returned. He was just standing by his car in the chilly November morning, smoking a cigarette. I woke my dad, who had also dozed off, and he got right up and walked outside. I watched as he walked right up to Bob, hugged him, and led him inside. Unbelievable! I was hoping he would punch him out! But he hugged him!


Looking back from this vantage point, I see that is how he always was: fair and loving. I had never experienced it quite like that from anyone else I had ever known. My mother was openly loving: hugs, kisses, tears, and giggles. My dad not so much. But there he was, all the time. Responsible, reliable, strong, smart. Now, with all the wisdom my thirty-six years brought me, I see how he was with people was a good thing. Hugging Bob was a fair and loving thing to do. The burden of being his child was that he always expected that of us. To look beyond the surface of others to their pain beneath. As children, we thought he didn’t care. As grown-ups who have inherited that sensitivity, tempered with my mother’s openness, it’s obvious that to love like he does requires much strength. The gift of being his child is that we were raised to be just like him. It’s harder to be like that within our own family because we all possess inherited intuitiveness, and we tend to be somewhat like a family of empathetic porcupines. Our mother taught us to love everyone, and my dad taught us to always do the right thing. It’s a formidable task. We, my dad’s children, have no choice. We are just like him.


I wouldn’t want to be any other way.



















COUNTING BLESSINGS







“The secret of happiness is to count your blessings while others are adding up their troubles.”


—WILLIAM PENN








One cold January day—my dad’s birthday, in fact—I was alerted by the town manager of the island where my family has a cottage that a spate of break-ins and vandalism had occurred. Since the island is on a lake in Maine, it becomes inaccessible for about six months of the year, when the lake freezes over, to the owners and renters who are fortunate enough to take advantage of its lush green golf course and deep blue waters from about April to November. The alert was in an email sent out to owners (and owners’ daughters) that the police had been called and we would hear further about whether our cottage had been “hit.” The local handyman, who keeps an eye on things during the winter, let us know that he would check on our place, but there was little else to do, as the burgled cottages were crime scenes. If necessary, he would secure the cottage against further incursion from the elements and animals that are the island’s typical winter residents.


Frye Island is a small one-by-three-mile island on which my parents bought a “fixer-upper” cottage for their retirement. It was during a family vacation when we saw a sign that said, “lake view lots on Frye Island.” We were intrigued—an island? We had to go see it. We drove around and around on this little island looking at cottages. Some on the water, some in the middle of a bunch of pines. Then we drove up a driveway to this funny-looking place. Like two shoeboxes fallen askew next to each other. My mom sat in the car with a look on her face that declared, “I don’t think so.” Then the real estate agent said, “This one needs someone with real imagination.”


Mom bolted out of the car and walked in the front breezeway. From there, you could see straight out to the lake at the foot of a decrepit stairway and out to Mount Washington beyond. At the time, the view was the best thing about the place. One didn’t need a real imagination; one needed a complete departure from reality to be able to visualize what to make of this place. Enter my mom, the female St. Jude. She started looking a little more intently at the possibilities. Meanwhile my dad and I picked our way among the rocks at the shore with three-year-old Annie. We met back at the agent’s car, and Dad said wistfully, “I’ve always wanted a place on a lake that overlooked Mount Washington.”


St. Jude just looked at him with one of those looks, as only a saint of hopeless causes can give.


Since then, our family has a cottage on a lake that we can only visit six months of the year, and largely ignore for the other six months. Until this year. Once I got the emailed notice and checked in with the handyman, I figured I’d get in touch with Mom and Dad to see if they had heard about the crimes. I finally reached them. It was Dad’s birthday so they had been out most of the day—crazy partiers. Yes, they had gotten the email, and as Mom, Dad, and I chatted about it on speakerphone we all expressed the same thought: desperate times call for desperate measures.


We decided it was hard to be angry about a situation like this. I was sitting in my (nearly) warm home, mortgage paid and food in the pantry; my parents were safe in their lovely retirement community in sunny Florida; and someone up in Maine thought that finding a way across a frozen lake to break into empty cottages was a good way to make some money. All of the homes on the island are second homes. No one lives there year-round. No one can. There’s no electricity or internet access. No heat, no boats, no grills barbecuing hot dogs and hamburgers. Someone was in such dire straits that risking a plunge into the icy water or abandonment on a deserted, frozen island didn’t seem as bad as a house with no heat or a table without food. It could have been kids. Kids are dumb like that sometimes. If it’s kids, we’ll probably see a video montage of their feat on YouTube. If it’s a guy trying to pay the bills, probably not.


The emails from the town manager continued throughout the week, and the last one indicated that if we hadn’t been contacted directly, our cottage was probably okay. During the conversation with my parents, my mom cracked that the vandals had probably taken one look at our place and said, “Nah . . . there can’t be anything worth something in that one.” And on a purely economical level, they’d be right. Take the TV, the DVD player, or the printer, but there’s nothing else of value in the place. Most of everything in the cottage was there when my parents bought it decades ago. And that stuff had been there for a decade before that.


We’re not talking about a Newport cottage here; it was an old fishing camp that someone slapped a few doors on. In fact, the burglars could have backed a truck up to the house and carted away almost everything there and not have made a dent in what was really important. And that’s exactly what Mom, Dad and I talked about that night on his birthday. What could they take? Nothing that couldn’t be replaced. The most important thing we had was the place itself and the love and the memories therein. If someone needed our TV, our electronics, or the printer, then they should take it. Good luck; get a good price. If there is one thing that our family knows for sure, it’s that we know a blessing when we have one.
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