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This book is dedicated to my loving father, Kevin.


Please know that all is well, and you continue to inspire me every day.









INTRODUCTION


My father was an extraordinary man. I wish you’d had a chance to meet him, to get to know him, to have a cup of tea with him. Maybe you did.


If you did meet him, you must have been mesmerized by his gentleness, humility, and manner. You must have admired his business smarts and analytical mind, smiled and nodded at his storytelling prowess.


You might have said he was a beautiful husband, father, and grandfather—and if you did you would have been right to say it. You may have even been compelled, if you met him—as so many others were—to go out and volunteer for the organizations with which he was involved. You may have been inspired, even unto awe, when you heard him talk about his Catholic faith.


My father was an old soul, the type you don’t meet every day. In his life, he touched many lives, and I doubt there is a single person out there who met him and doesn’t remember him fondly and with great affection.


My dad is gone, greatly missed, and this book is my tribute to him, a way of telling the world what a good man he was. And yet, it is much more than a poignant salute. It is a glimpse into the best parts of ourselves and an opportunity for each of us to become more. It is a gift of life lessons to be shared with those we love. It is a story of inspiration and of finding purpose, and a toolkit for legacy-making.


In some ways, this recital is a bookend to Tuesdays with Morrie, a New York Times bestseller by Mitch Albom about his precious time spent with Morrie Schwartz, his former Brandeis University professor, who he knew was dying of ALS.


There are plenty of differences between that story and this one. Morrie was Jewish; my dad was Catholic. Morrie was a professor; my dad was a CPA and business owner. Morrie grew up in Brookline, Massachusetts, on the outskirts of downtown Boston. My dad grew up in South Boston, “Southie” to the chosen few of us, in the heart of the city.


But the similarities between their stories are striking. Morrie was born on December 20; my dad was born on December 21. Morrie was diagnosed with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS), better known as Lou Gehrig’s Disease, during the summer of 1994. My dad was diagnosed with ALS during the summer of 2019, exactly a quarter-century later. Morrie and my dad died at age seventy-eight, both of them too young by anyone’s account. And both of them were modest guys from another era. Sadly, there are not many like them left.


I want to tell you about a lifetime of conversations with my father. I want to share my observations of him, and share the father I knew and loved with those who knew him and those who didn’t have a chance to. I want to offer each of us an opportunity to not only see the world a little differently, but to live in the world a little differently.


Being an only child, I spent lots of time with my dad. I learned how to be a husband by seeing him with my mom. I learned the art of my craft from working with him. Watching him pray, I learned about my faith, and was ordained a permanent deacon in the Catholic Church in 2013.


This is a book about my father and the good life well-lived.


Let me introduce you to him and, along the way, through the life lessons he gave me, help you learn something powerful about yourself. I hope, when our journey together is complete, you will have found your own, straightened path to a life where all is well.









PART ONE









The Diagnosis


Life was good. It had been good for as long as I could remember.


Life was so good that I would sometimes say to my wife, Lisa, “One of these days, the shoe’s gonna drop.” And it did. It was bigger than I could have imagined.


And then the other shoe dropped right in front of it. Boom!


My father, Kevin P. Martin Sr., began to feel some muscle weakness in his left calf. Like many of us with aches and pains, he chalked it up to getting old. He’d say, “What do you want for seventy-eight?” Over time, he began to develop balance, gait, and coordination issues. The spring in his step yielded to smaller and slower movements, confidence gave way to caution, and what was one day a younger man’s confident strut turned into an old man’s insecure shuffle. His primary care physician suspected a herniated disk, for which he referred him to physical therapy.


But the symptoms got worse. Breathing concerns led to a stress test, which turned out to be incredibly normal.


Along the way, more breathing issues led to a referral to a pulmonary specialist. His bloodwork was unremarkable. The doctors ruled out Lyme disease, diabetes, a B-12 deficiency, multiple sclerosis, inclusion body myositis, and a bunch of other things that were even less pronounceable.


More and more symptoms emerged, and it started to become clear that something serious was not only catching up to him but was winning. My dad was getting weaker. His muscles began to twitch, rumble, and atrophy. He was losing weight at an unhealthy rate, and his breathing grew more labored. After an electromyography (EMG) and nerve conduction study, on a sunny summer day, we met with yet another Boston neurologist.


What we learned along the way, and the hard way, is that ALS is often misdiagnosed. About 10–15 percent of patients get diagnosed with ALS when they have another disease or condition. And, at other times, up to 40 percent of patients are told they have another condition when, in fact, they do have ALS.


ALS is diagnosed through clinical evaluation and by eliminating other conditions. My dad, unfortunately, got the short end of the stick on more than one occasion.


My father was always a relaxed, active, healthy-looking guy, a five-foot-ten non-smoker, medium build, topping the scales at a couple hundred pounds. Not long into his illness, he weighed in at a paltry 150, more or less . . . mostly less. He hadn’t been sick for long, by then, but he looked old and incredibly fragile. He had always been my hero, my Superman, and seeing him that way made me very sad, and uncannily aware of how we are all so mortal.


Dad dragged his feet when he walked, now, and he walked very slowly. His hands were deformed and clumsy. His pants were baggy, bunched at the waist, and his sweatshirt seemed a couple of sizes—maybe more than a couple of sizes—too big. Gravity had caught up with my father’s wardrobe, which had previously always transcended his age.


Finally, the doctor at Massachusetts General Hospital— known locally as MGH—tightened his lips and said, “Mr. Martin, this is very difficult news. I’m afraid you have motor neuron disease.”


“What’s that?” my mother, Claire, asked. She listened, but she refused to hear it.


I knew what the doctor meant. Anticipatory grief flowed through me like a river.


It had set in months earlier, and I had done far too much reading and hypothesizing along the way. Despite having braced myself, days earlier, for the certainty of his fate, an emotional numbness came over me.


“Unfortunately, Mrs. Martin,” the doctor responded in a demure and apologetic manner, “it means your husband has ALS.”


“Oh my God, oh my God . . . oh my God,” my dad murmured in disbelief, as he clutched my mother’s hand in his weakened grip.


I was certain that life would never be the same, that it would never be well again. It was the worst of days, it was the worst of days, it was the worst possible news we could have imagined.


Where was God today?


I couldn’t help wondering about it. I felt lost in a way that I never thought possible, lost in a way that I had heard others describe but had never fully understood or experienced.


We were told quite bluntly and in a plain-spoken manner that there was likely no reason my dad got ALS, that there was no known cure for it, and that most people die from it within two to five years. It was a cold script that had surely been repeated many times before. For as rare as it is, every ninety minutes someone is diagnosed with ALS, and someone else passes away from it.


Aside from my mom and dad’s helpless reactions, the other painful memory of the appointment was how his body crawled.


No, not crawled like a toddler might pull him or herself across the floor to an undetermined destination; but, rather, it crawled as in “creepy crawlers”—in that, without his shirt on, my dad looked like he was out of a low-budget horror flick with a gigantic bed of fast-moving worms under his skin.


Some neurologists refer to the crawling as “verminosis.” The rapid movements are called “fasciculations,” the medical term for “twitching.”


We’ve all had an eyelid twitch. It’s like that, but on a dramatic, rippling, rollercoaster scale, involving many muscle groups. The twitches are disruptions of the signals—very visible contractions—of the muscles. It can make for a grim sight.


A word of caution. I know what you’re thinking. You just felt a twitch. Maybe it was a spasm, or a cramp.


But lots of people experience body twitching who don’t have ALS. ALS is very rare, affecting only about two to three people per 100,000 in the US population, according to the National ALS Registry. Twitching can result from physical exercise after lactic acid accumulates in the muscles. Stress and anxiety don’t help; we’ve all heard of, or had, nervous tics. Too much caffeine or other stimulants can cause twitching. Dehydration, nutrient deficiencies, nicotine, and an adverse reaction to drugs are all contributors. And then there’s something called Benign Fasciculation Syndrome (BFS), which is persistent muscle twitching or tingling in one or more muscles. BFS is also rare, and the exact cause is unknown. However, BFS should not be confused with ALS and is not a cause for concern. No, you probably don’t have ALS.


We left MGH feeling defeated. Prayer chains, healing services, oils from famous shrines and grottos, requests to saints I had never even heard of . . . on the way to the diagnosis, we had done all these things, and they seemed to have been a big waste of time, energy, and rosaries.


I wheeled my dad out of the examination room in his portable wheelchair. And now, with different optics than I had when I entered the doctor’s office, I looked around at the many neurology patients and their families in the waiting room and wondered why they were here. ALS? MS? Parkinson’s? Dementia? When they looked up at me, my eyes already welled up, and then they looked at my dad, and then back at me, they begrudgingly smiled, nodded, and knew that whatever it was we didn’t get good news. There was—in that instant—a fleeting, quiet moment of solidarity. While my folks were checking out, to make the next appointment, I told them I would get the car and meet them at the hospital lobby entrance.


As I entered the parking garage elevator, knowing this would be one of my only solitary moments for the rest of the day, I cried more than I could remember ever having cried. And then I cried some more.


As I started the car, “Have You Ever Seen the Rain,” written by John Fogerty, came on the radio. It was Willie Nelson singing, and still brings me to tears today.




Someone told me long ago,


There’s a calm before the storm


I know, it’s been coming for some time.





Everything moved so quickly. Rain was coming down on our sunny day.


There were no medical trials available to my dad, as his age and poor respiratory function threatened to distort the trial success rate.


Seriously? I thought when I heard that. I could not believe it. There was nothing they could do?


In the days that followed, my father’s voice grew softer. Chewing and swallowing became a chore. He labored with his breathing so much so that he was prescribed both a cough-assist device and a BiPAP (bilevel positive airway pressure) machine to provide extra oxygen to compensate for his weakened diaphragm.


Through the years, from many intimate family parties, to many Gatsby-like work and fundraising events at our home, I would often toast, “People long for the good old days. And though we may not realize it for many years, these are those days for our family.” What a lesson it was, to be able to notice those days, be aware of the present moment when living them, and have gratitude for them. In many ways, those days now seemed like distant memories of a bygone era, though they weren’t long ago at all.


Within a week of his diagnosis, my dad resigned himself to his fate and resigned as president of the company he had founded more than fifty years earlier.


“I think I should retire,” I recall my father saying to me while he was sitting on his side of my parents’ bed while staring out the window into the backyard, his now-waxy-looking and shriveled hands shaking, his now-diminutive profile fragile.


And maybe staring isn’t even the right word to describe his eyes at rest, not unblinking but reflective, maybe even afraid. “I can’t do the work. I don’t seem to have the concentration. My hands are bouncing around.”


“You like going to work,” I reminded him. “Why don’t you go in and just cut back your hours?”


“It’s time. I wish it hadn’t happened like this, but it’s time.”


“Maybe it is, but how about just easing out? Take it slow.”


“It’s just time, I think.”


“How are you going to do it? What do you want to do?”


“I started an email on my phone, but my fingers keep jumping over the keys. Take a look and finish it.”


“Where’s your phone?”


“On the dresser, with my wallet . . . make sure my wallet is there. I forget where I put it.”


“It’s there. What’s your password?”


He told me and said, “I think it just needs some cleanup. Make sure you say thank you and let everyone know how much I have appreciated their loyalty”—continuing to remind me of the importance of gratitude.


“OK.”


“And make sure there are no misspelled words.”


“OK.”


“And make sure you say that I’m still going to go to the office to say hello and help out when I can.”


“OK.”


And with only the edits he suggested, and with a few spelling and punctuation changes, many tears, and a subtle but agreeable nod, I hit “send” on what would now become a turning point and the beginning of his end:




Dear Fellow Shareholders and Directors and Associates/Friends,


As most of you are probably aware, I’ve been going through some health issues. My doctors just formally diagnosed me with ALS a couple of weeks ago—Lou Gehrig’s Disease.


The disease is different for every person and it’s too early to know how I will be affected but it is typically one where you lose use of the muscles over a period of time but only time will tell.


Since I am in the early stages, I don’t know whether it is going to be fast-moving or slow-moving. It’s just going to happen as it happens along the way.


It is my intention to retire effective immediately and wish to have no formal schedule going forward. That said, I would like to remain helpful on special projects and on matters where you need another opinion. It is still my intention to come to the office, so I won’t be a stranger.


I want to thank all of you for our many years together and thank you for your loyalty to the firm.





My father died from ALS on September 10, 2019, six days after his resignation and less than a month after his formal diagnosis at MGH in Boston. He was just shy of his seventy-ninth birthday.









A Resilient Kid from Southie


Remember the movie Good Will Hunting, starring Matt Damon and Ben Affleck? The movie was set in South Boston, or “Southie,” as it is known to us privileged locals. It seems like only yesterday to some of my cousins and friends who were among the movie’s extras, and who still receive small residual checks. “Just enough for Dunkies,” I’m told.


Southie is where my mother and father grew up. It’s where I grew up. It’s where I have aunts, uncles, and cousins from one side to the other. It has changed, but it still seems like most everybody there is related in one way or another.


Southie is where my mom still lives in the family home that my folks paid $26,000 for in 1969, an outrageous amount of money at the time. It’s likely worth close to a hundred times that much today.


Through the years, all over the world, in New York, and in Marco Island, Florida, in Phoenix, Venice, Italy, and Cork, Ireland, I have heard at hotel bars rousing piano sing-alongs that included Southie’s tribute song, “Southie Is My Hometown.” The tune is over seventy years old, but the lyrics still hold true today as they assure you that if you’re a son or daughter of South Boston, it will nevah forsake you. You can be gone for decades, come back, call somebody by their nickname, remind them you both grew up in the local housing project, and still cash in a few chips.


I have many family and friends who were born down on A Street, and raised up on B Street, or who grew up on some combination of lettered and numbered streets like D & 3rd, L & 8th, or K & 4th. The song is a reminder that there is something very special about Southie and about how it takes care of its own.


In many ways, Good Will Hunting put Southie on the national map. Some will tell you it was on the map decades earlier, as a result of Boston’s school desegregation busing crisis, but I prefer to think people know us as the home of Will Hunting. He made a big impression.


Like Will, Southie has sometimes been misunderstood. And as it was portrayed in the movie, Southie was, historically, an Irish Catholic working-class neighborhood. It wasn’t Beacon Hill, it wasn’t the South End or the North End, and—boy, oh boy—it wasn’t Brookline, where Morrie grew up.


Southie is different today. If you haven’t visited for a while, a drive along the waterfront reveals it as almost unrecognizable. These days, it’s less about its notorious history and gritty roots, including James “Whitey” Bulger and the busing crisis, than it is about the high-priced housing stock and restaurant scenes. It’s less Irish and more ethnically mixed, less about long-term families than newer ones. It has fewer packies and more coffeehouses with Wi-Fi. Fewer kids hang out on the corners playing street hockey, and more kids play organized sports. Fewer guys are playing handball at the L Street Bathhouse, and more people are windsurfing at Pleasure Bay.


Many of Southie’s multigenerational families have sold their two-families and triple-deckers to millennials who work in Boston and want million-dollar condos with skyline and water views. M Street Beach is now Southie Beach. The Boston Edison power plant is being converted into a massive mixed-use development. The waterfront, which for decades housed storied restaurants like Anthony’s Pier 4, Jimmy’s Harborside, and No Name, is now known as the Seaport District. The old landmarks have all but disappeared, to be replaced with YOTEL, SoulCycle, Lululemon, Morton’s, Vertex Pharmaceuticals, and Harpoon Brewery.


“Rapid gentrification” is a phrase heard often about South Boston—but those who grew up there liked it just the way it was.


Some things haven’t changed. Southie’s best parts still reflect against the abundance of metal building frames, glass façades, and the shiny chrome bumpers of expensive cars. Kitchen chairs still serve as parking spot savers after snowstorms; Sully’s still has the best hot dog; the L Street Brownies still take to the cold waters; the St. Patrick’s Day Parade is still one of the premier parades in the country, despite its cancellation in 2020 and 2021 due to the pandemic. Spuckie still means “sub” to some of us, and tonic still means “soda.” And most of all, Southie still has a very big heart. If your house burns down, if a family member gets sick, if anything bad happens at all, we have your back. Southie will throw you an old-fashioned “time”—a friendship party, which is a community bash to cheer you up and support you with a couple of bucks.


It was into this unique place that my father was born on December 21, 1940, to Thomas and Margaret Martin, both of Irish descent. His father, nicknamed Mitty, was a bar owner.


In 1952, according to newspaper clippings from the Boston Globe, Mitty was questioned by the FBI in connection with the infamous Great Brink’s Robbery. Labeled “the crime of the century,” it was the largest bank robbery in the United States to date.


The Brink’s building was at the corner of Prince and Commercial Streets in the North End of Boston, the city’s Little Italy, filled with old-world charm, narrow streets, the aroma of garlic, and the lost art of conversation. It wasn’t far from the former Polcari’s and Joe Tecce’s restaurants, where my family frequently dined. The money stolen in the heist, estimated to be over thirty million in today’s dollars, was never fully recovered.


In those early years after the robbery, it appears that the FBI questioned numerous local tavern and other small business owners, as they were a possible means for cash moving through the city. To this day, the robbery remains a Boston legend.


My grandfather died unexpectedly at thirty-eight after having a fatal heart attack. Unfortunately, I never met him, and my dad never talked too much about him. When he did, it was usually in the broader sense of how our cousins and other relatives were related, and how they all fit within the family tree.


My dad’s mother, Margaret, whose maiden name was Tighe, was sickly. She died at forty-eight from complications of heart and lung failure. I never met Peg, as she was affectionately called. My father told many stories of her kindness, patience, wit, and doting ways. One story stands out, one he repeated many times.


“I would go to the hospital every morning before work,” he would say. “And my mother would be hooked up to all these machines. She was on a big ventilator. She had a lot of heart damage from having had rheumatic fever when she was younger. And then one day, I walked in, and I was so excited that she was in her room and all the machines had been removed. I didn’t know for sure, but she looked much better. She looked beautiful and peaceful and happy.


“A nurse entered. ‘I’m so sorry, Kevin,’ she said. ‘Your mother died about ten minutes ago.’” My father was devastated, alone despite being part of a much larger family.


Perhaps that devastation wasn’t only about the death of his mother at an early age. Perhaps it wasn’t about the death of his father at an early age. Maybe it was about the head-on collision of many painful truths.


This was in the days before cellphones. When my father’s mother died, my mother had just gotten the call from the hospital—but she had no way of getting hold of my dad before he made it to my grandmother’s hospital room.


My father had a thorny and somewhat tricky childhood. He was loved by many people, but his family life was, at times, messy and complicated. Big families can lend themselves to bigger challenges, and a certain vulnerability sets in.


He and his brothers attended boarding school. We sometimes think of boarding schools in the context of snug and cozy chronicles, like traditional coming-of-age stories. Such halls of learning seem to offer a sense of security, a suburban retreat— an echo chamber of privilege—that promises a soft landing in life. Of course, that’s not exactly true. Things are never so simple. Life is never so neat and tidy.


My father attended the now-defunct St. Joseph School for Boys in Wellesley, Massachusetts. St. Joseph’s shared a campus with the all-girls Academy of the Assumption. The prestigious schools offered not only a first-rate education but a safe and stable living situation. Some of the students came from affluent Catholic families, particularly Dorothy Ruth, one of Babe Ruth’s adopted daughters, who attended the Academy of the Assumption when the Babe was playing for the New York Yankees. My dad spoke of these days openly of friendships made, teachers that left some type of impression on him, sports, and missing out on certain parts of family life.


Maybe the simpler things in life were taken for granted in boarding school. There was so much structure, for example, that my father never learned how to ride a bike. I tried to teach him many times, through the years, but he never felt comfortable with it. He always struggled to find balance, clumsily getting underway, and weaving back and forth until he slammed into some hedges or a streetlight, making a spectacle of himself every time. And while simultaneously smiling, laughing, and rolling his eyes, he shrugged it off. For me it was a somber reminder of bygone, childhood days. And in those lost days, he spent a lifetime looking for simplicity whenever he could stumble upon it, only to learn that simplicity is pursued by all of us, and we just need to let it in.


Because his mom was often in and out of the hospital, upon the death of my grandfather, my dad’s aunt, Cecelia Sheehy, became the court-appointed guardian for my dad and his three brothers, Tom, Jerry, and Mike. “Mrs. Sheehy,” as she was called, or “Sis,” to her family and closest friends, became more than a guardian. She became a guardian angel—a savior in many ways—to the Martin brothers. She raised them along with her own two sons, Edward and Paul.


My dad often told stories of how Sis nurtured and supported him and his brothers. “She helped us,” he said, “find direction in our lives, and helped lay a foundation that we had an opportunity to build on.” With a wide smile on his face, he fondly reminisced about big suppers, playing baseball and football, Saturday night card games, and the family sitting around the TV watching Jackie Gleason. Sis became the gentle woman, full of grace in a howling wind.


I don’t know what would have become of my father if it hadn’t been for Sis taking in the Martin boys.


I didn’t see my father cry many times through the years, but I remember the flood of tears he shed as he prepared to deliver the eulogy for Sis at Gate of Heaven Church in South Boston. It was more than fifty years after she welcomed him with love into her home.


Our childhoods leave indelible impressions on us. Tough childhoods cause us to lean, in one of a couple of ways.


My father faced incredibly painful and challenging days as a child. He was in and out of boarding school, saw his parents die young, and entered a new family household with his brothers. I think it was through such experiences that he learned to empathize more, care more, hope more, pray more, and love more. Maybe it’s how he learned to have more drive, and not give up.


Resiliency is about inner strength, recovering quickly, moving forward, maintaining a positive outlook, and keeping things in perspective. My father was resilient. I think he must have developed that quality as a kid.


When faced with early trials, some kids get on the wrong side of the tracks, and others become immeasurably stronger. A lot of them—no matter where they’re from—cross those tracks and lose their way. My dad chose to become stronger.


“If your ship doesn’t come in, swim out to meet it,” Jonathan Winters once said. Not everybody seizes their moment. Kevin Martin did.


My dad never forgot where he came from. He came from Southie. Not only did he not forget, but when you permitted him to shout it, he did—from the rooftops.









Let’s Just Be Practical


As Bostonians, we are blessed to live near Concord, Massachusetts, home to Walden Pond, made famous by the American writer Henry David Thoreau. Thoreau reminds us to simplify our lives, and in the pages of Walden he wrote plainly about what was on his mind: “I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.” Imagine if we could all achieve such freedom.


My dad often said, “Let’s just be practical.” It was his call for simplicity, a way to prompt us all—whoever was there—to get the job done and do it simply.


He was deliberate in his thinking, and he wasn’t one for overthinking things. He felt strongly that overthinking left necessary decisions unmade and led to lost opportunities.


My dad saw things as they were. He was a realist, and he was a simple and quiet mover. Those are admirable qualities, considering that most people spend much of their lives limiting themselves in the present while hoping for something better in the future.


In many ways, being practical is the other side of the resilience coin. How often have any of us said to ourselves, “I’m going to take that big trip next year when I’m in better shape,” or, “I’m going to change jobs once I save another $10,000,” or, “We’ll do all of those great things when we retire or when the pandemic is over?” More often than we would like to admit, time passes and takes away our idealized and well-intentioned plans.
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