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Dedication



This book was conceived as I watched my loving and lovable father, Melvin Edward Sneider, advance in age. I began to assume a larger role in his life, helping him when he asked, and later even when he didn’t. He needed the help even though he didn’t know it.


As I began sharing my idea about this book, I met so many people who began telling stories of becoming caregivers for their loved ones. I heard their stories of the good and bad and everything the role entails.


I dedicate this book to my father, who vowed to never be a burden and did the best he could to take care of his family and himself every day of his life. I also dedicate my book to the millions of people who are or have been caregivers for their family or friends. Your challenges may feel overwhelming at times; some days they certainly are. Hopefully, along the way you will experience the rewards that can come with this role. Always remember that you are not alone. Caregivers need to be able to ask for help. My goal for this book is to remind you there are people and places you can turn to.


Many of us may ultimately need the kindness of a caregiver some day. And I hope there is someone in your life that will be there to take on that role when you need it the most.





Introduction
The Challenges—and Rewards—of the Parental Role Reversal



The phone rang at 11:00 P.M. and immediately jolted me awake. Those of us with elderly parents know the uneasy feeling when an unexpected call awakens us late at night. I jumped up and hurried to the phone.


It was a nurse at my father’s assisted-living facility. Dad had fallen. “I think you should come over right away,” she told me.


I was out the door and in my car in five minutes, going as fast as I could on the ten-minute drive to Dad’s place. I was thinking about him and how he had done all he could to take care of himself and be independent. He had been so strong and capable when my siblings and I were growing up. Over the years, he’d faced—and overcome—many challenges. He continued to amaze us with his humor and ability to rebound.


I got to his apartment. I could hear a woman laughing on the other side of the door. When I walked in, Dad was sitting on his couch in his underwear and bathrobe. His right arm and leg were covered in blood. And he was holding the nurse’s hand, shamelessly flirting with her.


“Listen, doll,” he said, “I think I’m gonna make it, don’t you?” She smiled at us both, and assured me that he was okay.


Dad had fallen in his bathroom, grabbing the towel bar on the way down. He’d banged his leg and arm against the tub. Luckily he’d been aware enough to pull the emergency cord in his bathroom to get help.


“What about his injuries?” I asked her. “And his vital signs?” She told me he was fine.


His vital signs were just slightly elevated. But neither she nor my dad could explain exactly why he fell.


“Your dad is quite a joker,” she told me cheerfully.


I spent the night sleeping on the floor at Dad’s apartment, having been unable to get comfortable on his little couch. I knew he’d get up around 4:00 A.M. This had been his routine for over seventy years, and I wanted to make sure there were no more falls. It took me a long time to fall asleep. Lying there, I thought about how lucky my siblings and I were that Dad had been doing so well for such a long time. But I also began considering what additional safeguards we would need to put into place. Our goal was to keep Dad as safe and as healthy as possible.


When I began writing this book, my dad was ninety-six years old. My sisters and brother and I were betting that he would reach the century mark. Dad continued to work out three times a week. His only complaint then was that his legs were feeling weaker and he couldn’t walk as far as he used to. All in all, he was in remarkably good health.


Every year when we’d celebrate his birthday, I thanked him for doing such a great job of taking care of himself. “Keep up the good work, Dad,” I’d say playfully.


He always smiled and replied, “I keep doing the best I can.” And he did. We were all so grateful for him. We all loved him. He was such a large presence in my life that I couldn’t imagine him ever not being a part of it.


That night, after Dad’s fall, as I lay on the floor, tossing and turning, I thought about my daughter, Grace, who was seven at the time. Many of us have parents who, as they grow older, need more and more help from their adult children. Grace will probably take on that role one day for my husband and me. This is the way it goes for every new generation.


Every day each of us grows older. As our bodies age, our physical and mental abilities change. Sometimes this process moves slowly. It can also shift in dramatic and unwelcome ways.


There are no magic cures or means to stop the aging process. Cosmetic surgery changes what’s on the outside but not what’s on the inside. Medical interventions at key times can offer some relief and stabilization. And along the way, family, friends, and/or health-care professionals may need to step in to offer assistance. Sometimes seniors treasure this assistance. At other times, they are less receptive. Some seniors may stubbornly object to any type of intervention. This can happen despite the obvious necessity that those close to them can see.


As we live our lives, we collect stories about what we experience. Each of us has our own unique collection of stories that make us who we are. Our history influences the choices we make later in our lives. We all have a need to be heard; we all want to live our lives as we see fit regardless of our age. We want people to take the time to listen, respect, and understand these decisions.


It is a blessing for all concerned when those involved in the caretaking process agree on a course of action to support their loved ones as they grow older. Many of us will later look back at these critical junctures in the lives of our seniors, and reflect upon what happened. Ideally we will believe that the right decisions were made to keep them as healthy, independent, and safe as possible. But in the here and now, many caretakers are focusing on helping their aging parents maintain as rich a day-to-day existence as can be managed. Sometimes, taking the time to think about their past can give us important clues as to how best to tackle the challenges in the present.


If it’s possible and you haven’t done so already, I encourage you to listen to your parents’ rendering of their own living history, and to ask them about what they want, both now and in the future. Hearing their stories can take us to places we have never been. It brings that history alive. These stories can inspire us and teach us about how we came to be who we are.


Often, seniors will repeat anecdotes and tales; they might forget or confuse the details. We can still learn much from what they tell us. Even if your parent tells you a story you’ve heard many times before, perhaps asking a new question will divulge a new perspective or detail that captures both your attention and your imagination. And this additional understanding can offer fresh insight that helps us to be better caretakers.


All families have a unique history. If we’re lucky, stories of our ancestors have been shared from generation to generation. One of the favorite parts of my work as a medical social worker was taking the time to hear the life histories of my elderly patients. I tried to incorporate that in my work with them and in their discharge planning. Often, they were eager to talk with me because few others took the time to listen. In many instances they had repeated these stories so many times to family or friends that they were not interested in hearing them.


As I came to see over the years, these life biographies share common themes. Seniors will frequently describe ancestors coming to this country to create a new life, striving to create families and fulfill dreams. Their themes as they talk are similar. They talk about work, falling in love, sickness, money, family, fears, triumphs, failures, and relationships that shaped their lives. Another theme from these stories is war. Veterans from World War II still can be eager to tell their tales. Sadly, we are losing these veterans at a rate of three hundred per day.


As you read this book, I encourage you to think about how the themes of these stories relate to your aging loved ones. At the same time, what do you see happening with them in their day-to-day lives? Who are they now; and who were they? How does the past affect their relationships today?


As I was writing this section, I couldn’t help but think about how relevant these questions are for our brave soldiers of today. Coming home, many of them are wounded both physically and emotionally—just as veterans have always been.


Soldier or not, as we move through our adulthood, all of us experience the themes I describe above. We must face our own individual aging process and make choices about how to engage in our daily lives. Inevitably, we bring our histories into our current lives and our relationships; having an awareness of this can shape us for the better.


The numbers on aging are changing. We are living longer than ever before. According to the 2010 census, “There are 53,364 centenarians living in the United States and these numbers continue to increase.” The term “silver tsunami” has been used to describe the growing population of people who are now living well into their nineties and beyond. In fact, according to a study by the Gerontology Research Group, there are sixty-eight people—whom they call “supercentenarians”—whose ages the Group has validated to be 110 or more, and “they estimate the real number is closer to three hundred to four hundred and fifty persons.”


The Pew Research Center reports that in response to our parents living longer, there’s been a proportionate increase in the number of adults assuming caregiver roles. They reported that this “is especially prevalent among adults ages thirty to sixty-four, a group traditionally still in the workforce.” Their “statistics show an increase in caregivers rising from 30 percent in 2010 to 39 percent in 2013.”


Unfortunately, this role reversal doesn’t come easily for all concerned. As adult children, there’s a lot to think about when we become our parents’ caretakers and must confront this radical shifting of responsibilities.


Reactions vary. Sometimes we talk awkwardly with our parents. We struggle to create new boundaries. Sometimes there are raging battles among siblings about who is going to do what—battles which can end up destroying lifelong relationships.


Identifying and assessing your parent’s needs and who will fulfill the necessary caregiver responsibilities takes determination, patience, knowledge, and—all too often—money. It includes a wide-ranging set of skills that few of us initially have.


At the heart of the personal narrative in this book is the story of my father and the evolution of our family. His need for assistance as he grew older is reflected in so many families today. I realized that there are literally thousands of people just like me who struggle to understand and get a handle on the reversal of roles that takes place as we begin to be caretakers for our parents.


I’ve been a licensed clinical social worker for over thirty-five years. Much of my career was as a medical social worker, working with elderly people who’d been admitted to the hospital. A big part of my job was advocacy. I made sure that my patients and their families understood their medical condition and treatment goals. I encouraged them to talk with health-care professionals when they had questions or concerns. My work also included helping manage the discharge planning for these patients and their families.


Along with sharing my dad’s story I’ve included useful information to help guide you through the challenges of assuming this new caregiver role. Most chapters in Part One feature a personal narrative followed by key caregiver guidelines, expert insights, and resource material.


Part Two is devoted exclusively to the major challenges that caregivers face, such as how to manage hospital bills and insurance questions, dividing up caretaker responsibilities, choosing a nursing home, and estate planning. It contains a wide array of information, including links to additional governmental, nonprofit, and private resources.


Writing this book has been truly a labor of love. It’s taken me in directions I would not have imagined when I began it. I did a lot of research, which offered new revelations. I was surprised by the number of people who found themselves in this position. I was also struck by the fact that often they didn’t know how to access information and resources that could help. And their sense of isolation and helplessness could be immobilizing.


In my role as author there may be names or specific details I chose not to include in order to protect and respect the privacy of certain individuals or events. But everything you’ll read about my dad’s family history is the truth as far as I know it. It’s based on my own observations over the years as well as the stories and anecdotes shared by my parents, other relatives, and friends.


In my family, Dad was famous for the sayings he would have ready for all occasions. He had a wonderful sense of humor, which only grew sharper as he aged. When he would make an outrageous comment or observation, my siblings and I would often tease him about it. Inevitably Dad would smile, and he’d reply firmly, his eyes twinkling, “I only say it because it’s true.” That was his mantra and it will be mine to you, the reader, throughout this book.


Although my family’s story is unique, I am certain that along the way there will be situations that will be familiar to you and your loved ones. My hope is that by writing about my experiences and what I’ve learned, you’ll find valuable clarity and support. If you’re feeling overwhelmed by the challenges of helping your elderly loved one, I hope that this book will enable you to face them with new insight and energy. Remember, you are not alone.
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Iris Waichler with her father, Melvin, on her wedding day in 1996.





PART ONE






Chapter 1
The Early Years
Coping with Grief and Loss of Family



In 2009, when my dad was ninety years old, I went to visit him in his apartment at his assisted-living facility. It was a short ten-minute drive I would make every week, or more if necessary. He handed me several sheets of paper, filled with handwritten notes, and said, “I decided to write down my life story.”


I was surprised. Dad wasn’t usually a reflective person, and had never written anything remotely autobiographical, so this was very out of character. “What motivated you to do this, Dad?” I asked him.


“I’ve been thinking about it, and I wanted to get it all down before I’m gone,” he answered. “I want you to read it all.”


I looked at the first paragraph.


I am six years of age and am scheduled to attend first grade at the Haugen School. My parents designate my brother Jules for the task. He is five years older than me. He takes me to the school yard and deserts me. It is winter and I am cold, lonely, frightened, and lost. After many lonely hours I find my way home. How I don’t know. My parents pay little attention to me.


This stark incident of being abandoned by his brother forever dominated Dad’s memories of growing up. It was linked to his feelings about his parents, too. He believed they were aware of the cruelty inflicted by Jules, but did nothing to intervene. Even in his nineties he still had dreams of being lost as a little boy—lost and unable to find his way back home.


Many of Dad’s recollections of his childhood and youth were tinged with sadness and loneliness. He would talk about the lack of love or support from anyone in his immediate family.


In addition to his older brother Jules, Dad had a younger sister, Edith. He also had a stepbrother, Sidney, who was ten years older than he was. Not only would Dad describe the emotional abuse directed at him by his father, Harry, he said that Sidney was subjected to physical abuse from Harry because there wasn’t a biological relationship between them.


Harry and his wife, Sarah—my grandmother—had emigrated from Russia. They came to the United States through Ellis Island. When Harry was being processed through immigration services, they asked him if his name was spelled “Schneider.” It was actually “Sneider,” but unable to read or write in English, and not knowing what else to do, Harry simply said yes. (Many years later, Dad persuaded him to legally change his name back to Sneider. I think Dad was embarrassed by his illiteracy and felt strongly about setting the record straight.)
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Melvin had a troubled relationship with his parents Sarah and Harry Sneider.


Unlike my grandfather Harry, my grandmother Sarah was a well-educated woman. She had divorced her first husband and had a young son—Sidney—to take care of. She never spoke about her first husband to my dad, so I never learned anything about him or why they split up. It must have been something significant, though, for her to strike out on her own.


Both of Dad’s parents lived with us during my childhood. It seemed to me that my grandmother was afraid of my grandfather. This dovetails with later discussions I had with Dad, who believed that Sarah was grateful to have found a man willing to marry a divorcée with a young child, and that she was afraid that if she took a stand in any way opposing my grandfather, she would be jeopardizing her marriage—something she was unwilling to risk after going through one divorce. Still, Dad blamed her for not speaking up when my grandfather was cruel to the boys in the family; he never forgave her passive behavior whenever Harry yelled, called them names, or struck them when he got angry at some perceived infraction of his rules. And yet, Dad said, he and Jules never stopped competing for positive attention from their parents.


To the end, Dad believed with enormous resentment that Jules was “the favorite son,” and that Edith was treated as a favored child because she was a girl and the youngest. It was a lot of emotional baggage for him to carry his whole life.


Dad grew up in a poor neighborhood in Chicago, Illinois. His father, Harry, traveled up and down the alleys in a horse-drawn cart, searching for junk and scrap metal that he could sell. This was how he supported his family.


Later Harry had enough money to purchase an old truck, and over time his business improved enough for him to move his family to a new neighborhood called Albany Park. Dad was twelve years old at that time. It was a move up into a better home and what he hoped would be a better life.


In his little autobiography, Dad describes a traumatic incident that happened after their move to Albany Park:


One day Sidney puts a can on Jules’s head and decided to shoot it off with a gun. I know this is a subtle method to murder him and I put a stop to it. Instead Sid talks Jules into entering a wooden barrel and puts a .22-caliber bullet through the barrel hole, which enters Jules hand just beneath the surface of the skin. I dig it out for fear that Pa will punch Sid.


This protective instinct explains a lot about my dad back then and throughout his life. Despite the emotional complexity of his home life growing up, Dad still had an incredibly strong sense of the importance of family. This, juxtaposed with his innately strong feelings about right and wrong, fostered a powerful urge to help his relatives, just as he did with his brothers during that long-ago incident, risking the wrath of his father in this act of kindness. My dad would forgive many perceived injustices against him—both when he was a child and when he was an adult—that were committed by all of his immediate family members over the years. Still, with Dad, forgiving by no means meant forgetting what had transpired.


I recall my grandfather Harry as a quiet, distant man, who rarely smiled or showed much physical affection. I don’t remember seeing any signs of affection displayed between him and my dad in the many years he lived with us. Harry was a heavyset man; he had bushy eyebrows, and thick creases in his face that showed the passage of the years. He would often sit in the living room with the newspaper held out in front of him, but it was upside down. As I grew older, I realized that he was pretending to read in front of me and my sister Susie. Appearances were important to him. At the time, we didn’t understand why he needed to create that charade.


Despite his illiteracy, Harry successfully ran his scrap-metal business. Dad worked in the warehouse with him. They were long, very physically demanding days. Dad also dealt directly with the customers and helped with the bookkeeping. And he did the inventory work along with the reading and writing of contracts to help conceal his father’s limitations. They got some help from Jules. But Jules wasn’t willing to consistently put in the hours or the physical labor that was a part of the job, such as lifting and moving huge three-hundred-pound barrels full of different types of metals.


As for my grandmother Sarah, I remember her as a quiet woman, small and fragile. She followed my grandfather around the house, like his shadow, and would sit with him in the living room. She’d give Susie and me a hug or a kiss sometimes, but, like Harry, didn’t talk very much to us. They both assumed passive roles within our household. My mother was responsible for making sure they were fed, their clothes were cleaned, and they got the proper medical care when necessary.


Sarah died from cancer when she was seventy-two years old. Harry died shortly before his eightieth birthday from a heart attack. Dad and Mom were at their bedsides, supporting them through these health crises until the end of their lives.


After I got my social work degree, Dad finally seemed able to admit to me that his relationship with his father Harry was filled with a tremendous amount of anxiety. It got so bad that once, while in a discussion with Harry, Dad actually passed out. He was so concerned about it that he went to a psychiatrist for help. Not only was he feeling very frightened and confused, he wanted to make sure he never reacted in the same way again. He didn’t want his father to have that much control over his emotional state.


It was at this time that I began to see just how seriously broken the relationship between my father and grandfather had become. That fainting episode occurred when Dad initially began to face, and explore, the true nature of his relationship with his father. It was his first realization about how incredibly painful it was for him. That was when he began to openly speak with my mom about it too.


Over time, Dad slowly began to unveil other stories to us about things his parents had done to him and the damage they had caused. There was one story in particular he remained fixated on in his later years. He bitterly explained how when he was a soldier he sent fifty dollars a month from his army paychecks back home to his parents, with the understanding that Harry would put the money in a bank. He was supposed to save it for my dad, so that when he returned from the war, he’d have some money saved up as a cushion to help him get started in civilian life.


But when Dad came home from the army, he learned that Harry had taken his money and used it to pay for Edith’s wedding. My dad was devastated by this news. I remember Dad telling me that he simply couldn’t believe that while he was away risking his life, his father had just handed the money over to Edith.


In his eighties and nineties, Dad repeatedly returned to telling this story as a representation of the kind of man his father was. What Harry had done was the ultimate betrayal, Dad felt, and it was unforgivable. He literally took this anger to my grandfather’s grave—in the sense that he made the deliberate decision not to visit the graves of his parents after their funerals. He saw this as his retribution for them not being emotionally available when he needed them the most.


Dad’s relationships with his siblings were also very complicated. His stepbrother, Sidney, grew up to be an unstable adult. He lived in California, and we didn’t see him very often. Sidney’s early fondness for guns became a lifelong passion, which disturbed my dad, who vividly remembered what he had almost done to their brother, Jules. Uncle Sidney became a security guard, and Dad found that horrifying.


I remember as a child being on a family vacation at a dude ranch in Arizona. One day there was a knock on the door of our cabin. My dad opened the door, and there stood Sidney, dressed like a cowboy, from his hat to his boots, with a pair of six-shooters at his side. Sidney was a short man, but his getup made him look tall. He seemed like a real cowboy to Susie and me. He wasn’t, but Dad immediately realized the guns were real and began chastising Sidney for having loaded weapons near our family. He demanded that he leave.


Yet, during the many periods when Uncle Sidney couldn’t hold down a job, Dad sent him and his wife money to help them get by. He could not abandon him.


Dad’s relationship with his brother Jules was by far the most challenging for him. Unlike Sidney, Jules had stayed in Chicago and he was at our house all the time. He believed appearances were very important—a very different value from Dad’s—and he bought expensive cars, clothes, and jewelry to make it seem like he had a lot of money. He was supposed to be working with my dad at the scrap-metal business they had inherited from my grandfather, but, continuing his behavior from his earlier years, he rarely showed up for work—although he continued to collect his paycheck from Dad.


My dad would never admit it out loud, but on some level he truly valued his relationship with Jules. They became traveling companions after they were both widowed, and took many cruises together. They became companions in life as well. They understood each other. This created a sort of mutual comfort and shorthand in communication.


Despite longstanding issues about trust, the fact that they were brothers always trumped past disagreements or transgressions. Jules was still at our house a lot. They enjoyed sharing meals, watching TV, and sitting in the yard. When Jules got sick with a respiratory illness, it was my dad who was at his bedside, making decisions about his treatment and care. Jules’s condition worsened, but he stubbornly refused to follow his doctors’ recommendations. He was hospitalized for several days and ultimately died there with my dad at his side. This was in 1992, when my dad was seventy-five.


Jules was the only remaining member of Dad’s original nuclear family. Although Dad never talked about it, it was clear that Jules’s death was a significant loss for him. In addition, the close circle of friends that had been such a huge part of my parents’ lives had fallen away due to death. It seemed to me that Dad became afraid to make any new, close friends for the remainder of his life because he was fearful he would lose them as well. It was an all-too-familiar pain he didn’t want to experience again.


From the time we were little, Susie and I always knew that we would go to college someday. My parents emphasized the importance of a good education as being the only way to get a good job and build a career. I know that Dad felt so strongly about it because he himself didn’t go to college. It was an opportunity he never had, growing up as he did during the Great Depression.


So when he talks about education in his autobiography, it’s more about his high school years.


I am very good at school. I enter summer school to skip half a grade. I attend a four-year technical high school to learn electrical skills. I do not go to prom, because it is the Depression.


And he describes his first job while in high school:


After school I used to work at the Clark movie theatre as an usher. I got fired because I refused to hang signs after the theatre closed and I was off the clock. I never worked so hard for twenty-five cents an hour. I also sell shoes at Berland’s women’s shoe store at Wieboldt’s department store. When the store closes, I put away stock without any extra pay, which is forty cents an hour plus a little extra money I make selling bows.


Dad’s work ethic developed at a very young age. He strongly believed he should earn his own wages and contribute to his family, especially during the Great Depression. This ethic, along with his fiscal acumen, would serve him well throughout his life.


From the time my dad was a young boy, he was always very good at mathematics, financially responsible, and a good businessman. Even at the age of twelve, he had a feeling there was going to be a huge financial collapse. He tried to talk to his father and begged him to take his money out of the bank. But Harry refused to listen. Undeterred, Dad went to the bank on his own and withdrew his life savings of thirteen dollars shortly before the country’s economic collapse.


If you talk with people who lived through the Depression, most will tell you that it made a lifelong impression on them. One of the consequences for my dad was that he never trusted banks again. He’d keep money in multiple banks, in limited amounts, as his own personal safeguard.


When he was older and I would take him to do errands, as we drove around he would tell me, “I have money in that bank, and that one, and that one too.” Playfully, I would call him the bankers’ version of Johnny Appleseed, because he kept planting money—like seeds in these banks—and it would continue to grow. He always laughed, but would also warn me not to assume that another depression could not happen again, adding that it was “always a possibility.” He made me promise I would never forget that and be wise with my financial affairs, just as he had been his whole life.


Along with Jules as a partner more or less in name only, Dad took over his father’s scrap-metal business, Harry Sneider and Sons, when he was twenty-seven years old. I grew up hearing him call himself a junkman. It was backbreaking work. He got up at four in the morning to go to his warehouse to load up his truck. He’d return home around three in the afternoon, tired and dirty, moving slowly, speaking to us in short sentences.


The first thing he did upon entering the house was to take a shot of Canadian Club whiskey, and then he’d go take a shower. After that he would inevitably fall asleep in his La-Z-Boy chair. This was a great moment for Susie and me because it meant that the change in his pockets would fall out. What a treasure trove for us! We knew to look for the money quietly, because we were not to wake him up under any circumstance. When it was dinnertime, Mom would give us the signal, and then Susie and I could wake him up.


Once a year Dad would take Susie and me to his warehouse. It was a small, dirty building without windows. I remember there was an old, outdated calendar with bikini-clad pinup girls that hung on the wall, covered in dust and timelessly hanging on a nail. To Susie and me, the warehouse seemed like a magical place because our dad spent so much time there. Even at a young age we sensed the importance it had in his life and ours.


Many years later, as an adult, I talked to Dad about his job after he finally decided to give up the business. He was in his late seventies. By then I understood how physically demanding it had been and the sacrifices he made for our family. He provided a home and through his hard work offered a lifestyle that meant we never were hungry or lacked for anything we needed. I had some regret that as I was growing up I took this all for granted.


It was during this conversation that Dad admitted to me how much he hated the work his father had bequeathed to him. The early-morning awakenings were oppressive. Many times, the physical demands of the job felt overwhelming.


“Why did you keep on doing it, Dad, if it made you so unhappy?” I asked.


“It never occurred to me to stop,” he replied simply. His most important goal, he explained, was to ensure that his children would have the opportunity to go to college and get a good education. This was something he never had in his life, and he had promised himself that he wanted to make this a reality for his offspring.


As Dad got older and older, I became concerned about how he was so focused on his distant past and how negative his memories were. I decided to try and shift his focus to the present. I talked to him about his children—my siblings and myself—and his grandchildren. I was happy to see his face brighten. “I’m a very lucky man,” he said. “I have a wonderful family and I love them very much.”


Gently, I told him that remaining bitter and angry at his father and brother, both long dead, prevented him from appreciating the good things he had in life, right here and now. I could see he was thinking about what I said. And then I realized there was another way to go about it, speaking in terms that would have a lot of resonance for him.


“Dad,” I said, “you’ve gotten the best revenge of all. You’re alive. You outlived them all. You have a good life with people you love, and who love you. We all happily take care of each other. They’d be jealous of the family you helped to create. Don’t let past memories overwhelm you today.”


“You know, I never thought about it like that before,” Dad answered. “You’re right.” He laughed, and with a big smile on his face he told me, “I got the best revenge by building our family in spite of them all.”


We had many similar conversations after that. When other family members would hear Dad’s anger at his parents and siblings reemerge, they too would gently guide him back into the present. We all tried to help him refocus on the positive. He agreed to try, and we knew that was all we could ask of him.


I remember this time in Dad’s life so clearly. He was ninety-six. I thought about all that he’d gone through in those many years and how it had helped shape the man he had become. The pain related to the lack of love he experienced growing up inspired him to become a more loving parent and grandparent.


He was willing to make many sacrifices so his children could feel loved, be given opportunities to get an education, and be self-sufficient. He wanted to offer us everything he never had. He was a self-made man, who had the confidence to educate and challenge himself to face the tasks that needed to be done along the way.
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