

Praise for While They’re Still Here



“Trish Williams, as a responsible and dutiful daughter, weaves an engaging story of the struggles and painful moments in caring for her aging parents. But she doesn’t stop there. With humor and insight, she gives the reader a clear and compassionate view of their lives, including those sweet moments that make them more lovable in spite of themselves. She also shares her difficulties and frustrations in her role as ‘the responsible one.’ Of course, the irresponsible child would never have written the book!”


—ROSALIE THOMAS, RN, PhD


“The emotional roller coaster of caring for an aging parent is not an easy ride. Baby boomers—the population riding that train right now—often find themselves trying to balance respect for a parent’s intelligence and independence with providing for his or her safety and security. It is a juggling act of epic proportions. In While They’re Still Here, that juggling act is an emotional tribute to self-sacrifice and a daughter’s unfailing love for her parents. To the author’s credit, it also glimpses the depth of understanding of her family and self that Williams achieved during this formidable experience. This book is written with honesty, humility, and love, and will remind anyone involved in caring for an elderly parent that you are not alone in your labor of love.”


—SANDRA BULLOCK SMITH, award-winning author of Trading Places: Becoming My Mother’s Mother


“A refreshingly candid, poignant memoir that lays bare the physical and emotional costs of care, While They’re Still Here powerfully demonstrates the lengths we go to ensure the health and safety of our aging parents. Williams’ writing is stark and lucid, her well-crafted anecdotes filled with compassion even as her life is upended and her caregiving duties mount. Her book reminds us of the ability we all have to redefine our lives and our relationship with our parents—and to savor the time we have left with them.”


—JANA PANARITES, author of Scattered: My Year As An Accidental Caregiver


“In her new memoir, While They’re Still Here, author Patricia Williams writes about the ultimate role reversal. Her role as a loving daughter is slowly upended as she becomes a lifeline and caregiver for her aging parents as they try to negotiate the daily challenges that overturn their lives and hers. The role of caregiver is one many of us must face. Williams candidly shares the intimate and rewarding moments along with the fears and unexpected burdens that go along with this complex relationship. The reader will empathize and learn from her experience and will take away familiar themes they can learn from and that will stay with them.”


—IRIS WAICHLER, MSW, LCSW, patient advocate and award-winning author of Role Reversal: How to Take Care of Yourself and Your Aging Parents
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Dedication


To my mother, and all the neighbors, friends, relatives, and caregivers who have graced her life, especially my father and our two beloved redheads—my grandfather and my brother.




Chapter 1


The driver hadn’t required much more than a grunt or a single-word contribution from me to maintain his prattle for an hour.


“What time you leave home this morning?” he asked, his battered toothpick waving like a bandleader’s baton in time with his words.


“Four,” I answered.


“Long day. Almost there now. You’re so lucky you can do this. I wish I coulda had the chance.”


“Um,” I answered uncertainly.


“Once they’re gone, it’s forever too late.” He coughed out the last word, and I looked to see if I should begin first aid for a swallowed toothpick. From the way he was shaking his head, I decided he was only choking on a sliver of regret. I had no remedy for that.


“Yeah” was all I could muster, but I knew his taxicab wisdom held truth. I’d heard this same comment several times in the last few days from friends and relatives.


He yanked out the toothpick after it tangled in his scraggly mustache, then fondled a pack of cigarettes under the dash. That explained the reek of pine air freshener from dangling cardboard trees.


“Here we are,” he announced, as if I didn’t know. “Do you want me to wait until you get in the house?” An unlit cigarette swayed from his lips now.


“No, you go on ahead. Thanks.” I didn’t want to hurry my fate just so he could smoke.


His airport van sputtered away, leaving me alone in the dark driveway with only my suitcases and my dread. I stood there, unable to move, my new job description stiffening me like a nurse’s starched white uniform. The rain-soaked concrete was still steaming at eleven o’clock at night, with that indelibly acrid stench of simmering road grime. I was starting to sweat and steam, too, but I rolled my sleeves down against the mosquitoes reconnoitering for the only available flesh.


I had kissed my partner and my dogs good-bye in the opposite corner of the country before breakfast, zigzagged and layovered in an exhausting and inefficient short-notice flight plan to arrive in Englewood, Florida, but I was reluctant to undertake the last thirty feet to my destination.


Bad travel plans symbolized the end of my well-ordered life. When I had signed on for this job two weeks before, I had known I was relinquishing my nutritionally balanced, organic meals, eight hours of sleep, short to-do lists with each task crossed off at the end of the day, and regular exercise. My career as a dental hygienist had abruptly screeched to an end after a shoulder injury, so I couldn’t use work as an excuse to turn down this assignment.


Straightening my invisible caregiver’s uniform, I zipped up my courage, tucked in my compassion, and pasted on my smile. I could do this. I had to do this. I had trained my whole life to do this. I marched up the driveway to the front porch of this familiar stucco ranch-style house, crunching through oily seeds and dried leaves from the witch hazel tree. I swatted its prickly branches out of my face, wondering if I should prune it or cut it down, already initiating a new to-do list.


When I tiptoed into the house, the boiled-cabbage fumes of old age foreshadowed my future. No chicken soup simmering on the stove, no lingering cinnamon from a fresh apple pie to welcome me back. My mother was sick in bed, and my father was asleep, gasping and rattling in his threadbare recliner in the living room. Where was his apnea equipment? I pulled a notebook from my back pocket and jotted down witch hazel tree and snoring.


The memorabilia of my parents’ lives, our lives, burgeoned wall to wall: inlaid end tables my dad’s father built while out on strike from the railroad; pen-and-ink drawings by my mother’s artistic sister; glassware from a great-aunt’s estate auction forty years before; and afghans crocheted by each of my grandmothers. My mother’s only concession to new decor when they had retired here from Maryland fourteen years ago had been to leave behind her early-American couch and chair and buy a pastel floral set more in keeping with Florida’s ambience. She still lamented that choice, as if she’d deserted an old friend.


My parents had bought this new, contemporary house in a rural, coastal neighborhood and packed it snug with their living museum, reincarnating our childhood nest. Although moderately sized, with three bedrooms and two baths, it was smaller than their last home and half the size of the house in Ohio where I wilded through my teens. Mom and Dad never scaled down their belongings when they downsized their homes, just pushed and shoved and squeezed it all in, although the effect felt more cozy than cluttered.


I crept through the stagnant house, toward the guest room, inventorying symptoms of my parents’ decline: kitchen sink overflowing with spaghetti-smeared plates; cat hair upholstering every surface; baskets of ripe laundry. In my fifty-some years, I had never known my mother to go to bed without washing, drying, and putting away the dishes. I rinsed the plates, threw a sour sponge out the back door with a grimace, and tossed a load of laundry in the washer.


My blood pressure was rising as quickly as my blood sugar was plummeting. Maybe a piece of toast and a glass of milk would help. No bread. No milk. No cheese. No fruit. No food that wasn’t fuzzy and blue.


The most shocking sight was the dining room table, littered with a jumble of rolled-up newspapers, mail, medicines, paper plates, and coffee cups. This round, four-foot slab of old oak, the center of my mother’s universe, had always been orderly and always strictly her domain. I knew my brother and father weren’t sure what the boundaries for intervention were when Mom was sick, and were afraid to trespass even to tidy it.


Under normal circumstances, every morning my father set the newspaper by Mom’s spot at the table, where she read it cover to cover with her coffee. He couldn’t see fine print anymore, so she shared snippets of news and stories with him over his breakfast, then folded the paper right into a recycling bag by her chair. After lunch, Dad carried in the mail, sat at the table with her, sliced each envelope open with his pocketknife, and waited while she sorted through things. She read anything of interest to him, filed bills and papers in the cabinet behind her chair, and recycled the junk. Her last act of each day was a survey of the table for cups and crumbs, refilling the napkin holder on the lazy Susan, and straightening the place mats.


I stacked the newspapers, sorted the mail, cleared the dishes, and wiped off the tablecloth. Traipsing into the bathroom, I hung up a musty towel, splashed cold water on my face in the stained sink, and peed. The toilet didn’t flush. I added plumber and bigger notebook to my list.




Chapter 2


Looking for moral support, I headed for my brother’s lair in the garage. He had recently moved back home for temporary financial relief while establishing a career in photography and graphic arts. I knocked lightly. “Chip, it’s me.”


He opened his door and stepped aside to let me squeeze past his full-bodied, six-foot frame, acknowledging me with a casual “hi”—an unemotional, nonphysical, typical family greeting after a three-thousand-mile trip.


“Hi, honey. How are you?” I responded in the same flat tone, my uniform intact, no distress leaking out around the seams. The lack of emotion in greeting this “chip off the old block” was no indication of our relationship. Although he was named Thomas, after our father, Chip had earned his nickname by being the spitting image of our mother’s beloved Irish father. I had adored my grandfather, and I cherished my brother beyond words.


The computer monitor and two televisions lit his face, highlighting his cobalt-blue eyes, dimples, and freckles. He was a cute baby when my mother handed off her wailing newborn to me and cradled her wine bottle instead, and he was a striking forty-something man now.


“Okaaay,” he sighed, his always-answer in a sweet singsong, which could mean anything.


My eyes adjusted to the dark as I wedged myself between the cats on the futon.


He turned to face me, his red Irish curls backlit now by the strobing screens, and asked, “How was your flight?”


“Greeaaat,” rang out my standard answer, in a ridiculously energetic voice.


That done, we could talk.


His words poured out: “Jeez, I’m glad you’re here. They shouldn’t have released Dad from the hospital today; he’s panting and pale. I’m too busy with work and packing to take care of him. I have some photos in a show next weekend, and I’m not ready.”


The trembling voice in my head was trying to categorize panting and pale. What was I doing? I was only a dental hygienist.


My calm caretaker’s voice asked, “Did they diagnose anything? It sounds like the hospital ran every test in the book for three days.”


Chip answered, “Panic attacks. He has a new prescription to fill tomorrow. I think he’s upset that the eye surgery didn’t work.”


Behind my brother, Jay Leno was chatting up Ringo Starr while Peter Jennings cross-examined General Tommy Franks. Was it mere irony or karmic gravity that had pulled me into my mother’s orbit at this precise time, March 2003, during a second-edition George Bush war? The first Gulf War had seared a landmark divide in our mother-daughter relationship.


I didn’t want to hear the answer to my next question: “How’s Mom?”


“I don’t know. She’s been in bed for three days and hasn’t said what’s wrong.”


My family practiced and perfected “don’t ask, don’t tell.” I needed to pose one more question before I covered my ears and started braying, Lalalalala. “Do you think they’re serious about moving to Washington?” I couldn’t hide the trepidation in my voice.


He flipped through channels, checked his e-mail, and answered me simultaneously. “They have to go. They can’t stay here alone, and I’m moving in three weeks. Dad can’t manage the outside, and Mom can’t take care of the inside. I help them with appointments and prescriptions, but they won’t let me do anything else. They say they don’t want to bother me, but I think they haven’t wanted to admit they can’t manage things on their own. They can’t afford the house; insurance and taxes have tripled in Florida since they moved here.”


Okay. So I really was here to pack up my parents and move them to Olympia, where I’d lived for nearly thirty years. I accepted my fate and chuckled sarcastically. “I actually dropped the phone when Linda called and said how happy she was that Mom and Dad were moving to Washington. That’s how I found out. I felt like I was rehearsing for our personal family TV sitcom.”


My brother scoffed, “Typical. Don’t discuss anything with the ones who need to know. I didn’t find out until you called me.”


Our half sister, Linda, who also lived in Washington State, was older and more like a doting aunt to us. Our mother confided in her, and they shared a secret past to which we were not privy. I was not informed Linda was my half sister until I was twelve and realized some dates for marriages and births didn’t add up. After a brief, confusing explanation, that subject fell permanently into my family’s “don’t ask, don’t tell” category.


Had it really been just two weeks earlier when every fiber of my life had frayed after Linda’s phone call? I had squeaked out a feeble agreement with her about this being good news before I went flat, all the air out of my tires. Not usually theatrical, I collapsed on our living room floor and stared at the ceiling while my dogs stood stock-still over me, hanging their cocked heads in a question.


I was genuinely happy about my parents’ decision—I wanted them to move—but I had intended to ease gently into the idea when the time came by gradually repositioning the pieces of our lives. This was too much all at once for a methodical person like me to organize. When I extracted myself from my emotional muck on the floor, I forced myself to think. Moving. Sell their house. Pack. Find a place for them to live.


When? I stared at the calendar while waiting for blood to flow back to my brain. I chided myself to think positively: no more grueling flights back and forth to Florida, no more diagnosing obscure medical symptoms over the phone. Good. Breathe. Plan.


It might have been easier to arrange their exodus if there hadn’t been a sense of urgency, but when I spoke with Chip after my sister called, he fine-tuned the gloomy picture. He was moving to live with his girlfriend, and both Mom and Dad appeared near nursing home–caliber sick. Chip could hold down the fort until I got there, but he was balancing that with a new full-time photography job, his own art exhibits, and his ongoing work as an animal communicator.


He advised me to hurry, and I knew he wasn’t one for melodrama. I needed to act quickly. Plane reservations. Instructions for the dogs while I was away. My prescriptions. My medical appointments. A haircut. Lists and lists.


My partner of twenty years, Katy, understood my daughterly mandate. She had readily agreed to assume my responsibilities for running our household, but I knew she didn’t perceive the extent of the commission. She managed her own thriving small business as a counselor, which consumed most of her waking hours, while I handled our home life. I didn’t have time to worry about it, though. If she couldn’t start the mower or find the dog food, she could call me.


I couldn’t answer her question, “How long will you be gone?” and I couldn’t answer my question, “How long will they live?”




Chapter 3


Saying good night to Chip after midnight, I dragged my bags to my parents’ guest room and wondered why the carpet was swaying. I plopped down on my suitcase and lowered my head between my knees, figuring I was fainting. As my head dangled closer to the floor, I realized either the carpet really was undulating or I was hallucinating. I didn’t have time to be sick. How could I take care of them if I couldn’t take care of myself? And what kind of illness was preceded by acute eye squiggliness?


Not to worry. It was just bugs—millions of tiny insects stampeding in waves to escape my fatal footsteps.


Chip walked by the room while I was still hunched over the carpet, then came in, asking nervously if I was okay. Looking down where I pointed, he said, “Damn termites. They erupt like volcanoes after every rainstorm.”


He pulled a portrait of our grandfather away from the wall and peeked behind it. “They’re even in the drywall and the cardboard behind the pictures. I’ll go change my clothes; you get the vacuum. We have a long night ahead of us.”


I wrote exterminator in my notebook and sneaked past my reverberating father to smuggle the vacuum cleaner from the front-hall closet. I definitely did not want to wake him and then cope with both him and the termites. He would have been embarrassed and determined to help, and that, predictably, would have sparked an angina attack. My father never considered that his limitations were less than those of the sailor he’d been sixty years earlier, and I didn’t have the energy to triage his self-esteem and the vermin.


Clandestine cleaners, my brother and I quietly stripped every piece of cat hair–covered fabric in the guest room and laundered everything twice. Chip skulked down the hall to make sure Dad was still asleep; then we lugged the mattress and box spring to another room so we could vacuum the entire termite-laden rug, the inside and outside of every piece of furniture, all the drawers and all their contents, and the walls behind the infested pictures.


My brother left me with “I don’t think we should tell them any of this.”


I knew he was right. I’d need a pest inspection to sell the house, so the bugs would be dealt with anyway. But was not telling them perpetuating the “don’t tell the ones who need to know” family creed or genuinely protecting them? It didn’t matter—I couldn’t bear to tell them.


My parents had devoted their life energy to cultivating their tidy homes, always fixing, painting, improving. Now that they were approaching eighty, their infirmities and stress had catapulted the house downhill with lightning speed. My perspective of the house had changed, too, since I had assumed the task of preparing it for sale. I was now scrutinizing it through the lens of a potential homebuyer.


By then, at five in the morning, I should have been tired, but adrenaline had fully charged my battery. This morning I would begin setting the stage for my parents’ rite of passage: having a child take care of them. I had maintained a fairly consistent relationship with them throughout my life, so the whole idea wasn’t completely unthinkable. I couldn’t qualify our relationship as good, bad, or indifferent. It ran the full gamut of adjectives, just as most relationships do. What would this next phase render?


Over the last three years, as their health had declined and my father had lost most of his sight, I had traveled back and forth from Washington to Florida with increasing frequency. Based on my undeniable history as a caregiver, I didn’t even question my role. From the beginning, I dressed my Tiny Tears doll in a warm coat to go outside and in snuggly pajamas for bed. I bathed, brushed, and tucked Bluey and Sugarfoot, my stuffed dogs, under the covers with their muzzles peeking out just enough to sniff fresh air. I still have them.


I indulged my pets with every comfort. I had cared for my dental hygiene patients with my full heart and soul. After fifty years of nurturing anything in my proximity, politically correct or not, I had conceded that I was a caregiver. I didn’t analyze or defend it; it was the character card I’d been dealt, and I played it when it was my turn.


During the previous years of my cross-country geriatric nursing, I had assured both of my parents that if they decided to move to Washington, I would make it happen. Dad had been ready to pack up years before, but Mom wouldn’t budge. She clung to her bottle in Florida and knew it wouldn’t survive the trip. Even though her on-and-off alcoholism was at the very top of the “don’t ask, don’t tell” list, I had somehow managed to make it clear that drinking was not a way of life in my West Coast land of clean air and healthy habits.


Now here I was, dropped from the sky into Florida, at boot camp for eldercare training. I was up and at ’em for my first day on the job when Dad shuffled into the kitchen for breakfast.


“Hi, Dad,” I said quietly. “I got here all safe and sound.” That would clarify who I was and my location in the room without startling him. He could see well enough to know someone was nearby, but he required a minute or so to line up his remaining speck of eyesight to identify people. In the last two years, he had undergone several eye surgeries to battle macular degeneration and ocular blood clots. He now had no vision in his left eye and a tiny dot of peripheral vision in his right eye.


“Oh, good. How are you?” he wheezed, then collapsed in a chair to catch his breath.


“Greeeaaat. How are you?” Silly, cheery voice for someone who’d had no sleep.


“Terrrific,” he coughed out, trying for his Tony the Tiger voice for his always-answer.


What a bunch of liars we were.


He was not terrific. I was not great. He was too weak to go to his grocery-bagging job with his buddies, his shoulders were hunched to his ears as he struggled to draw a breath, and he was stuck at home unless a neighbor or Chip drove him somewhere. He couldn’t drive anymore because of his vision loss, and Mom hadn’t driven in years. We didn’t know why she wouldn’t drive, but no one pushed her, since her drinking was unpredictable.


“Didya sleep okay last night, Dad?”


“I guess so. I sleep better sitting up, so I’m sleeping in my chair.”


“That’s good. Let’s move your apnea equipment out there, then.” I tried to make it sound like a great idea.


“I don’t need it,” he grumbled.


“I heard you kinda gasping last night in your chair,” I said, hoping I wasn’t going to alienate him this soon.


“Okay. I’ll move the machine.”


I crossed snoring off my list and added hospital bed, so his head could be elevated.


“What are we going to do today?” he asked, his voice tinged with hope.


“Let’s go to the grocery store. We can get your new prescription, too.”


He heard it as “let’s go to Coney Island.” He perked right up and recited a list. “I’ll open the car doors to cool it off, see if your mother wants anything at the store, shave, and be ready in a half hour.”


We were going out! In the car! To his store! To see his friends! Out out out. It was a dose of medicine for him, and a caregiver’s reward.


Mom heard the magic words grocery store and crawled out of her cave. The raving beauty we all remembered now lugged an extra one hundred pounds, distending a faded, flowered muumuu. Her stooped, barefooted cargo was capped by stringy hair and swollen eyelids.


“Hi, Mom. How are you?”


Leaning on a chair, she cocked her head, squeezed one eye closed, kinked her upper lip, and shrugged. In the “don’t ask, don’t tell” playbook, that meant, How the hell do you think I am? Nevertheless, she rattled off a grocery list before she hobbled back to bed. I told myself things would get better because they couldn’t get much worse. Could they?




Chapter 4


Those first few days, I devoted as much time to worrying as possible. I tried to excuse it as planning, but my heart rate belied the truth. I decided the most pressing problem was my parents’ stress levels. My own tension was not resolvable. Mom remained in bed and was not forthcoming with any information regarding her condition. Dad had never been much of a talker. I would need to decipher their anxiety by reading between the unspoken lines.


Aware that I was erecting the scaffolding for our relationship in this new era, I knew I had to be my best self. I ran errands, did light cleaning, and ostensibly kept them company while I was conducting my research and planning. I didn’t ask any hard questions or require decisions of them, just casually mentioned possibilities suggesting a rosy future in Washington. They began to trust that they would be taken care of but still have choices. All of our shoulders slipped down a few notches, although they remained up around earlobe level.


Mom showered on the fourth day and asked me to cut her hair, even though the only hair I had ever cut grew on my standard poodle. I realized it was the least of the tasks I was unqualified to perform and plowed ahead. She plopped her busted and bursting body in a chair and began directing me in haircut protocol. Handing me a worn bedsheet with frayed edges and a cigarette burn, she instructed me, “Drape this sheet around me, and then fasten it in the back with this pin. Here are Uncle Shorty’s barber shears. This side goes toward your thumb. You can use this spray bottle if you want.”


I was baffled at the explicit directions, since no one had ever cut her hair at home. Then I recognized this was the way she had trimmed our bangs when we were kids, maybe the way her mother had cut her bangs, too.


Dad stuck his head in and said he was walking next door to see his friend Carroll. Once Mom had me to herself, her worries gushed out: “I cut up all our credit cards, but we owe thousands more than we can ever pay. Don’t tell your father. He would just worry.” She shifted uncomfortably and groaned.


I wasn’t sure if the familiar refrain “don’t tell your father” was for her sake or his, but I knew I wouldn’t violate her trust or add to his stress. “Do you need a different chair?” I asked while I combed and snipped.


“No, my hip replacement is loose, and the only specialist willing to redo it is three hours away. It’s complicated because of the Paget’s disease. Don’t tell your father.” She paused to weigh my reaction. My invisible caregiver’s uniform was evidently on straight, so she continued, “I don’t want any more medical bills anyway. The insurance won’t cover Dad’s Sarasota hospital stay because they say it wasn’t preauthorized. How could I have gotten it preauthorized? He had a grand mal seizure in our hospital and fell out of bed in the middle of the night. They had to race him by ambulance sixty miles to the Sarasota hospital for emergency surgery. They just sent the bill to collections. Don’t tell your father.”


I wondered if I should wait to see if more overflowed or try to dam it there. She paused, so I plunged: “You can give me whatever jobs and bills need to be looked into, and I’ll see what I can do. Your expenses will be much lower in Washington, so you’ll catch up financially. We have well-respected orthopedic surgeons in Olympia; when you’re ready, you can have your hip evaluated.”


Did I get it all? Did I get it right?


She sat up straighter and turned to face me, saying, “Thank you so much for everything. You are a lifesaver. I think I’ll go get dressed and curl my hair. Thanks for the trim.” She swirled her head back and forth to feel her new length, just like my dog shook after a haircut.


I unveiled her from the tattered sheet, and she located her handholds on the arms of the chair. She rocked backward a bit, to build up velocity for her trajectory, then hurled herself forward, hoisting her pain-filled prow out of the chair. She reeled toward her bedroom, a decrepit shuffle-hobble-grunt of decaying carapace.


My eyes tracked her, but my brain featured a video of her signature exits in younger days: One arm up in the air, her fingers snapping a rhythm, one hand on her abdomen, swaying her shapely hips, she would hum and swoosh out of the room in a beguiling rumba flourish. As a teenager, I burned with embarrassment at her exhibition; now, I ached for a trace of sashay.


How did she manage these mounting medical tragedies? In the last ten years, she’d had a knee replacement shatter, a malignant kidney removed, breast cancer, Paget’s disease diagnosed as the source of her bone degeneration and pain, and my father’s continuing cardiac saga and vision loss. Maybe it was no wonder that she had started drinking again after a decade of sobriety.


Although he didn’t drink, Dad bought wine for her, rather than suffer the consequences of her ire. No one blamed him. When crossed, Mom could slam her face shut and keep it locked for months. Privately, my father berated himself for not having dealt with her alcoholism in their younger years. My frequent reply to him and abiding life philosophy was, “You did what you thought was right at the time.”


The next day, my father spilled his worries via show-and-tell in the backyard, his transplanted Midwestern terrain. Unlike the adjacent yards of swimming pools and palms, ours had a forty-foot spreading oak tree. We sat in its shade, watched birds at the log cabin–style feeders, and admired the baskets of geraniums hanging on the laundry-line posts. The previous year, Dad had grown sweet corn, calling his patch an ear of Ohio.


I thought we were resting, but his fret timer went off. He nodded at the storage building he had installed for my brother’s excess possessions and said, with a tight throat, “That storage shed is too close to the house to pass inspection, so we need to get rid of it.” He pointed up to a gable vent, squinting his eyes and furrowing his forehead because he couldn’t see that far, and asked, “Is there still a TV cable running up there into the attic? It’s disconnected but needs to come out. What should we do about the broken glass on these windows? Can you see the roof? Is it in good shape?” I scribbled in my ever-present pocket notebook.


I found a ladder and climbed up onto the roof, knowing that my inspection was the only way he, and now I, would feel reassured. The condition of the roof hadn’t bleeped on my radar screen of repairs yet, but now it hit me with gale force. With relief, I hollered down, “We just need to repair this one spot where Chip’s satellite dish was, and then it’s perfect.”


After I came down, he rushed on to his next concern. “This irrigation system is really going to bring down the price of the house.” We walked over to the main control box. He had fretted about this a few times, but I didn’t understand the problem. My father had designed and installed an irrigation system for the entire piece of property. It was a large corner lot, and he’d dug all the trenches by hand and laid the pipe himself when he’d retired here in his late sixties. The flourishing flowerbeds, fruit trees bursting with buds, fragrant ornamental shrubs, and lush grass proved the irrigation system’s success. What was wrong with it?


He pointed to the control box and pipes. “The water filters need to be changed, and I can’t see in there. Could you try to do it?”


He leaned on the house and lowered himself onto his rickety knees. I knelt beside him.


He lifted the cover and instructed me from memory. “First, put your left hand on the green knob way in the back and hold it tight; then turn the blue one clockwise with your right hand. It will turn hard, but it’ll go.”


He directed me through six more steps with precise instructions, then said, “I asked Mr. Bigshot to change them the last time, and he said the system was crude and needed to be upgraded.”


Aha! Now I knew the problem: Mr. Bigshot was Mom’s nickname for a puffed-up neighbor with fancy cars, an Olympic-size pool, and corrosive commentary.


“This is a great system, Dad. It allows you a lot of individual control with a minimum amount of expensive equipment to maintain.” He knew I had a professionally installed system at home, so my opinion had credibility with him.


Between the roof’s being in good repair and the first-rate irrigation system, he’d received a double dose of medicine. Dad went indoors and took a restful nap. I went in and organized lists and sublists.


Even though I was so stressed that I couldn’t fully unclench my teeth, I didn’t feel resentful toward my parents. I knew the headlines, if not the details, of the ebb and flow of the eight decades that were bringing them under my care, and I viewed their lives more compassionately through this lens of hindsight. I knew they needed to be able to depend on me, regardless of our stormy past.


When I was growing up in the Midwest in the 1950s, we were the essence of a postwar, blue-collar American family. Mom happily wore her freshly ironed aprons, and Dad came straight home from work every night at five thirty sharp, depositing a kiss on her cheek while she stirred something on the stove. Unlike the happy TV families, though, we lived in tornado country, literally and figuratively. Unpredictably, the emotional winds would shift and send my two siblings and me swirling. I can only sift through those tumultuous times with my adult understanding of the potential undercurrents brewing. The slamming doors, sharp silences, and stilted conversations were never explained. We weren’t supposed to notice.


As a headstrong, manipulative child, I plotted my course during those blackened skies and maneuvered my way around my mother’s prevailing winds. As a strong-willed teen, I did as I pleased, defying my parents to enter the eye of the storm to control me. As an adult, I mostly bobbed my head in wonderment at my parents’ idiosyncrasies and hoped it looked like agreement. They probably did the same. It just wasn’t worth fighting about anything anymore.


Even the difficult times had been interspersed with happy interludes, though, and I had maintained a connection with each of my parents through thick and thin. The only hiatus in our relationship was in 1990, when my mother, an “I like Ike” Republican, hung up on me, a Vietnam-era “make love, not war” Democrat, because I disagreed with her about the first Gulf War. Just a week before, she had been charming, witty, thoughtful, gracious, and bright. She had chatted, “How are the dogs? Did you try that recipe? Did you get the book I sent?” By the next week, she had downshifted into bitterness and spat at me, “If you can’t support our country, you should just leave it. See how you like it in Russia.” She slapped the phone down and cut the cord of our relationship.


In my teens, I blamed my mother’s dramatic mood swings on her Gemini birth sign, the twin. In time I realized that alcohol and a caustic reservoir of entitlement invoked her churlish counterpart, fueling a mean drunk who could suddenly take up residence for a few hours or a few years. No matter which twin manifested, she reflected some of the vanity and physical remnants of Mom’s former life as a 1940s nightclub starlet.


A month after she’d hung up on me, we’d still had no contact. I cautiously composed a letter to her, pleading for her to stop drinking. A year slid by, with no response and no communication, until my boss planned a trip for our entire staff to Disney World. Jiminy Cricket on my shoulder would not allow me to vacation within sixty miles of my parents’ home without visiting them. I called, and we reconciled in our traditional family way: Everyone pretended nothing had ever happened.


My intention now was not to confront my mother’s bad moments or bad years. My father had his, too, of a different sort. Let’s call him overly flirtatious and leave it at that. He was my mother’s Cary Grant, tall, dark, and handsome, and she was outwardly madly in love and inwardly just plain mad about the attention he paid to other women. My parents each had kept a bitter, private balance sheet of personal infractions throughout their lives but seemingly now had thrown away the scorecards. I could, too.


By their subtle comments, I gathered that they fully grasped the complexities of putting all their eggs in my basket. When they asked me if I would ever want to leave Olympia, I knew it meant, Are you going to leave us high and dry in a strange city? In my heart and mind, I had accepted the responsibility of caring for them for the rest of their lives, and I reassured them of that with my words and actions. They asked if I was tired, if it was all too much, how they could help me. They wondered how they would get to the doctor or the grocery store. I answered each worry and coated my words with kindness. We were all on our best behavior, a community pulling together after a twister called aging cut a swath through our lives.




Chapter 5


I was cautious about the number of problems I presented to them each day, but I had to talk to them about where they were hoping to live and how and when they were going to get there. Planning for travel had never been part of their résumé. The only big trip we had ever taken when I was a kid was a spontaneous two-week vacation to Florida with no motel reservations. Most of our sightseeing consisted of driving around, looking for affordable lodging and cheap food.


Did they think I’d load them up, we’d drive off, towing a U-Haul, and then they’d cram in with Katy and me until we found a place for them? Pack up a three-bedroom house myself and drive across the country with ailing oldsters and their cat? I resolved to bring it up at the next available calm spot.


We were all seated at the dining room table for lunch, and no one was hyperventilating or squirming, so I casually floated a test balloon: “I was thinking about getting some estimates from moving companies.”


Dad, ever the twenty-year-old seaman, proposed, “Do you think we could just take a U-Haul?”


I hoped I sounded like I was seriously considering the idea when I replied, “Maybe, but let’s just get an estimate.” They reluctantly okayed the idea.


“When do you want to go?” I asked, like it was a trip to the zoo.


My mother was fidgeting now, smoothing the tablecloth and straightening napkins. Dad was hunching over to fill his lungs. Mom’s lips quivered and her eyes filled up as she spurted, “I figured you wanted to get home as soon as possible, so we’d just pack up and go next week.”


Instead of pointing out how ridiculously unrealistic that was, I said, “Well, I thought I’d be here a couple months to pack and get the house ready.” Their joint sighs of relief calculated the degree of my information failure. Why had I waited to talk about this?


Dad cleared the table and started putting the food away. He’d probably had enough, but I wanted to get this settled. “Where do you want to live?” I asked, in the tone of “What would you do if you won the lottery?” A few months earlier, I had asked this same question hypothetically when Mom had first hinted that they could no longer afford the house. At that time, she had pursed her lips and spat out, “I will not live in an apartment. I don’t want to stare at a slumlord’s peeling wallpaper or hear the baby next door crying. I will never live in an apartment again. And don’t even think about a retirement complex. Never.”


This time, before Mom could rev up steadfast refusals about renting, Dad asked, “Do you think we should rent a house?”


“You could,” I answered, “but it would be pretty expensive, and you’d still have to worry about taking care of a yard.” Then I swiftly got on a roll before Mom could lead her charge. “I did some research before I left home, and I think I found a good option; at least, you could live there temporarily. Do you remember the apartments across the street from us? There are twelve apartments there, hidden by the trees, right on the lake.”


I could see Mom cocking her stink-eye at the word apartment, preparing to shoot me with a lethal glare. I had to talk fast so her negativity couldn’t find a gap and derail my presentation. “Here’s the floor plan, and here are some photos I took inside one of the apartments.” I told them the price, which was surprisingly affordable because of its rural location, proximity to railroad tracks, and outdated appliances and fixtures.


My parents had visited Olympia several times in the past, staying with us for a month each time. They loved our rustic setting near the lake and woods and enjoyed our neighbors and friends. Mom studied the photos I spread out on the table, and a promising reality quickly replaced her inchoate fears. Necessity, persuasion, a secluded lake, affordability, and a clean apartment changed her mind. I signed and faxed the lease. I wasn’t sure they would both survive a full year, but at least I had a place to deposit them. We were all on track. Dad said, “Let’s go get boxes and start packing. I have stuff to take to the Goodwill.”


The movers estimated our load and showed us the giant-size truck we’d need. That resolved the U-Haul issue but presented a new one: The cost was much more than we anticipated, and my parents had no savings. I downplayed the dilemma and assured them I could front the money. Gulp. I hoped they would make a profit on the house. The mover had suggested we could reduce moving expenses by paring down their belongings and by packing all the nonbreakables ourselves.


To that end, Dad picked up whatever object he walked past and carried it to the garage to pack. Gardening shears with photo albums. Cat toys with hot-water bottles. I went to the grocery store every morning at six and jammed the car with boxes. At night I repacked Dad’s cartons in sensible categories, labeling and inventorying as I went along. We gave things away to neighbors; we set flowerpots, fertilizers, and cleaning supplies out front with a FREE sign; we hauled a dozen loads to the dump; we donated to Goodwill every time we went into town.


Proportionately, though, not much went to Goodwill or the curb. Mom clung to their possessions as a tether to a formerly full life, not a lower-class apartment life. I packed and labeled, telling myself my only goal was to transport them and their belongings to Washington in relatively good condition. I could deal with sorting their stuff in Pacific Standard Time just as well, and sleep in my own bed during the process.


At least we were moving forward together. We weren’t in a cold war, and no one was in the hospital.


On day ten, I strolled into the kitchen with my make-believe caregiver’s uniform refreshed and my to-do list ready. I was humming and happy with our progress. Mom smacked shut a cupboard door and growled, “Where’s my measuring cup?” She warehoused a dozen measuring cups, so I didn’t take her too seriously and just kept moving as if I were only passing through.


She snapped, “The two-cup glass one with the big spout.”


I couldn’t pretend I hadn’t heard her and replied, “I don’t know. Maybe I put it in the wrong cupboard.”


Snarling and slamming, she screamed, “Did you take it to the Goodwill? Ask your brother if he has it. Why does everyone think they can throw away my things? I’m taking everything to Washington. Don’t get rid of anything.” She banged door after door, punctuating her wrath. “I want everybody to stay the hell out of my stuff.”


Admittedly, I had been cleaning, sorting, and tidying, but I knew better than to decide the fate of any of her belongings. “Mom, I’m sorry,” I said, hoping I sounded apologetic, not sarcastic. “I thought I was helping, but I can go home and just come back when you’re ready to go. The movers can pack everything.”


Her rapid and panicked “no!” told me I was misinterpreting her tantrum, but I didn’t have a clue about her behavior. Obeying our family code, I knew it was unreasonable to expect her to explain herself or for me to request an explanation.


I phoned Katy to bemoan my fate and described my mother’s eruption. Katy, a psychotherapist with a specialty in treating addictions and trauma, asked several questions and promptly diagnosed alcohol withdrawal. My mother had likely squeezed out her last drop of wine and had no hope of procuring any more while I drove the grocery cart. Nor could she count on acquiring contraband from her former grocery runners, including Dad. She knew he could feel safe teaming up with me in banning alcohol, and she couldn’t requisition a neighbor for supplies when I was obviously managing the shopping. I didn’t know all the details of how she had formerly obtained her stash, but I knew my presence blockaded it.


The next morning, I slithered around, avoiding her as long as possible, trying to take the temperature of our world before I slid in—a skill I had mastered in childhood. By midmorning, too hungry to avoid her anymore, I edged into the kitchen.


Hair combed, apron tied, and voice soft, my mother cooed, “I’m going to bake some cookies this morning before it gets hot. Why don’t you call that place down the street and get a massage? I’ll pay for it. You’re working so hard.”


This was as close to an admission of “I’m sorry, I’ll try harder” as she ever came, and more than I expected. I never dared to hope that this was the version of my mother I would take to Washington. Maybe she did have a reserve of the courage she’d draped on like a fur coat so many times in her past. Maybe she was still the person who, if she didn’t go to bed with a bottle, woke up grateful and gracious.




Chapter 6


As the alcohol drained out of Mom’s bloodstream, her metamorphosis continued. A few days later, she timidly asked, “Do you think you could take me shopping for clothes?” A simple question, but so many layers of her life fabric were sewn into it. She hated being overweight. She had no patience for shopping and felt intimidated by every other body in the store. She wanted to be the svelte, blue-eyed vixen who had wowed nightclub audiences in her twenties, and nothing less would do.


“I’d love to,” I said. “You have great stores here. I can shop for a birthday present for Katy. When do you want to go?”


“Not tomorrow. I called the handyman to fix the leak in my toilet, and he’s coming in the morning at eight o’clock.”


She knows a handyman? Those were magic words for me and my list.


I didn’t know there was a leak. That bathroom was inexplicably off-limits to anyone but her, so I had no idea of its condition. Not wanting her to be embarrassed in front of the handyman, I asked if there were things she’d like me to do in there before he arrived.


“No. I’ll clean the toilet,” she answered adamantly. I saw a struggle in her eyes that I interpreted as her not wanting to make more work for me.


“I could wash the floor. That’s easy for me,” I offered.


“Oh, all right. It probably needs it. Let me tidy things up in there first.” As she turned away, I heard a muffled “damn it.”


After she reluctantly granted access, I charged into her bathroom with gloves and cleaners and spent several hours scrubbing. As I wiped out under the sink on my hands and knees, the odor of sloshed, fermented fruit defined the room: It was her bar. Prohibition had just shut it down, and I was preparing it for reopening to the public for its traditional use. I couldn’t begin to think about what my mother was going through. I just hung on to my gratitude for her not drinking, no matter how it came about. Maybe someday we’d talk about it. Probably not.


The next morning, I answered the doorbell when it rang precisely at eight, but it wasn’t the handyman. It was a tanned, handsome, typical Florida retiree, dressed in pressed khakis and a polo shirt, ready for the golf course.


“Hi. Can I help you?” I asked, thinking he might be a realtor who’d caught a whiff of our plans.


“I’m Alex,” he announced.


That elicited a blank stare from me, so he continued, “Margaret called about a leaky toilet?”


This was the handyman? He excused himself as he passed me and said hi to Mom. She pointed. “In there.”


He came out before I gathered my wits and said he’d be back in twenty minutes with the parts he needed. He returned in that time frame, fixed the toilet, and charged fifteen dollars. While he was chitchatting with Mom, she asked him about painting the walls.


“Oh, sure,” he replied. “The whole inside? I’m going to be away for three or four days, but I could start Monday at eight. Probably take four days. Get twelve gallons of eggshell and three gallons of semigloss. See you Monday.”


I filed his proposal in the pretty unlikely category because it seemed too good to be true. The cost of his labor was too cheap, the plan too easy. I bought paint and started rolling the walls.


At seven thirty Monday morning, he arrived dressed for eighteen holes with paint tarps in tow. It didn’t take long for my skepticism about him to turn into admiration. Alex painted like wildfire, without a splatter or a drip. He didn’t need the paint tarps he so carefully smoothed over the carpets. He was gracious and spoke engagingly about his life. He had been a vice president of a large corporation and consulted for them occasionally but mostly kept his schedule open for his grandchildren. Mom had told me he lived on a golf course in a high-end neighborhood, but he gave no allusion to that. He worked as a handyman to keep busy.


Our painting and chatting were interspersed with companionable quiet. I studied him. He was so confident and comfortable; I wanted to be like him when I grew up. But why didn’t I feel grown-up? I was over fifty, I owned a house, I had a retirement account and a stable long-term relationship. I just wasn’t prepared to be in charge of my parents.


We finished painting in three days, and Alex went to the garage to say good-bye to Dad, who was touching up paint on the wood lap siding of his handmade three-story dollhouse. I knew Dad had wanted to paint with us but couldn’t; instead, he had scaled it down to a manageable project by painting the dollhouse.
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