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  This book is dedicated to all of you who have shared so richly with us from your family stories. We learned much from the partnerships you have created. Thanks for letting us listen in on your conversations.


  Preface

  The idea for this book came from a seminar that we presented with our daughter Anne and her husband, Todd. We had been asked to talk about the conversations parents and their adult children need to have about aging. At the time of the seminar, we were in our late sixties, and Anne and Todd were in their early forties. As we gathered material for the seminar, it became clear that this was a timely subject for many people. The seminar was well attended, and the responses from it revealed an intense interest in the subject.

  Besides the seminar, the book is also drawn from our nearly forty years as counselors. Many of the families with whom we worked faced significant conflict with parents in their senior years. Few had made plans or had even talked together about the future. When crises arose, the families were unprepared.

  Writing this book has been very rewarding. When friends and colleagues learned what we were doing, many offered stories from their own lives, or they referred us to others with experiences to share. There are many more stories waiting to be told; they can be a part of the ongoing conversation.

  As we gathered these stories, we visited many people in their homes. We appreciated their openness and warmth. It was especially gratifying to experience their spirit of humility and wish to make sure all of their family members were given the credit they deserve. Some allowed us to use their names, while, for a variety of reasons, others did not. However, every story is real in the important details. We are indebted to those who were a part of this process.

  The community in which we have lived for more than three decades, Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, has also shaped our ideas. A blend of urban and rural areas with more than half a million residents, it sits on the western edge of the East Coast megalopolis, about a ninety-minute drive from Philadelphia and Baltimore.

  Perhaps the most important influence in our lives is the Mennonite community of which we are members. We belong to a more progressive branch of the Mennonite church, but we are surrounded by many Amish and Old Order Mennonites, who demonstrate the importance of family ties and simple living. Our views are shaped by these relationships. Many of the stories in the book are from people who are part of these communities, but we have listened to and included a diversity of voices, all of which have strengthened our understanding of the relationship between parents and their adult children.

  When to begin these conversations?

  We suggest that the retirement of parents is a convenient marker for the parent-adult child conversations about aging to begin. For most families, that means the parents will be in their sixties, and their adult children will be in midlife.

  This will take effort. Adult children may live far away and be very busy with their own lives. Since many families get together during holidays or for other occasions, we propose that you use some of that time to discuss your shared future.

  For readers who have no children, we suggest that you petition a niece, nephew, or some trusted younger person to play the role of coach and supporter. If you are deep into your retirement years, we encourage you to begin this relationship soon. We believe that the conversations which we describe in the book can be useful to everyone regardless of their situation.

  We also recommend that every congregation or house of worship designate someone to provide counsel and support to its aging members—especially those with no adult children. For readers who have no faith community, we suggest that you seek counsel from friends and professionals who work with seniors. No person or couple should age alone.

  It is our strong belief that families need to begin these discussions early and continue talking until the death of their parents. Far too many families wait until circumstances force them to talk, and then they have to make decisions under pressure, which often leads to conflict that can continue for years.

  We encourage families to find new ways to connect with each other. Many families have disconnected from each other emotionally. This powerful shift in the culture has exacted a high toll on families. We believe that there are better ways to face the later years of our lives. That’s what this conversation is all about.

  It is our hope that this book can help families work together to make important decisions about aging. We hope it will encourage adult children to support their parents throughout their senior years.

  One note: We have written most of this book in the voice of the parents. The exception is chapter 4, which we have written in the voice of the adult children.

  To all the people at Good Books, a big thanks for believing in this project. We are especially grateful to Phyllis, Merle, and Kate for their advice, editing, and optimism. They helped to give shape to ideas that need to be a part of the conversations as we age.

  And now we give thanks to our adult children—Brent and his wife, Cheryl; Nate and his wife, Cathy: Anne and her husband, Todd; and Nina and her husband, Craig, for joining us in our process of aging. Your support, advice, and courage to help us face ourselves and our future have enabled us to better understand what this partnership is all about. Let’s keep the conversations going.

  — Gerald W. Kaufman and L. Marlene Kaufman


  CHAPTER 1

  Beginning the Conversations

  MOM: You know, last night when we went out to dinner and they asked if we wanted the senior discount, I just about said no. Really, were you ready for that? Seniors! We’re not old yet. Why do they have to rush the calendar? I want to stay young as long as I can.

  DAD: Taking a senior discount doesn’t make you old. We’re only old if we think we are. Besides, who doesn’t want discounts these days. We can get better rates at hotels, concerts, and lots of other places. Look, we don’t have to even think of being old for another twenty years, so don’t lose any sleep over some little discount.

  DAUGHTER: Mom called today and was upset because they were offered a senior discount at a restaurant last night. She was embarrassed—maybe even offended. She’s not ready to think about being old. Now every time they go out, she says aging stares them in the face. Are they going to be confronted with this discount thing? I tried to tell her how young she looks and how everybody their age goes through the same thing, but I don’t think she’s convinced.

  SON: I’ll call Mom and get her straightened out. There’s no need for her to be so upset about such a small thing. Mom and Dad shouldn’t be so uptight about their age. I don’t know what their plans are for the future, but at their age, it isn’t a big deal now. They should be happy for the discounts. Besides, you and I have plenty of our own things to worry about.

  As we approach our senior years, many of us don’t think much about what is ahead. Often we are in good health and active, and our lives are going well. So our thoughts center on cruises, golf, hobbies, and, perhaps most of all, the freedom to do nothing. When a what-if thought crosses our minds, we quickly push it aside, telling ourselves that we’ll deal with it when the time comes.

  Thinking about the future, though, is important to do now. And beyond thinking, we need to talk, first with our spouse and then with our adult children. Like it or not, we are all in this process as families together. Even if we have talked with our spouse about what is ahead, many of us have not done so with our adult children. Some surveys indicate that only about one-third of parents have talked with their children about aging, and often not until a crisis occurs.1 Some medical crises may make it impossible for us to convey our wishes to the family.

  That’s one reason it is important to begin these conversations with our adult children around the time of our retirement, when most of us as parents are still well and competent. If we have made it to our sixty-fifth birthday, statistics indicate that at least seventy percent of us will live at least until we are eighty-five.2 The possibility that we could live for twenty or more years makes it even more important to have formed an open relationship with our adult children.

  Among many other things, we should be sure to talk about our finances, our health, where we might want to live as we continue to age, and how we want to be cared for when our health declines. It is especially important to talk together about end-of-life decisions. Most of all, we want these conversations to be ongoing ones because our needs will change as we age.

  Living in a complex world

  We invite our adult children to become involved with us because we live in a world that is becoming too complex to handle by ourselves. This complexity is a special challenge for us when, according to brain scientists, our ability to process information begins to slow down. We can become more susceptible to making wrong decisions. Seniors are often the victims of scams. It can also be hard for us to know how to respond to legitimate appeals for money from various charities or church organizations and those that come even from our adult children.

  The fact that our society now presents us with many more choices than in previous generations adds to that complexity. In his book The Paradox of Choice, Barry Swartz notes that choice making has become an enormous burden for all Americans, taking up precious time and using up our energy. For seniors, one of the many choices we have to make is in selecting the right Medicare supplement plan from the dozens of confusing options that are available. We often need help with the ever-changing technology that confronts us daily, including knowing how to use computers, TV remotes, digital cameras, and even our cell phones with all their apps. It is with some embarrassment that we ask our grandchildren how to make them work.

  Our resistance to asking for help

  There are many reasons, though, that we don’t initiate these conversations with our adult children. We don’t want to burden them during a very demanding time in their own lives. They are often feeling pressure from their careers and from raising their families. For the most part, we aren’t on their minds, and we want to keep it that way.

  In addition, many of us were influenced by parenting theories that emphasized the importance of not placing too many demands on children. Author Lori Gottlieb says that parents were encouraged to give their children the freedom to find themselves and the encouragement to do anything they wanted in life. Now, when we need them, it may be hard to change that pattern. After all, they are now their own persons, and we don’t want to be co-dependent on each other. Or so goes the theory.

  On the other hand, according to an AARP study, seventy percent of our adult children are still receiving some financial support from us.3 So when they are dependent on us in this way, can we expect them to become our partners during a time of need?

  In fact, many of us have a strong aversion to becoming dependent on anybody. Throughout our adult lives, we have prided ourselves on being self-sufficient. Most of us had careers that were significant and satisfying. We were active in our church and in the community. We made most of our decisions by ourselves. So as we enter this phase of our lives, it is hard to shift gears. In the backs of our minds, the word “dependency” is accompanied by the words “decline,” “disability,” “dementia,” and “death.” These things are too unpleasant to think about, so we put off the discussion with our adult children for another time.

  Readiness

  Whatever our situation, our adult children need to be old enough, and mature enough when we invite them into this conversation. Starting too early can create problems. Marion and Verna found that out when—in their fifties—they attempted to prepare their son and daughter—then in their twenties—for what would happen if Marion and Verna died suddenly. The urgency to start this discussion was driven by the fact that both had lost their mothers at a young age. They didn’t want their children to be unprepared for this situation. However, the children were not ready to face that idea, so they postponed the discussion until the children were older and ready. The next time it went well.

  There are other reasons, though, that some families have trouble talking about aging. For some it is mainly because the parents have had a negative relationship with their children for most of their lives and now can’t break out of the pattern. Other families don’t talk about aging because they have difficulty talking about anything. The discussions can also be hard if there is conflict among the children. Too many of us put the discussions off because we are procrastinators and don’t want to face what is coming.

  Lack of models

  Sometimes we find it hard to talk with our adult children because we had parents who didn’t talk openly about their lives. Maybe they thought that we didn’t have a right to know anything about them. Perhaps they wanted to be in control and couldn’t give up the power of the parent’s role. Some didn’t want to open up because it would have meant revealing unpleasant things about their pasts, like hidden debts, risky investments, or even moral failures.

  But the most likely reason that our parents didn’t talk with us was that they had no models for doing so. Most of their parents died at a younger age, and there simply wasn’t time or a need to plan together for their future. In addition, our grandparents often had a sense of fatalism. Many believed that the future was in God’s hands, and thus, they should “give no thought to the morrow.” They saw no point in planning for the future. But now that most of us are living deep into our senior years, it is time to create a new model and to plan for the future with our adult children.

  Facing an unwelcome life stage

  Planning for our future isn’t something we look forward to because, for the first time in our lives, we are entering a life stage that we don’t want to be in. Few people—if any—actually want to get old.

  That is very much in contrast to our earlier life stages. As toddlers, we wanted to walk. In fact, our parents said we ran before we walked. Later, we were excited about starting school. When we became adolescents, we couldn’t wait to drive. After graduating from high school, many of us eagerly anticipated going to college, starting careers, getting married, having children, buying homes, and traveling.

  Now, instead of being in a stage of growth, we are entering a stage of decline—what is sometimes called entropy. Instead of gains, we begin to think more about losses. We think about the past more than the future. We have images of wrinkled bodies, failing memories, and loss of significance. Instead of beginnings, we think of endings. Because these are unpleasant thoughts, we tend to keep them to ourselves.

  Society’s influences

  These thoughts can be pushed off more easily because we are surrounded by a culture that is obsessed with staying young. The messages that come to us imply that delaying aging is an option. We see images in the media of seniors who are enjoying vibrant lives. They are dancing the night away, rafting on white water, and sitting in bathtubs by the ocean. Advertisements encourage us to take medications to correct every age-related infirmity. None of the models used in those ads are hunched over or on wheelchairs. Cosmetic surgeons promise to take away our wrinkles and reshape our bodies. The messages suggest that changing the outside will also change the inside. These voices of denial in the culture even shape the language we use. No one is old; we are just “senior citizens,” and the time we are living in is always “golden.” Euphemisms have a way of numbing us to the many realities that are a part of aging—at least for a time.

  In some ways we are still young

  On the other hand, there is some truth to the fact that we are younger than our parents were at this age. For many of us, seventy is the new sixty. Generally, we are healthier, and we think and act younger than our parents did. Instead of being incapacitated seventy-year-olds who are housebound, many of us are traveling the world and engaging in activities that we didn’t have time for earlier. We take up new hobbies or expand old ones. We audit courses at local colleges, and many of us find new meaning through volunteering.

  Some of us are kept more youthful by staying active with our grandchildren. Increasingly, we engage in exercise programs that keep our bodies and minds sharp. More of us are enjoying our work so much that we put off our retirement; others choose new careers or work part-time. All of these activities have a profound effect on how we age and make it easier to convince ourselves that we will never get old.

  This sense of immortality has been aided by advances in medical care. Instead of being invalids due to damaged knees or hips, we can remain mobile by having joint replacements. Many of us have gotten another lease on life after heart surgery. We have medications that help control blood pressure, diabetes, and cholesterol. Our lives are extended through various cancer treatments. So not only are we living longer, our quality of life is better. In some ways we really are younger.

  With this sense of invulnerability, some of us are choosing a lifestyle that helps us believe we will be around for a long time. We build large homes to accommodate our many possessions, create significant estates, travel the world, and make long-term plans that suggest that nothing will change. We are a part of a powerful generation that made enormous changes in our world. We put a man on the moon and believed that nothing could stop us from going to Mars. The new frontier was ours to explore and to conquer. Aging couldn’t possibly get in our way.

  To our surprise, we may find our net worth declining because of changes in the economy. Our world seems somehow less secure. Optimism is being replaced by doubt. We might have to take a loss when we try to sell our property, or we discover that our investments aren’t what they once were. Some of us still carry significant debt and recognize that we might have to take a few steps down from our previous lifestyle. In order to survive financially, some of us may even need to work longer than we planned.

  Aging in place

  One of the most important questions that confronts us is whether we can remain in our homes when we get older. In response to the growth in the population of seniors, the aging-in-place concept has significantly expanded, so that in-home nursing care, rehabilitation, hot meals, transportation, and emergency call buttons are available. All of this may require modifications to our homes so that we are able to remain where we are for a longer time. This option is much less expensive than being cared for in nursing care facilities.

  In Sarasota, Florida, the oldest large county in the United States, approximately one-third of the population is over sixty-five.4 Planners in that community are seizing on the presence of this demographic to develop new programs to care for seniors in noninstitutional settings. A coordinating agency of seniors and professionals within the SCOPE program there works to improve services to seniors and to use the skills of those who are still high functioning.

  One of their initiatives, Institute for the Ages, supports research that will provide new ideas for other communities to apply to their populations. A seminar hosted by the institute included a presentation by Eric Dishman, Director of Health Innovations at the INTEL Architecture Group. His company is creating technologies that will detect early physical and mental changes in seniors through the use of a smart carpet and electronic ankle bracelets. Dishman believes that early detection, followed by physical changes in the home, can prevent falls. Technologies being tested by other companies can monitor whether medications are being taken properly. These companies believe that technology will enable seniors to live healthier and more productive lives while remaining in their homes.

  Learning from the past and other cultures

  Aging in place is not a new concept. Several generations ago, adult children typically took in older parents. When I (Marlene) was a young child, my seventy-year-old grandfather came to live with my family after his second wife died. My parents and we nine siblings warmly welcomed him. He brought humor with his storytelling and was a positive influence on our family. He was never an intrusion and was an active part of the family life. I have good memories of him helping to peel peaches and watching him trim the grapevines. He died at our home at age eighty-four. My mother was his primary caregiver.

  That pattern is present in various ethnic communities in North America and around the world. While serving as relief workers in Vietnam, Mark and his family observed the interaction of three-generation families in their courtyards. From the balcony, he often saw grandparents sitting among their grandchildren as they played. The parents were working as professionals in the city.

  Don and Anna Ruth Jacobs, who spent more than twenty years as missionaries in Africa, found seniors being cared for—and valued—within the family in what are called mji in Swahili, or “family villages.” Lawrence Chiles, a bishop in the Koinonia Fellowship of Churches, also observed that in African families he visited, there is a great deal of respect shown for the elderly. He says the Swahili term to describe the relationship children have with the elderly is shikamoo, meaning “I grasp your feet.” The response of the elder, though, is marahaba—“Don’t overdo it.” Children bow low when they greet their elders as a sign of respect.

  In the African American community in the United States, Lawrence says the church plays an important role in setting the tone for relationships among generations. Many congregations have a “mother of the church,” who serves as a disciplinarian for the children and even as an unofficial advisor to the pastor. Three-generation households are common. It is expected that elderly parents will be cared for within the home of one of their children.

  Lawrence’s wife, Nereida, grew up in an Hispanic home where her mother cared for her elderly mother for eleven years, and later for her father. When Nereida thought about her own future, she worried that she would become a burden on her children. However, when Lawrence and Nereida told their three adult children that they were considering moving to a continuing-care community in the future, the children all responded, “Don’t even give it a thought. We will take care of you when that time comes!” Their response came as a pleasant surprise. The children also expressed concern about their parents’ adjustment to retirement.

  Tony described how prevalent three-generation households were when he was growing up in Puerto Rico. His sister cared for their parents in her home until they died. Although that pattern is changing somewhat in the Hispanic community in the United States, Tony’s four children have made it clear to him and their mother, Dorothy, that they will be welcomed in their homes at the point that they need care.

  Within the Amish and more conservative Mennonite groups, it is assumed that adult children will care for their parents. Parents rarely go to nursing homes. Often a small house is built nearby on the property of one of the children. The Amish build a small apartment, called a grossdawdy house, onto the main house. In some situations, parents spend time in each of the adult children’s homes to reduce the responsibility on any one family. Sometimes the care of parents is shared among the siblings.

  As we gathered with John and Mary in their simple Amish home, the sun was setting. For a while we “English” visitors strained to see our hosts across the room and wanted to reach for a light switch. But our hosts were able to adjust to natural changes in the light. Darkness was not something that needed to be driven out, or so it seemed. When the right time came, they produced their kerosene lamps and turned them on. The lights flickered and hissed but didn’t give off the same brightness that we have come to expect in our light-biased world. To John and Mary, light, dark, and the shades in between were a natural part of their daily lives. We had come to their home to learn more about how Amish families live together in a grossdawdy house. If we wanted to see one firsthand, we had come to the wrong place. The zoning board had denied John and Mary’s request to add an apartment onto their home. So we visited with them in the new house that they built just up the hill from their original home, where their son and his family now live.

  Even though they aren’t living in the same house, they are close enough to allow daily contact with their son’s family. Several other adult children and their families are just a short carriage-ride away. John and Mary are clearly a part of a family village. John helps his son on the farm, and Mary and the women of the family work together to preserve food from their gardens. John and Mary have a large room in the basement to accommodate their children and grandchildren for meals.
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