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To my mother, Josephine Zabski, and all mothers and daughters
who are seeking to love and forgive each other.





PREFACE


WHAT DO YOU THINK ABOUT WHEN YOU BEGIN TO notice that your parents’ hair is turning more white than gray, and that their heads nod like one of those wobbly dolls when you talk to them? How do you feel when they begin to visit the doctor’s office weekly and are diagnosed with an ailment you’ve never heard of or may be terminal? What do you do when you notice all the dings and dents on the rear bumper of their car? And how do you handle their growing forgetfulness?


These are the hard questions all of us face as our parents age. Not only are they aging, we are, too. As we make decisions about eldercare for our parents, we also begin, reluctantly, to think about how we ourselves would like to be cared for as we enter the territory of old age. The answers and the options are all tough, but most of us don’t get out of dealing with them, unless our parents—or we—die instantly in a plane crash while we’re still fit to travel.


We can try denial. It’s the easiest thing to do, for the moment. We can simply wait until the terminal diagnosis comes in—or until Mom or Dad plows their car into a tree or, worse, people standing on a sidewalk. Many of us want to take control by sending the ones who birthed us off to an assisted living facility or nursing home, but these options can leave us feeling sorrowful and guilty.


One October day in 2014, as I got in my car to go home after a Pilates session, I noticed a man lying on the ground in the parking lot. He had just fallen as he tried to fold his wife’s heavy wheelchair and put it into the trunk of his car. The back of his head was scraped and bleeding. I helped the nurse who accompanied them out of the building to get him back on his feet. He complained that he had a “doozy of a headache.” In the meantime, his wife struggled to hang onto her walker while she waited for someone to help her get into their car. While the nurse went back into the building to call the rescue squad, I stayed with the couple.


Both husband and wife were morbidly obese and appeared to be in their eighties. They both had extreme difficulty moving around, especially the wife. I was afraid the husband would fall again as he picked up his cane and started to sit in the driver’s seat. “You’ve injured your head,” I said. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be driving.” He replied, “I can handle it. I always do.” When I suggested that a family member might be able to drive them to their appointments from now on, he replied, “They’re no good. One won’t work.”


I went further, suggesting that they try the services of JAUNT, a community provider of transportation that many elderly people use, but he said, “I can’t afford it. I don’t have any money.” He also said that they couldn’t get free services because their income was a bit over $25,000 a year. He’d been told they had too much money to get help.


When the rescue squad arrived a few minutes later, the man denied having a headache and said, “I just want to go home.” When asked, he admitted he had diabetes and a few other ailments but said he was sure he didn’t have a concussion and refused to be taken to the hospital, adding, “Who will take my wife home? She can’t drive.”


In the meantime, the nurse called the couple’s daughter, who arrived as the EMTs were examining her father. She stood by until the rescue squad left, then offered to drive them home. Her dad whined, “I’m okay. I can do it myself.” As I left the parking lot, I watched the daughter kiss him on the cheek, then get into her car.


I was flooded with sadness and memories of having been my mother’s caretaker during the final seven years of her life. It was difficult to watch those parents deal with the help their daughter offered. I also realized nothing has changed: The elderly are still as stubborn as ever about giving up their independence (I’m sure I’ll do the same), and the broken systems that are in place to help some can’t help others.


When babies are born, they don’t come with a manual telling their new mothers how to take care of them. When we age, begin to fail, and need to be taken care of, there is no manual to tell our kids what to do with us. When my mother started falling on a regular basis and was diagnosed with a number of ailments, I began weighing the options. I could ignore the situation, I could try to convince her to go into an assisted living facility, or I could invite her to come and live with me.


Against advice from friends, I decided to go all the way and invite Mom to move in with me and my husband, Bill. I wanted to help. But as she grew more frail, our already difficult relationship turned into a mother-daughter war. I rued the day I’d brought her into my home. There was nothing I could do to console her as she got closer to death. There were moments when I wanted to throw her out. There were many days when I was afraid that I was losing my mind. My anxiety disorder held me in its grip so tightly that sometimes even my husband couldn’t stand to be around me. And at times, much to my horror, I prayed that she would just die.


I’ll never know how it would have turned out had I put her in an assisted living home or completely ignored the situation. The problem was that I loved her and wanted to make her final days as comfortable as possible. Little did I know that it would be one of the most difficult things I’d ever do.


Now, years later, I’ve come to understand that life has a way of taking us out of the ditch we’ve been living in to places of higher learning. During those hateful years, I learned about love, life, death, hate, and how to heal my own soul. I learned that forgiveness is not about forgetting. It is about coming to terms with the human spirit and what drives us to be the people we are. The story you are about to read is about how my mother and I worked our way through her last years, doing the best we could. It’s a story about my growth and how I found love and forgiveness amid anger and hate.
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MOURNING DOVE


May 21, 2007


IT’S A BEAUTIFUL MAY MORNING IN VIRGINIA. THE grass is heavy with dew, and the air is filled with an early-morning concert by a choir of returning birds. They’ll soon build nests in neighboring shrubs and trees, where they’ll raise their young, then head south again in the fall, completing another yearly cycle.


As I turn the corner into my driveway, a mourning dove feeding on the ground takes flight. I feel a light bump as it collides with the hood of my car. I watch it rise straight up into the air, its wings outspread, surrounded in a veil of white light. When it vanishes into thin air, I know something has changed. It’s a clear message that my mother is dead.


As I walk toward the house, I hear the phone ringing. My dear friend and housekeeper, Bobbie, greets me at the door and hands it to me. On the other end, the doctor tells me that Mom has just died. My two dogs, Molly and Sam, jump and yip at my feet, happy to see me. I’ve only been gone overnight, but they act as though it’s been a month.


Once I’m alone, I call my husband, Bill, who’s traveling in England. He’ll be on the next flight out of Heathrow. Up in New England, my brothers, Zed and Reid, with whom I talked last night, are expecting my call. I phone my son, Mark, at nearby Cale Elementary School, where he teaches. When I reach my daughter, Lisa, in North Carolina, she is tearful. She’s planning to be here tomorrow with the family.


The doctor and nurses have left Mom in her room so that I’ll have as long as I need to sit with her and say my final goodbyes, but I’m in no hurry to rush back to the hospital where her lifeless body lies. Instead, I sit at home, looking out over the river, with a cup of tea and a slice of homemade bread still warm from the toaster. Both dogs are at my feet, begging for crumbs. I missed having them cuddled up next to me last night. The unconditional love of these two rescued mutts has helped me through many hard times. For the first time in seven years, I am free, no longer my mother’s caretaker. It’s been a long haul, and toward the end I prayed for the day when both Mom and I would be released from our pain.


Then yesterday, with all its discomfort, rushes toward me again. I was with her all afternoon and all of last night, as she began her journey to wherever people go when they die. Unbeknownst to me, she was admitted to the ER early yesterday morning. She’d complained to the nurse at the assisted living facility that her leg was badly swollen and she was in terrible pain. I discovered her missing after lunch when I stopped in to bring her fresh flowers and her favorite coffee ice cream.


If the nurse on duty had done her job properly, she’d have checked my mother’s chart and called hospice directly. They would have arranged for an ambulance to deliver Mom to the hospital and into a private room, where her palliative pain management would have continued nonstop. Instead, the nurse called an ambulance herself and Mom was taken directly to the ER, where she did not receive her regular dose of pain meds. That same nurse also neglected to read that I was to be contacted immediately should Mom be sent to the hospital.


When I was told that Mom had been admitted around seven in the morning, I became a raging dragon. “What is wrong with you people? Why didn’t you call me? It’s right there in print on her chart.” The nurse, still on duty, had nothing to say.


I found Mom moaning in the ER, in intense pain. A week earlier, as she’d pushed her walker out to the pond, where she could smoke without being caught, she had fallen, bruising her good leg. She’d been checked out by a doctor who said she’d be fine, but since then her leg had swollen to three times its normal size and looked like it was about to burst. Why hadn’t the nurse in charge of Mom’s care at the facility noticed?


Because the doctors weren’t giving her the amount of morphine she needed to keep her comfortable, I explained that she was a hospice patient with untreatable lung cancer. No one seemed to hear me. One doctor told me that hospice wasn’t welcome in the ER and refused to call them. Even after another doctor called the assisted living home to find out Mom’s needs, the hospital still refused to give her the correct dose of morphine. When I asked why, I was told, “It will kill her.” Furious, I yelled out in the middle of the emergency room, “She’s a hospice patient! She is dying. Can’t you see she needs more pain meds to keep her comfortable?” It made no difference. One of the nurses told me, “You need to leave. You’re upsetting your mother,” but when I asked Mom if she wanted me to go, she said no.


I called hospice myself and continued to harangue the doctors and nurses to help my mother be more comfortable. She was finally moved into a private room at around 5:30 p.m. Mom had been in the ER in excruciating pain, without proper care, for almost twelve hours.


After making sure that she was being given the correct dose of morphine, I rushed home to make a few calls. When I returned, Mom was propped up in bed, breathing in and out of an oxygen mask. An IV slowly delivered pain relief. There were other lines to monitor her heart and other bodily functions. An uneaten tray of food—chicken soup, a roll, and red Jell-O—sat nearby. On TV, the evening news was loudly reporting on the latest investigations into insider-trading deals. I turned it off, offered Mom a taste of Jell-O, but she was barely conscious.


Sensing that she was getting ready to make an exit within hours, I told her, “Mom, if you’d like to leave this world, you can go without worrying about Zed, Reid, or me. There is no reason for you to hang around if you wish to leave.” With eyes closed, she nodded her head in understanding. I sat, holding her hand as she moved in and out of consciousness.


Suddenly, she sat up and said clearly, “You could say something, you know. Don’t be afraid to talk.”


I answered, “I’m not afraid to talk. I just want you to rest.”


She replied, “Not you. Them,” pointing at the empty wall she faced. Quickly settling back down, she closed her eyes, wandering off into an in-between world of sleep and wakefulness. I wondered if there really were family and friends waiting for her on the other side, as those who have had near-death experiences report.


Throughout the night, I dozed off and on in a huge recliner next to her bed. Her breathing was shallow and irregular. She occasionally called out in distress. I told her that I was there with her. A nurse came in several times to adjust the morphine drip. As the sun rose, her breathing became a bit more regular. The doctor suggested I go home, telling me there was plenty of time and that I really should have some breakfast. She promised to call immediately if anything changed.


I’M NOW SITTING BESIDE HER again. This time, her eyes are closed and she is no longer breathing. Her skin is an ashy gray. When I touch her arm, it is stone cold. The only sounds and movement in the room are from the still-inflating and deflating wrap that was placed around her swollen leg yesterday to keep blood clots from forming. It’s as if she is still breathing somewhere beyond my understanding.


I feel only a touch of sadness. There are no tears. I try to talk to her about how difficult this last passage has been, but the pain is too fresh and I can’t find words to describe what I feel. When the hospitalist comes in with her condolences, I find it easy to smile and thank her for looking after Mom. I can’t allow my bitterness to show.


The following days unfold quickly. I have no time to lick my wounds or to sit with thoughts about the unending days I’ve given to my mother and her dying. As I make final arrangements to have her body cremated, as she wished, I try to breathe deeply, exhaling the angst and fear I’ve been holding in for so long.


Bill, along with our kids, removes Mom’s belongings from her rooms at the assisted living facility. I contact faraway friends and relatives to let them know that she has passed on. When they ask me when and where Mom’s burial will be, I promise that I’ll let them know as soon as I know myself. My brothers won’t be coming down from New England. They’re waiting for me to tell them what’s next. I’m still doing for Mom, even though she isn’t here. Filled with resentment for being left with the responsibility for the remaining arrangements, I stash the brown plastic box holding Mom’s ashes away on a shelf in the back of a storage closet, next to the Christmas decorations and old clothes that no longer fit. I slam the door closed.


But I can’t get away from her. The last seven years replay over and over again in my head, like an old vinyl record that’s stuck. Maybe I’ve missed something. If I move the needle back and start again, perhaps I will find out what it is.
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THE BEGINNING of the END


August 2000


WHEN MY FRIEND AND REAL ESTATE BROKER, PAT, calls to ask if he can show us a house that’s been on the market for a year, I’m not terribly excited. “But the price has been lowered dramatically, and I know you’ll love the location.” He tells me the house is in a subdivision of eight homes and fronts the South Fork Rivanna Reservoir. I imagine the price will be way over what we’re willing to spend, but one can look, hope, and dream.


Bill and I have been house hunting for about a month. Since our kids are grown and gone, we want to downsize and prepare for our elder years by finding a move-in-ready, one-story home. I also want to get far away from our new neighbors, whose barking dogs make getting a good night’s sleep almost impossible. We’ve lived in central Virginia for twenty-five years and don’t want to leave the area, but after looking at well over a dozen houses, we’ve about given up. There is nothing out there in our price range that we like.


Both Bill and I spent our early years living near or on the sea, and the water still calls to us and comforts us. If you believe in Darwin’s theory of evolution, as I do, it’s where we all began. If I am near enough to the ocean at night, I fall asleep easily to the whisper or roar of the waves. The opportunity to spend a night aboard a rocking boat is like being wrapped in the arms of the universe.


The house Pat wants to show us is a fixer-upper, but how can I say no to at least seeing a waterfront property? Our excitement grows when Pat tells us that the seller’s agent told him, “Just bring us an offer—any offer.” It’s been shown only two or three times during the year it’s been listed, and I wonder what’s wrong with it. But my knowledge of the original asking price and of some of the work it needs leads me to believe it was too much for most buyers to take on and was not priced to sell.


At first look, the house is everything we don’t want. It has five bathrooms, and several of the larger bedrooms have been split to create a total of seven bedrooms on the main and second floors. The basement level is completely unfinished except for a tiny studio apartment. The wear and tear on the place makes it quite obvious that the owners have been renting out rooms to UVA students.


The location is amazingly beautiful, on two and a half acres. There is a long, sweeping lawn down to the river, where a small dock would make it easy to launch our kayaks. In an orchard near the southern boundary grow several apple trees, along with a pear tree and a cherry tree. I notice the abundance of birds and the tiny pond off to one side of the house, inhabited by goldfish. Between the road and the front of the house is a grove of cedar trees that would be a beautiful place to set up an outdoor banquet table for summer feasts. But the size of the place, the work, and the money it would take to clean it up are far beyond what we’re interested in.


Still, over the next few days, we can’t get the river view, visible from every room in the house, out of our heads. Our wish to downsize is crumbling, and we start talking “location, location, location.” Some days Bill says, “Let’s go for it,” while I say, “But it’s so much work and way too big.” The next day we reverse the dialogue, and then I find myself begging Bill to make an offer.


I’m blinded by desire. Deep down inside, I want that house. But it isn’t a practical thing to do . . . unless we invite my mother to move in with us. Her health is failing, and I’ve been worried about her for a while now. She lives in her own home across town. She’s had a few mini-strokes that have left her at risk of seriously injuring herself if she falls. It can often take me close to an hour to get to her house, especially if traffic is heavy. Buying this house would not only allow me to be at my mother’s side within seconds but also scratch my itch to own this property.


When we visit the house a second time, I make note of the chair elevator on the stairs to the lowest level of the home. I suggest the possibility of rebuilding the apartment downstairs for Mom. To me, it seems like a practical solution to several issues, but Bill isn’t happy with my idea. He reminds me, “You and your mother don’t always get along. You’d have to be okay with having her around twenty-four hours a day. Also, redoing the lowest level of the house would increase our costs dramatically, and it would take much longer to finish rehabbing the place.”


I admit that I’m a bit uneasy about living in the same house with Mom but also feel bad about her living alone. She often complains about being lonely, but I don’t think moving her to an assisted living facility right now would make either one of us happy. My chronic guilt over my edgy relationship with her would bring me down for sure. When I suggest, “Rebuilding the apartment could bring in extra income in the future when Mom is gone and could also be a major selling point if we ever decide to move elsewhere,” Bill caves, saying, “I’m willing to do whatever you want to do.”


After several days of weighing the pros and cons and dealing with fear and angst about what the future might hold, I finally ask her if she would be interested in moving into a new place with us. She’s coy at first, saying, “I’ll consider my options.” But when we take her to see what I hope will be our new home, she thinks it’s a wonderful idea.


We make an insultingly low offer on the house, haggle just a tiny bit, and then the deal is done. We close on October 1 and immediately begin ripping the place apart. We put our current house on the market and sell it within two weeks. The new owner is willing to rent it back to us until the first of the year, when we’ll move into our new home. Mom will put her house on the market next summer. Her new apartment will be the last thing we work on.


After all the papers are signed and the renovation begins, I wake up asking myself, What the hell have I done? My mother, who is an alcoholic and extremely manipulative, is going to live with me!
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LIVING in a CONSTRUCTION ZONE


July 2001


AS SAWDUST PILES UP AND OLD WALLS ARE TORN down in our new house, the scene is all too familiar to me. I’m reminded of the feelings of impermanence that haunted my childhood as my family traveled like gypsies from one home to another.


It began when my father, young and gutsy, returned home to Long Island from World War II, ready to start his own business as an architect and homebuilder in a newly flourishing economy. He was the son of Polish immigrants and came of age in New York City during the Great Depression. He knew about poverty and planned to make a bundle of money so that his family would never have to live without food on the table or a roof over their heads.


It turned into a family affair, and by age six I was carrying and stacking lumber with the best of them, handily sweeping up dropped nails and sawdust at the end of each workday. The racket of table saws and boards being hammered into place were sounds I fell asleep to.


We moved continuously into partially finished homes that Dad built on spec. My folks would labor and sweat at completing each house, finally replacing the FOR SALE sign by the front door with one that read SOLD. As the last coat of paint was drying and the last door was being hung, we would pack and move into the next house that needed to be finished.


If there wasn’t a house ready for us to camp out in, we’d move into a rental property for a while. By the time I was thirteen, I had lived in at least ten different homes and sometimes attended two or three different schools within one year. I was expected to greet each move with a smile, but I felt pushed and pulled along like the rest of the furniture. I mourned the loss of those kids who had become my best friends. They carried the secrets I’d told them, relieving the weight I carried on my shoulders. With each move, I repacked my secrets and moved on to the next place, hoping to find another friend I could share them with.


To complicate matters even further, my father suffered from post-traumatic stress disorder. The lessons he taught about life were dysfunctional and ill-conceived. He didn’t have the slightest idea of how children operate and what they need in order to grow, and his role as a husband took on the style of an old-world “do as I say, not as I do,” kingpin. To him, women and children needed constant direction from the men in their lives. All of us, including Mom, were horribly afraid of him. He spewed anger, often beating my brothers and me. Without exception, Mom would disappear when he brought out the belt or the leather horse crop he used on us. She never came to our rescue. One memory stands out in particular . . .


Hot, searing pain leaves me breathless and unable to connect my anguish with my father’s hand. I move to the other side of the table, out of range, but he follows me, striking my back and legs again and again. I’m in shock, begging him to stop. When he’s finished, I lie cowering on the floor, drenched in a pool of stinging tears.


Over time, the stripes of punishment turn from screaming red to deep purple, then fade to blue, then a sickly yellow-green. It hasn’t ever happened this way before. He’s hit me for my wrongs in the past but has never used the hard, braided leather crop that hangs in the back of his closet. Until now, it’s only brought memories of a favorite story he often tells about the horse he kept during the war while he was in Germany.


Punishment isn’t anything new to me. I’ve had my mouth washed out with soap numerous times, and if my room is a bit messy, he’ll sometimes come in and sweep everything on my desk and bureau onto the floor and tell me to clean it up. I’ve been forced to stand at attention and listen to his ranting about how stupid I am. He has hit me before, but always with his hand and never with the violent intensity I experienced today.


I was thirteen years old then. I have no memory of what I did to be punished so harshly. The sudden shock of being beaten in that way obscured the many beatings that followed. I know they happened, but the details are hidden under a dark shroud of secret memories.
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MY FATHER KEPT A MENTAL checklist of all of his requirements for his children. He insisted that I see my face reflected back at me in the toes of my freshly polished shoes. I was supposed to be able to bounce a quarter on my bed, illustrating that the sheets and blankets were pulled taut, with nothing hanging loose. He inspected my brothers and me for dirty fingernails, dirt behind our ears, and teeth that hadn’t been brushed. He sometimes led us in push-ups, jumping jacks, running in place, and a host of other calisthenics he learned during his military training. We had to do it in sync, or we’d have to start all over again. We were to remain serious and follow orders at all times, no matter how we felt about what we were being directed to do.


He was around mostly on weekends and in the late evenings after he returned from work. He insisted that we take part in family work activities, like finishing up the house we were living in at the moment or clearing a wooded lot so that he could build another. If we got grades below a C, he punished us with no playtime and extra hours at our desks.


He treated Mom badly as well. They were constantly fighting over things I didn’t understand. Though I never witnessed him beating her, I remember one chilly autumn evening when they were outside screaming at each other. I heard what sounded like someone hitting something hard. I ran out to find him throwing falls from our apple tree at Mom. He threw them so hard that they smashed to bits when they hit the tree behind her. Terrified, I ran and hid in my room until the raging stopped and silence intervened for the night. When I heard Mom drive off in the car, I was terrified that she’d never return. I lay awake most of the night, until I heard her car again, then fell asleep, relieved that I wouldn’t be left alone with my father. I never knew whether he hit her or not. There were no visible signs that he had, but they didn’t speak to each other for days on end. As usual, I was the one who delivered messages between them.


I loved and hated my father and feared being in his presence. As I got older, leaving his house was the first thing on my agenda. But after Bill and I got married, I began to see him and his violence for what they were: reactions to the unspeakable trauma he experienced during the war. He’d witnessed a buddy’s head being blown off as they stood overlooking a field they thought was empty of enemy troops. Another time, he was the only survivor when he led an attack on a nest of German soldiers hunkered down somewhere in Italy. All of his men were killed. Back then, there was no such thing as PTSD. Soldiers who suffered from “shell shock” were left to themselves, experiencing unimaginable pain and leaving a trail of severe family abuse throughout the rest of their lives. No one in the government seemed to care.


When Mark and Lisa were tots, my father became their beloved Grampy Tom. While my brothers were obsessed with the damage he had done to them, my hatred for him slowly turned to compassion as I witnessed the consequences of the war in Vietnam. Soldiers, mostly my age, who returned alive, often suffered the same kind of damage my father had. It was impossible not to understand that war does horrible things to the minds and bodies of men and women when they fight with and kill other human beings.


By the time Dad was diagnosed with bladder cancer at age seventy, we had become friends. On a few occasions, he allowed his vulnerability to show in my presence. I knew he had done the best he could as a parent. His heart loved me. It was his screwed-up brain that caused his uncontrollable rage and violence. As he aged, I believe he began to understand for himself who he was. When he died, I felt nothing but love for him. Though I sometimes still feel angry at him, it is difficult to maintain. I have often felt akin to him, to his wild mood swings and explosive temper. Little did I know that I would one day be diagnosed with the same disease he suffered from.


I’M NOW IN MY FIFTIES and no longer a child. I’m supposed to be in control. But nothing is simple. Life’s complexity grows, and the buzz around me is far too loud as I begin to come to grips with the fact that my mother has accepted our invitation to move in with us.


The apartment downstairs is beginning to take shape. The kitchen cabinets are up, and the appliances have been installed, along with a stacked washer and dryer. Granite countertops are being put in. The bedroom will have enough space for Mom’s huge desk, and the bathroom will have an easy-to-get-into shower. We purchase a small gas stove for the living room.


Mom’s move-in date of October 1 is getting closer. I’m hoping that by then I’ll have some time to get myself into a daily creative routine, painting and making art in the large studio on the top floor of the house. But Mom’s health is declining further. She’s recently been diagnosed with temporal arteritis, a painful swelling of the vessels that supply blood to the head and neck region. She’s had a few more mini-strokes, during which she blacked out and fell. She already has osteoporosis and emphysema and continues to smoke regularly. She isn’t yet using an oxygen tank, but I know there is one in her future. Her doctor has prescribed prednisone and the opiate painkiller Vicodin for the arteritis. For Mom, an alcoholic, just one glass of wine can open the door to the large load of anger that she carries around with her. Narcotics have the same effect. When she swallows that pill, she enters a continuous state of drunken rage.


I drive and accompany Mom to see her neurologist. I mention this particular problem, but the doctor isn’t sure that there is any other drug that will relieve her pain without making her difficult to live with. While the doctor and I discuss the issue, Mom listens in, a picture of sweet innocence. I’m certain the doctor is looking at both of us, wondering which one of us is really the problem. I find it almost impossible to get anyone who doesn’t know her as well as I do to understand how monstrous she can be when she’s under the influence of drugs or alcohol.


I swing from truly wanting to make Mom’s final years comfortable to remembering how easily we can annoy each other. As I’ve watched her decline, I’ve seen myself approaching old age and realized how afraid I am of aging and death. When she moves in, I will be reminded of it every day. Though I feel deep compassion for her, I need to remind myself that my chronic need to take on other people’s problems keeps me from moving my own life forward. But her house is for sale and there is a lot of interest in it at the moment. She’s counting on me.


When I share these thoughts with a close friend, she tells me, “Put her in an assisted living facility, where all of her needs will be addressed. You’ll be worry free.” While it’s a tempting idea, I can’t do that. I remember how I felt just a few years ago when Mom made her decision to move here to Virginia. While she waited for her house in New Hampshire to sell, she spent time with us getting to know this area, looking at senior communities where she might be happy. I visited assisted living facilities with her and walked with her through their nursing home wings. We saw grizzled old men and women slumped over in wheelchairs, not knowing where they were. It was deeply depressing for both of us. At that time, Mom didn’t need such living arrangements. She was active, loved to garden, and spent her days in the woods, hunting for mushrooms. In New Hampshire, she was known for her ability to find morels when no one else could. And she impressed everyone with her fabulous cooking.


Being cut from the same piece of scratchy linen, we both agreed that she should buy a house. We strongly believed that, if at all possible, one should remain in the big, wide world surrounded by people of all ages, shapes, and sizes, instead of holing up in an old-fashioned old folks’ home, where all one does is take drugs and wait for the final curtain to fall.


But living with me in the same house is a different matter. If this arrangement is to work, we both need to be careful about boundary issues. We’re both extremely private people. We don’t want to be stepping on each other’s toes. I’ve already set up one house rule: there will be no smoking inside. We’ve also set up eating and cooking arrangements. Mom will join us for dinners that Bill or I will prepare three times a week. She will cook dinner and host us in her apartment twice a week. She’ll be responsible for the rest of her meals, including breakfast, lunch, and all meals on weekends. She volunteers to pay for her share of the utility bills, but there are bigger, more deeply rooted issues, like her addiction and her tendency to manipulate those around her, especially me. All she has to do is pout a little, act the martyr, and I give in to her commands.

OEBPS/images/ich02.jpg





OEBPS/images/halftitle.jpg
SCATTERING

ASHES





OEBPS/images/ich03.jpg





OEBPS/images/ititle.jpg
SCATTERING

ASHES

A MEMOIR of LETTIN

By

G

JOAN Z. ROUGH

swp|

et

GO






OEBPS/images/9781631520969.jpg
A MEMOIR of LETTING GO

P

-

“. . . bravely honest . . .
This is a moving narrative,
and one that will ultimately
serve a useful guide for families
and their caretakers.”

—PublishersWeekly
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