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INTRODUCTION

My Uneasy Journey into the Twilight

BY THE TIME MY PARENTS were in their late seventies, I had lived two hours away for more than thirty years. I called most Sundays. I brought my daughters down for an afternoon every few months and on holidays. That was about as much closeness as I could tolerate, given some pretty uncomfortable family dynamics. I told myself that I was much more independent and grown-up than my younger sister, who bought a house a few blocks from my parents and lived near them all those years. Not exactly.

When my mother started having serious health problems, my sister, my only sibling, was the one who helped out. I was relieved that she was there. I felt, a little guiltily, that I was off the hook. In fact, like so many people I’ve met since, I was clueless. I thought I’d left my first family, for good. No one told me that whether I wanted it or not, whether I embraced it or fled from it, my family would, in some form, come back to me. I had no idea that I was entering a new developmental crisis in the life of my original family, or that there even was such a crisis lying in wait.

I didn’t realize that something new was expected of me when my parents got old, that I would need to make a developmental leap, emotionally. They were still my parents, and I was still their child—with many of our old reactions to one another intact—but now I needed to understand that they were also simply two elderly people, who perhaps needed something from me.

It also never occurred to me to suddenly step up and give my sister support. We weren’t close; we talked only a couple of times a year and saw each other on holidays. Getting together with my family provided some deep satisfactions, but being with them was also profoundly uncomfortable. Our family dynamics were riddled with anger, criticism, guilt, neediness, and indirection, but also love. And the love would prove significant. In my own defense (and this is true in so many families I’ve met since then), understanding the new psychological demands of this time are far from easy. Even in the healthiest families, our parents’ aging and mortality evoke outsized, often distorted feelings in all of us. And even at the best of times, family dynamics are hard to change.

I didn’t manage all this very well. After my mother died, my father’s hurt at my lack of involvement, my sister’s anger—and an avalanche of my own feelings of guilt, regret, and sorrow—descended on me. Bit by bit, I struggled to mend my relationship with my father before he died and, in general, to respond better to the new demands of this time of life. It felt good to be there for my father in this new way. After he died I was surprised to discover how much my relationship with my sister mattered to me, given how little contact we’d had. I am still in the process of repairing that relationship.

Up until this point I’d considered myself psychologically astute and self-aware. In my work as a journalist, I regularly covered subjects rooted in human relations: family, marriage, and individual development. In my years of reporting for major magazines, I’d interviewed many psychologists, therapists, and researchers. I knew a lot, but not about this.

WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK

In the years after my mother died, I did a lot of soul-searching. I struggled to understand what had gone wrong, what I could have done differently. As I tried to figure this out, I noticed in my work that many other people were wrestling with the same issues. They wrote to me at my “Ask Francine” column in Time magazine about conflicts they were having with their sisters and brothers as their parents needed care or when they died. My readers were confused, conflicted, yearning, angry.

I thought it would help me, and others as well, if I could understand these sibling struggles. I began researching a story for Time about how siblings related to one another over caring for their parents. Even before its publication, the story was huge. As I reached out to potential interview subjects, I was flooded with messages and mail from people who wanted to talk, to vent, to ask for help. Clearly I’d tapped into a huge reservoir of untold stories and difficult emotions. Some of these adult children were intensely protective of their aging parents; others were angry. Many were fuming at their siblings for not helping; others were desperately competing to be their mother’s caregiver. Some had been surprised and thrilled to rediscover a sister or brother as a new best friend. Still others were lonely and seeking closeness with a sibling even though they’d never been close before.

I learned, among other things, that what had happened in my family was far more complicated than my own mistakes and more common than I had known. Over time I realized that there were things I could have done differently for a more positive result. I also learned there were dynamics in my family—our roles, our complex feelings about one another, our ways of operating—that we’d been acting out our entire lives without being conscious of them. Most of these I could never have changed, no matter what I did. Yet understanding them better could have helped me do more of what was possible and reduce my distress over what was not.

Besides talking to siblings, I talked to many experts. They were seeing different versions of my family’s story all around them. Some were struggling with similar issues in their own families. A few confessed to having the same problems, the same blind spots, the same reactions to their aging parents and clashes with their siblings. “This is so difficult,” one mediator told me, “that even those of us who do it for a living have trouble with it.”

What is the “this”? It’s the new life crisis of our original family that I think of as the twilight transition. These years of our parents’ decline are the final phase of the family in which we grew up. They are the transition to a new day, a new epoch in which we and our siblings will be the oldest generation of our family. In this transition, one, if not both, of our parents are here, yet not here, at least not the way they were. Our roles and those of our sisters and brothers need to change, but change comes hard. It’s all too easy for our emotions to be blown out of proportion. At moments, past and present can blend in disorienting ways. It’s scary. The end of our old family as we knew it is near; what the next generation will bring is unknown.

THE TWILIGHT TRANSITION IS NOW
A NORMAL PASSAGE FOR FAMILIES

I researched the twilight transition intensely for years. I read about family psychology and adult development. I spoke to psychoanalysts, family therapists, health-care workers, and other professionals in the field of aging, from assisted living experts to family law attorneys. They confirmed that the family dynamics I was finding everywhere were real, and they helped me better understand specific pieces of the puzzle. But no matter who I asked, they told me they knew of no one who was looking at the full picture. That’s what I wanted to explore: the emotional dynamics of the last developmental transition of our first family, when we reengage so intensely again with our parents, our sisters, and brothers.

The experts who work face-to-face with the elderly and their families were my astute guides. Family therapists, social workers, geriatric care managers, home aides, senior-living employees, hospice counselors: These professionals gave me tremendous insight and a sense of context. But the people struggling through the twilight, or recently emerged from it, taught me the most. I interviewed scores of adult siblings in person, by telephone, sometimes by email correspondence, talking to as many as possible within each family. It was startling at times to hear sisters and brothers give such different accounts of the people in their families and the meaning of events, past and present. It was rare that I thought one was “right” and one was “wrong.” Each had grasped part of a complex picture. No one was in possession of the whole truth. What they taught me most of all was compassion—for all of them, even those who were not behaving well by most people’s standards. Who was I to judge?


GETTING TO KNOW THE FAMILIES IN THIS BOOK

I’m enormously grateful to the families you’re about to meet in these pages. Many I spoke with over several years. They were generous with their time and their emotions. They were willing to open their deepest feelings to view. Many were open to questioning themselves, reexamining their family histories and their long-held assumptions in a new light.

I have worked hard to disguise their identities and have changed names and details in order to preserve their privacy. In telling their stories, it is impossible to do justice to the full complexity and richness of even one family. With each story, I have chosen to emphasize a particular dynamic out of a multilayered family interaction. Generally, I spotlight the sibling relationship although the relationships with parents are always implicit, sometimes explicit. At any one moment, a thorny tangle of issues and emotions are operating all at once. These dynamics are so complicated that I could have devoted an entire book to a single family. Instead I have chosen to show many different kinds of families, from close to conflicted, from deeply troubled to fairly healthy. I have included families large and small from different ethnic and economic groups.

Obviously I describe scenes at which I could not have been present. In doing this, I try to capture the drama of what was told to me, usually with details supplied by several of the participants. In one instance, I recount a story as related to me by an involved social worker. The great majority of the quotations are verbatim.

I do not explicitly identify people’s ethnic identities, but I often imply their backgrounds by their names and in their narratives. Certain things I talk about—assumptions about caregiving, gender roles, religious beliefs—do differ by culture. In researching these cultural differences, I learned that, despite variations in customs and beliefs, the family dynamics I am probing in the twilight—facing our parents’ mortality and loss, reawakened sibling rivalry, conflict about fairness—these are universal.



WHEN OUR PARENTS ARE GONE,
OUR SISTERS AND BROTHERS REMAIN

As we struggle through the twilight, stirred by the tumultuous feelings evoked as our parents fail and eventually die, how we behave toward our siblings now is likely to determine who we will be to one another in the next generation.

It’s very hard for any one person to grasp the “big picture” of their family. Rarely does one sibling fully understand a sister’s or brother’s relationship to their parents or the complex dynamics that bind them to each other. As you will see in the following accounts, and as family relationship experts will attest, very few people comprehend the complexity of their own motivations and behavior toward their parents and siblings. How could they? This picture is so vast and thickly layered with everything from our parents’ value systems, the quality of their marriage, and their treatment of each child, to our individual relationships with each parent and sibling, and our multiple roles within our family.

Whether or not we’re the primary caregivers for our parents, whether we have close ties to siblings or we remain distant, both figuratively and literally, we can make this passage smoother by simply making an effort to understand what motivates us and them. Are we overburdening ourselves with caregiving because we feel guilty or needy? Are we avoiding involvement with an aging parent because it’s too hard to face their mortality, and therefore our own? Are we watching a sibling struggle with the lion’s share of responsibility because we’re angry at our parent? Or because this sibling won’t let anyone else help?

HOW THIS BOOK IS ORGANIZED

The four parts of this book reflect the phases of the twilight transition, as most families encounter them. At the end of each chapter you’ll find strategies for improving sibling interactions over specific issues. Throughout the book, you will find boxes that offer research sidelights and statistics, and practical suggestions, as well as the occasional note on usage.

In Part One, I’ll take you through our initial confrontation with our parents’ aging and explore why it can be so difficult to get an accurate take on how our parents are doing, and why siblings may view their parents’ changing needs so differently.

Part Two deals with how we react when certain siblings assume and others avoid various aspects of caring for their increasingly needy parents, from simple needs to more complicated medical or legal requirements. Day-to-day decisions about caregiving, huge issues about life, death, and money can touch on deeply felt emotions about duty, fairness, love, and power; they can bring siblings together or inflame long-buried resentments. But as you’ll see, learning to understand these dynamics better and to communicate more effectively can help us through these emotional minefields.

Part Three moves further into the darkest part of the twilight, as we watch our parents decline and die. For many people, this is the roughest and most emotional passage, often made more painful by dementia. How we behave toward one another as we prepare to gather at the deathbed can affect our relationships for years to come.

Part Four sifts through the emotional challenges of grief, recovery, and the reinvention of our original family. Given the unique relationship between any child and parent, each sibling will experience the loss of a parent differently. If we respect these differences, we have a better chance of maintaining strong and healthy ties to one another after our parents die. The often loaded issue of inheritance also figures into this final phase, as does the emotional legacy of our parents.

By the end of this life passage, many of us will have learned to value one another more now than before the twilight years. If we have a connection with a sibling—a cherished bond worth preserving, or perhaps a fractured one in need of repair—now is our opportunity. Our siblings, no matter how we view them and how they view us, are our last link to our first family, and our best hope for its survival.


PART 1

CONFRONTING A NEW
FAMILY PASSAGE


CHAPTER ONE

THE LAST TRANSITION
OF OUR FIRST FAMILY

DOTTIE, FIFTY-SEVEN, A LIBRARIAN and local historian, and Arlene, fifty-five, a financial planner, brought their cars around to the rutted front drive of the old Kansas farmhouse to move their mother to the assisted living home. Mrs. Keller, an impressively tall ninety-one-year-old woman, hobbled out on her cane, her face stony. Her daughters each took a deep breath. This moment was the climax of a year of contentious family meetings and a decade of seismic shifts in their family since their father’s death.

Once their mother was widowed, their brother Donny, fifty-two, had taken the lead because he was there; he’d continued their dad’s pet-supply business and helped out their mom with chores. The four sisters, at various distances and busy with families and careers, saw their mother more regularly than before. At first these were the only differences, but then the pace of change accelerated: Mom’s fender bender in the grocery parking lot, several falls she took in the decrepit house, an oven mitt on fire in the oven. The five siblings gathered for a series of family meetings in Donny’s living room to figure out what to do. Usually having all five together was a cause for joy, but not this time. Several thought Mom should move out for her own safety. Opinions differed. Tears were shed. Yet through it all they worked hard to reach a consensus. Dottie was the last to agree to the move, three months after her siblings. “I got sucked into it,” she admitted, “taking Mom’s side, that she should die in that house. I couldn’t see how she’d changed. She was the mother of my past, my comfort. I couldn’t let that go.”

Once the decision was made, the siblings worked together: finding the right place and then persuading Mom, applying firmness and the gentle persuasion of a family prayer meeting. On their own schedules, each spent hours packing up. During that time the siblings felt close, as they would again in the future. But when the critical moment arrived, each was swept up in tumultuous feelings.

Dottie, a sweet-tempered woman with unruly curls, was chafing because her younger sister, was taking charge. She was floored when Arlene, crisp and efficient, declared, “Mom will go in the car with me. You follow.”

“I just shut down,” Dottie said, “and my sister rolled over me and my feelings by sheer force of personality.”

For Dottie, it was hard not being with her mother for this momentous ride. For Arlene, sitting at the wheel and seeing her mother’s stricken expression was awful. “Mom,” she asked before she pulled out, “would you like to say a prayer?” Her mother nodded.

“Lord,” the older woman prayed, “please give me the courage to accept where I am going to live.” Arlene started the car and drove silently, swept with admiration for her mother and grief for what they were losing. As soon as they got there, she channeled her emotions into a whirl of activity, setting up her mother’s new home in the assisted living center.

When Dottie arrived, Arlene was in a frenzy of hanging pictures. Dottie stood there gaping. She’d taken photos of the farmhouse walls to help place the pictures in a familiar way. Now she froze, unable to help. Then, one after the other, their sisters showed up and shouted that Mom said she wanted a different picture up.

“But Mom just told me she didn’t want that one now,” Arlene repeated with increasing desperation.

Finally Arlene just walked out. “I couldn’t take it anymore,” she said. “I was working so hard to make it good for my mother, and they criticized everything I did. The feelings just got to me. This was the end of a huge part of my life, my mom moving out of the place where I grew up, that was in our family for sixty years. It was huge.”

Dottie felt even worse, especially after Donny took Arlene outside alone to talk business, seeming to exclude the rest of the family. The next day, Dottie took off to camp in the woods alone. “It was so hard to come out of that terrible deep hole,” she said. “It took me weeks to recover.”

A FAMILY REUNION UNLIKE ANY OTHER

Like so many of us, these siblings were struggling through one day in the long developmental transition of their original family. As we come together to deal with the needs of our aging parents, sweeping emotions like theirs—anger and helplessness, childlike needs and rivalries in tandem with mature behavior and life-changing decisions—often go with the territory. As we are thrust into prolonged and intimate contact with our sisters and brothers after decades in separate homes and lives, all our family history crashes down on us as we each look mortality in the face, up close—our parents’ and our own.

“It’s like being put down with your siblings in the center of a nuclear reactor and being told, ‘Figure it out,’” Sara Honn Qualls told me. The University of Colorado geropsychologist, a practitioner in the emerging field of the psychology of aging, is one of a host of experts who have embarked on trying to understand this late-life convergence of the family.

This transition unfolds over several years, even decades, as we and our siblings reunite around our aging parents and their new needs. Over time we share or resist responsibilities for their health, well-being, and property, making decisions from the mundane to the literally life-and-death. But the twilight is not only a matter of solving practical problems and meeting practical needs. It is an existential crisis through which we will be transformed from the children of our parents to the elders of our family. It requires a critical recalibration of our sense of who we are and what our family is. It demands that we accept change and grow as people. How we navigate this passage with our siblings determines, in large part, whether we remain a connected family after our parents die, and what our connection will be like.

Just think about the enormity of this. Decades of life and change, the addition of partners and children, have made us different people from the sons and daughters, sisters and brothers we were. One of our parents is probably gone; both may be frail. Making our original family work together at this point can be like trying to crunch together a machine from a group of scattered and reshaped parts. It just doesn’t function the way it used to; we have to adapt what we’ve got to make it run. Even harder, our parents’ decline and dependency evokes powerful emotions from our earliest days, feelings that pull us backward when we need most desperately to push forward and be more adult than we’ve ever been.

The Kellers’ reactions are typical. Before they reassembled to deal with their increasingly frail mother, they had all gone different ways. There were marriages, divorces, remarriages, kids, and grandkids. By the time Dottie moved back to their hometown, twice-divorced and still a dreamy romantic, her younger sister, Arlene, had become a player in their town, a trusted financial adviser and confident leader. As Dottie found out, being older didn’t count for much anymore. Many things about these people and their relationships were different. As they confronted their mother’s new dependency, and glimpsed her mortality, they found themselves acting out of old needs, reenacting old rivalries. They felt sad, angry, hurt, and confused. Yet, as I can attest after interviewing scores of siblings from twilight families, the Kellers did reasonably well overall.

These Kansas siblings are pioneers: We all are. “There are no role models for this,” social worker Lynn Cibuzar told me. She and I were sitting at the conference room table of DARTS, a Minneapolis-area nonprofit serving seniors and their families. Cibuzar had led countless family meetings around that table to help beleaguered and conflicted sibling groups, with or without their parents, to hammer out how to work together, both for their parents’ sake and for one another’s, as they coped with everything from elder care and housing to powers of attorney, from medical decisions to inheritance. “As families,” Cibuzar lamented, “we have no models for this. We’re all struggling through something new. I tell people, ‘This is not just your sister’s fault. We have to see the bigger picture, all the forces that have brought us here.’”

NEW TIMES, NEW KINDS OF FAMILIES

One or two generations ago, the Keller family would probably not have gone through this long renegotiation of their family relationships over their parents’ old age. The odds are overwhelming that their mother would not have lived to be so old. But if she had been one of the rare old people, she would probably have been healthy, then died after a brief illness. If she needed assistance longer, an unusual occurrence, one of her homemaker daughters would have cared for her. There were no senior housing, assisted living, or continuous care centers. There was a mere handful of “old age homes.”

“It was a barren landscape,” Elaine Brody told me. In 1957, this pioneering gerontologist was doing intake interviews at one of these few old age homes. The word caregiving did not exist then, she told me. Most old people were poor; the Social Security Act of 1935 came too late to help them when they could no longer work. In fact, many states had (and still have on the books) laws requiring their “legally responsible relatives” —their children—to support them. Over the following decades, the Philadelphia Geriatric Center, as this old age home came to be called (it has since been reconstituted as the Abramson Center for Jewish Life and the Polisher Research Institute), established a number of firsts: an apartment building for old people, geriatric hospital, assisted living center, and, in 1974, a model Alzheimer’s facility.

In the 1970s, Penn State gerontologist Steven Zarit, then a young professor at the University of Southern California, witnessed the first swell in the elderly population while operating a community counseling program for the Andrus Gerontology Center in Los Angeles. The children of people with dementia begged Zarit to help because they had nowhere else to turn.

Many old people themselves were surprised to be alive. “I never thought I’d live this long,” bemused old folks told social workers. In fact, as Purdue University family studies expert Karen Fingerman noted, the parents of baby boomers, our parents, were the first generation in history to experience old age as a normal stage of life. They were the first to enjoy the benefits of social security and to look forward to retirement; the first to move far from home to enjoy it.

The New Old People

During the twentieth century, the average person’s life expectancy shot up by three decades. Thirty more years of life! Between 1950 and 2000, the percentage of people seventy-five and older doubled from 3 to 6 percent of the U.S. population, and people over eighty-five are now the fastest-growing demographic group.

When our grandparents or great-grandparents got sick, they usually died quickly from infectious diseases, such as influenza or diphtheria. Or they died from mostly untreatable conditions, such as heart disease, ulcers, or cancer. It was our parents who saw the invention of antibiotics to treat the diseases that used to kill people. They were among the first to receive new vaccines to ward off killer epidemics, such as cholera and smallpox. Better nutrition, health information, water, and sanitation also helped keep them alive. Then the introduction of Medicare in 1965 gave them unprecedented access to medical care.

Because of medical advances in the treatment of chronic health conditions, more and more of our parents have been able to survive into old age. But there’s a dark side to this progress. Those who get to be very old, whose numbers are increasing rapidly, have a much greater probability of developing Alzheimer’s or another dementia. More than 40 percent of people over eighty-five are now afflicted, according to the Alzheimer’s Association. These revolutionary changes mean that most of our parents need or will need some kind of care, probably for years. We are the ones who will care for them—34 million of us currently, according to the National Alliance for Caregiving, AARP, and MetLife.

The New Adult Children

On the other side of this social revolution, today’s midlife adults, beginning with those of us born between 1946 and 1964 and defined as baby boomers, are dramatically different as adult children from those in previous generations. We grew up in tremendous prosperity in what scholars tell us were the most child-centered homes in history until that time. We became the best-educated generation. Better education in turn prompted many of us to move far from home, first for college, then for career, and newly accessible air travel facilitated these moves. At least half of us live fifty miles or more from our parents. This makes us the first native-born generation, Fingerman observed, whose relationships with our parents have been so affected by geographic distance.

Sweeping social changes have also shaped our generation. The women’s movement, which made it normal for women to work, collided with the traditional assumption that women would be responsible for caring for their parents. Certainly, today’s daughters are less available for caregiving. Male or female, we are also less on hand because of new kinds of family lives and career trajectories. Many of us have had our children later and are still raising kids when our parents get old, hence the “sandwich” generation. With more divorce and remarriage, more single-parent families and untraditional kinds of households, increasing numbers of boomers are juggling more competing responsibilities with supercharged demands.

All these historical developments complicate our relationships with our aging parents. Although studies show that we remain emotionally close even when we live far away, physical distance can add tensions to our relationships because we cannot always give our parents the time and attention they would like or we might like to give them. Moreover, many of us became better educated than our parents, and this difference is yet one more factor with the potential to create emotional distance between us as well as physical. Ambivalence in our relationships is common.

The culture in which we were brought up has also given us a sense that we have control over the important things in our lives. We are problem solvers. If something is broken, we are convinced we can fix it. Are we, therefore, psychologically prepared for the aging of our parents? Those who have studied us, such as Brandeis University researcher Margie Lachman, say that we enter midlife with a sense of mastery of our world. But most of us also enter midlife with at least one living parent. What happens between this point and our last parent’s death profoundly challenges our sense of mastery.

THE FAMILY WE LEFT: THE HOUSE OF CHILDHOOD

When we reassemble with our siblings around our parents’ new needs, we understand at one level that neither we nor our family is the same, but we often relate to one another as if we were. The old ways of relating are what we know, so slipping into them is automatic. We come back together, whether sitting in a parent’s or sibling’s living room or by phone or email, in what I call the house of childhood. This metaphorical structure contains the roles and rules and beliefs we learned as children, the way we learned to communicate and interact with one another.

A family is a living organism, a system, composed of complex networks of interactions. This way of understanding families was developed by the first family therapists in the 1950s. By now we’ve all imbibed a little of this point of view. Most of us are familiar with the idea that each of us has a different role in our family. I’m the achiever, you’re the rebel, our younger sister is the peacemaker, and our little brother makes everyone laugh when things get tense. But it’s far more complicated than that. In every family there is a kind of emotional division of labor. Each person has a specialized part in keeping the family going. If we each do what we’ve learned to do, our family remains stable.

Every family is a separate country with its own laws, governing powers, and assumptions. In its emotional life, one family can be as different from another down the block as a middleclass, secular family in New York is from an impoverished Muslim family in Afghanistan. Our parents pass down the rules, although they may not themselves be able to articulate them. The rules are rarely spelled out. Yet they implicitly dictate how we should feel about people, what we are allowed to talk about and how, and what we are permitted to do. If we break the rules, we risk punishment: anger, coldness, even banishment.

Parents lay down the belief system—that we’re all here to help one another, for example, or that asking for help is weakness. They also define our values: what’s important—education, for example, or money, public opinion, or kindness. Parents also spell out how different people in the family are to be regarded. If one of us is uncharacteristically successful or uncharacteristically badly behaved, our family generally finds a way to dismiss this departure from our worldview. If the child considered not so smart scores well in a test, for example, well, that test must have been really easy. As children, each of us has to find a way to fit in, play a part that is needed or, at least, not already taken.

Family systems take in events and forces from generations before us and the new families we create after we leave home. They include our parents’ habits, values, attitudes, and much more, things both conscious and unconscious. It would be impossible to detail here all the elements in even one family. We can, however, consider some very simplified examples of how families work.

In one stable, loving family, the immigrant father, a highly successful business owner, affectionately cares for his wife, son, and daughter. He takes pride in his role as provider and is also proud of his wife, who is better educated than he is. The wife, who feels weak, looks to her capable husband to protect and care for her but feels, not so secretly, that she’s the smarter one. Knowing he’s somewhat insecure, she caters to his need to be in charge, although, at some level, she resents it. She rarely challenges him, and he gets angry when she does. All the relationships in the family reflect aspects of this primary relationship. The son, like his father, works hard to be successful and take care of other family members. He is obedient and strives hard to get his father’s approval, but he never feels fully approved because his father, though proud of him, also feels ambivalent about his son surpassing him. When the father is brusque or harsh, the mother does not stand up for her son but comforts him when they are alone. The son and mother feel allied in being the smarter ones, an unspoken assumption that everyone understands. To the daughter, the mother communicates that achievement is not important for women, who are weaker than men. The daughter blames her mother for keeping her down and gets lots of attention by complaining. She looks to her father and brother to give her affection and take care of her. Both do. The father feels freer to be affectionate to his daughter, and she can let him be strong without resenting him. Her brother enjoys the role of being the benevolent older male, a junior version of his father. In this complex network of relationships, they all get some of their needs met. When the parents get old and the father dies suddenly, the son will embrace the idea that it is his place to care for his mother, and his sister, who does not see her job as caring for others, will automatically cede this role to her brother.

In another family, the parents’ marriage is more troubled. The father, a brilliant doctor, enjoys feeling adored and marries a beautiful, emotionally fragile woman who worships him. Yet he really doesn’t like catering to other people’s needs and comes to resent his wife. He is impatient with his less brilliant son, who flounders in and out of school. The son, who feels he can never compete with his father, feels relieved of trying. He acts out and gets negative attention from his father and love and solicitude from his mother, who looks to him for the sense of importance and affection she misses from her husband. Mother and son form a tight alliance of the undervalued. The father dotes on his smart, pretty daughter, his second-born, and makes her his confidante, looking to her for the easy companionship he can’t get from his wife. He praises how well she deals with her mother and brother, and implicitly relies on her to take care of them. She has learned that she will get love from everyone as long as she is well behaved and has no needs of her own. She also acts as a buffer between her parents, who don’t fight so much when she is there. So around and around they go, getting their needs met as best they can and keeping the family stable. But shortly after the children leave home, the marriage collapses.

There are endless permutations of these self-perpetuating family interactions. If one person, or an alliance of two or more, always takes on more work or responsibility, the others in the family will always do less, however much the workers complain. Their doing less will result in the others doing more. If some people in the family are seen as angry or needy, the others will mollify them or take care of them, not allowing themselves to get angry or get their own needs met, and the cycle will continue.

The Crunch of Change

Families, by their nature, resist change. Because of established dynamics, which provide the family’s foundation, the family and its members cling to the status quo, even when that “status” is anything but stable. Yet adapting to change is critical to family health and growth. Nothing ever really stays the same. Little kids turn into adolescents. New people—brides and babies and in-laws—enter the family, and other people leave it, through death or divorce. What happens in each part affects all the other parts. Healthy families do change when they need to, although the earth rumbles a little under them before it feels firm again. Some family shifts are brought on by unhappy events. But even the happy ones, such as a birth or a marriage, can precipitate an anxious transition.

It was psychoanalyst Erik Erikson who first suggested that in order to grow as people and reach the next level of maturity, we may have to go through a developmental and emotional “crisis,” a period of confusion or anxiety before we make the leap to solid ground. Think about it. Every major step forward involves not just gain but loss. When I get married, for example, I lose the freedom to be with other partners, and I also lose my sense of myself as a single person who has to be responsible only for myself. I have to transform my identity to include being part of a couple and someone whose first allegiance is to my husband or wife rather than to my father and mother. These are my psychic challenges as a person.

As newlyweds, we two also have to adjust to each other to become a new family. We assimilate, blend, or change the dynamics we bring with us from our original families. These are our psychic challenges as a family. As we move forward, every major transition subjects our little world to unsettling tremors before settling down again; the parts and the whole change and adjust in response to one another. Families, in other words, like individuals, experience “crises” of development, transitions that can lead to growth.

THE TWILIGHT:
A DIFFERENT KIND OF FAMILY TRANSITION

When family therapists talk about these crises, they invariably focus on the nuclear family—you and me and our spouses and kids—and how each of us is stressed by the changes at our time of life: our kids leaving home, for example, or our parents getting old and needing care.

A great deal has been written about these important family transitions, from the birth of our first child to the “empty nest” and the death of a spouse. These major life shifts demand psychological adjustments and emotional growth. But until now, we have heard almost nothing about this stressful passage of our original family. Yet for adult children, this reengagement as our parents are fading reawakens visceral emotional needs rooted in our childhood.

Until quite recently, there has been little or no reason to discuss this phenomenon. It did not exist in its present form for most families. Now, however, because of the convergence of historical and social forces I described, as record numbers of boomers come together to address the decline and death of their parents, there is a pressing need to understand this transition.

This new phase of family life is unlike any we’ve experienced before. Other family transitions, however difficult they are, usually start with a relatively continuous core. Two people in a relationship get married and have children, who eventually grow up and leave home. At every point, as the family expands or contracts, its core members, usually the parents at the center, remain more or less constant and changes are gradual, unless they divorce or one of them unexpectedly becomes seriously ill or dies. But the very nature of this twilight passage is its discontinuity. When we come together, sisters and brothers around our aging parents, it is this core of our original family that is crumbling: One of our parents has died or both are frail and unable to play the roles they once did. The family we grew up in, that network of continuous, intimate relationships, has not been operating as it used to for decades.

What this means is that we may now face many obstacles to working together as a family. Some of these are external: for example, living far apart. Some obstacles are internal, such as unresolved anger or guilt toward a parent or sibling. What’s required of us in this new transition? A lot, if we are to come through it successfully. As we seek some shared sense of duty and fairness in the division of responsibilities, power, and property, we need to come to terms with our relationships with our parents. We also need to rework our relationships with one another.

How do we get through it? What are the challenges for each of us and for our family as a whole? Experts, as I have said, are only just beginning to address this. When I first looked for research about this family transition, I found very little: a few studies of caregiving and a few about adult siblings, but nothing that went to the heart of the matter I was investigating. In fact, in the 1990s, it seemed as if the research community was ignoring this important phase in life. Consider the MacArthur Foundation’s MIDUS (Midlife in the United States) study, the scholarly community’s most extensive look at boomers in midlife. In 1994, when this massive project was initiated by top experts in many fields, they asked participants hundreds of questions about their lives, including queries about their health, marriages, religious feelings, and sexual attitudes. But they did not ask a single direct question about caregiving, reactions to a parent’s death, or relations with siblings. “As I get older, I wonder why we didn’t ask this at MIDUS,” said Elaine Wethington, fifty-five, a sociologist who participated in MIDUS. I was speaking to her, coincidentally, on the day on which she had flown home to pick up her eighty-six-year-old mother from the hospital following surgery.

I asked leading family therapists about this idea of a new family transition and I searched the literature in the field, but no one seemed to be looking at this period as a developmental crisis of the original family. Then, in 2004, University of Rochester geropsychologist Deborah King and psychiatrist Lyman Wynne, who both worked with elders in therapy, published a paper on what they called “family integrity.” Wynne, an eminent pioneer in the field, was an old person and the head of a family, as he himself pointed out when I spoke to him shortly before his death in 2007. His and King’s primary concern was with the emotional health of the elder of the family, the parent of middle-aged children who had left the nest decades before.

For any family to succeed in this phase of life, King and Wynne said, its family system, and every person in it, had to make three major leaps. First, they had to adapt their relationships to one another’s current time of life. They also had to resolve their family conflicts or accept relationships as lost or damaged beyond repair. Finally, they had to create meaning and connection by sharing and passing down family stories and traditions. King and Wynne, as I said, were looking at this late-life family transition with a focus on the aging parent. I am looking at it from our point of view: We who are now middle-aged children. As people in midlife, our challenges are a little different; our parents’ role will grow smaller, and ours will grow larger. We will not only care for them but also make decisions for them, bury them, and mourn them. We will inherit their property, their values, traditions, and history. To do all these well, we must meet these considerable challenges:


	adapt our roles and relationships as adults in a changing family



	confront our old conflicts with our siblings and parents, and resolve them, let them go, or work around them



	make peace with the loss of our parents and with their legacies, positive and negative



	redefine and pass on our family history and traditions




If our parents are able to take the lead as we begin, realistically dealing with their aging, for example, or making amends for past injustices, they will make it easier for us to do our part. If they have been emotionally healthy parents and generally good role models, we will be better prepared to meet these challenges, though confronting them may still be very hard. Not everyone will be able to make these leaps. But if we succeed, the payoff is profound. We emerge with a deeper, richer sense of self and of human life. We can accept the loss of our parents as part of the natural cycle of life and move forward with our own lives. And we are likelier to advance with an enduring and sustaining connection to our sisters and brothers in the next generation.
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