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They were the last two words I expected to hear come out of my mom’s mouth after I confessed my marital infidelity to her. I couldn’t believe I had managed to choke out the truth I was hiding from my husband, my colleagues and most of my friends. But as she sat up in her hospital bed, leaning forward to ask me what was wrong, truth came tumbling out. I may have cried. I most certainly didn’t look her in the eye. But her first words, like her grip on my hands, were strong and focusing: 

“Grab happy,” she said, in a tone that confirmed she knew exactly what I was saying and that she understood both the depth of my betrayal and my shame. 

“What?” I turned to face her, away from the window filled with evening-darkened buildings. Her eyes covered me like a blanket.

“Grab happy,” she repeated. “Listen, life is too short to be miserable. And you have been miserable for a long time. You’ve been beaten down. You carry a lot. And you deserve to be happy. You deserve to feel joy. So grab happy. And do it whenever you can, for as long as you can.” 

It wasn’t the first nor the last time my mom, then 87, had taken my breath away through more than a decade of caregiving. In those two words, though, she gave me an unexpected dose of both strength and power. Strength to see through my guilt and remember the goodness of my humanity, even in my weakness. Power, a seemingly endless supply of it, to pass along her words of wisdom to others struggling with loveless marriages, fractured families and toxic colleagues.  

Those two words—grab happy—offered me more than forgiveness. They re-shaped how I viewed my life choices and my efforts to survive. They allowed me to believe that even in the depths of desperation, I could just dig a little deeper and find some stringy, dirt-clumped roots of hope.

I remember the first time I saw a cartoon comparing how we expect our life’s journey to look versus our reality. It consists of two square boxes, side by side: the box on the left shows a straight line, inching upward—a solid-stroke projection of progress, the promise of ascendance hanging on to the tip of an arrow. The box on the right is a hot mess of squiggles and curves, circles and tremors that crawl right then jerk left, drift up and plummet down, often swirling into a confused doodle of despair. 

While messy and chaotic, the box on the right, the cartoon explains, is the realistic, and richer, route. Embrace the squiggles, the explanation goes, for they hold both adventure and wisdom. But—spoiler alert—the squiggles also hold frustration. And pain. And heartache. And—even bigger spoiler alert—the box on the left is pure fantasy.

But, like most people I know, I grew up convinced that I was left-box material. Following rules came naturally, as did finding solace buried in the pages of books. As a student, I was a teacher-pleaser. As a teacher, I was drawn toward students with complicated squiggles because they offered opportunities for me to work on ironing upward. As a journalist, I have learned from and marveled at the squiggle-filled stories of others. Through my work in classrooms and in the field, I found enough adventure to fill a lifetime. 

Or so I thought.

I proceeded along a privileged college, graduate school, marriage, motherhood route with my own set of minimal squiggles. I was proud of working multiple jobs to support myself and my family. And, though I denied my hillbilly roots for more than three decades, I was always guided by my mother’s Appalachian wisdom: “No one is better than you; and you’re not better than anybody.”

But then a string of tremors shook my steady hand. Less than a year after my second child was born, my father had a massive heart attack; and after a month in a coma, he died. Soon after, I switched careers that had defined me due to my own family’s trauma. First, my husband got sick. He blamed me for the pain that ravaged his body and spirit, the pain that opened up the thick scabs that had become the foundation of our life together. I absorbed the pain and took a new job because it offered health benefits. 

My squiggles mapped my weaknesses, fears and failures. While I projected a straight-line image, tremors ruled my days and nights. Still, I was stubborn. For years, I stuck to the left-box narrative. I resisted questions from co-workers and friends. I honed my subject-changing conversational skills. “Fake it till you make it,” another one of my Mom’s lasting mottos, became my daily mantra.

I also refused to acknowledge the fissures the tremors left behind: My sons stranded after elementary school for an hour as I tried to reach their father, who, in a medicated haze mixed with depression, had slept through multiple alarms while I was at work. My limiting of my sons’ out-of-school activities because I ran out of time, patience and money to juggle all of the carpools and snack duties. My temper flaring at them; sometimes with “because I said so” reasons, sometimes with none. My impatience with an unbalanced marriage and a partner whose capacity for work diminished as his illness expanded. 

My first solution was to escape to work. There, I could socialize with people who never glimpsed my fissures. My work friends and colleagues didn’t know when my younger son napped under my desk on afternoons I slipped out to pick him up after morning preschool, or when I shut my door every morning as my husband and I battled through our morning phone fights. That door protected me, and my inevitable crying jags, until I could count enough deep breaths to emerge and face another day of deadlines, my cheerful armor mostly intact. 

When that wasn’t enough, I found other escapes. By the time I said “yes” to a handsome near-stranger, I had given up my bedroom and stopped hugging my husband at all, at his request. There were some levels of isolation so deep they could only be shared with someone who didn’t want to know the backstory.  

But the fissures weren’t just in my own home. My mother’s excruciating health decline echoed the decline of my certainty in the world. Caregiving for my mother, with whom I had always been close, brought out my best—and my worst. As years wore on, I emailed my siblings who lived out of town or traveled often to keep them up-to-date about her diagnoses and overall life conditions, then grew resentful of their replies. Their questions read like accusations; their suggestions like micromanagement. 

My sibling ties, like those with my husband, frayed; and in the end, most broke for good.  

My squiggles traced and retraced themselves, forming deeper and deeper channels that I seemed determined to fill with bad choices and lies to cover them up. It took years for me to see that those channels held more than pain that I worked hard to cover up. They also held value, a value that I glimpsed briefly and only over time.

Sometimes the glimpse came via a post on social media. A friend would share a story about an ailing parent, and I could respond with advice that gave comfort. 

Other times, the glimpse appeared when I’d run into a colleague from a prior career and our conversation would drift toward caregiving. I would share some practical thoughts on their pressing fears and receive hugs in return. Or, a friend would refer someone they knew to me, and I would connect with a stranger seeking resources or support about their own caregiving decisions. My strategies—my successes and failures—offered solace to some and hope for others.

Most of all, though, I heard regular echoes of the valuable piece of advice that my mom shared with me from that sterile hospital bed: “Grab happy.” I had shared the story often, rarely explaining what precipitated that specific advice-giving, to friends struggling with relationships, job choices, moves and other life transitions. Time and again, they reminded me how those two words stuck with them and allowed them to see the joy hiding beyond difficult decisions.

For eight years, though, I could only write in fragments about the decade-plus journey between my parents’ deaths. I felt far from grabbing happy. I felt sadness, guilt, shame and, yes, anger. So I searched for stories like mine, stories about others who felt so conflicted, so vulnerable and, years later, often still alone. When I couldn’t find those stories, I decided to share my own.

This book, then, serves as both guide and cautionary tale. It documents a trail of relentless, deep and shameless love. It also elucidates my struggles as a mother, daughter, sister and wife. Throughout, it describes my often-desperate hanging-on to life’s squiggly lines as a way to cope, to learn and, ultimately, to grab happy.
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I’m a born hoarder. I think of my instinct to hold onto things both precious and insignificant as a genetic predisposition born of my Mom’s sparse mountain upbringing during the Great Depression, along with her lifelong habit of cleaning-by-stacking. It was a packrat method that passed for storing items she was certain she would some day reuse, yet never did. 

While stacks of books, magazines, quilts and more defined normal to me, I can recall the looks on my friends’ faces when they first saw my parents’ house. Their reactions became a kind of litmus test as to whether we’d continue to get along. The keepers would take it all in, wide-eyed with wonder, and quickly find some knickknack or stack about which they obsessed. Maybe it was the red-bound, hardcover, illustrated Childcraft Encyclopedia set. Or the mother-of-pearl adorned accordions hidden in cases behind the piano. Or the tower of record albums that balanced on a table-height cabinet crammed full of generations’ worth of music and comedy, from 78s of Judy Garland and Mickey Rooney movie soundtracks to more modern LPs of Janice Joplin and the Smothers Brothers. The non-keepers would register shock, and an occasional edge of dismay, as they gingerly picked their way through each room with the timidity of muscophobics in a room full of cheese. They never got invited back and likely wouldn’t have accepted the invitation anyway.

Between my parents, my Mom was the collector; the clutter never seemed to bother my Dad as long as he had his space to do his morning calisthenics (the living room) and shower in peace (the basement). When I was born, our house was so full of children—all six of us—that my parents had turned the main dining room into their bedroom. While my Dad kept his dresser and closet in that room until he died, my Mom’s space expanded with her wardrobe and years of never-discarded clothes—plus books and thrift-store and flea market finds—into the room that became their bedroom after my oldest sisters moved out. After I left home, her clothes and more “collectibles,” as she liked to call them, eventually consumed my former bedroom, too.

As the stacks turned into piles, the piles grew out of control. Attic? Filled with books and old toys. Impassable. Second-floor solarium? Filled with games and craft supplies. Also impassable. Basement? Three narrow pathways led between mounds of fabrics and kitchen overflow to my dad’s tools, to a spooky blue shell of a bathroom and to the washer and dryer. Otherwise, well, impassable. 

When my sons were very young, naptime at Mom-Mom and Pop-Pop’s house included a trip to my parents’ second-floor bedroom. My Mom and Dad took turns taking them up the stairs, settling them into the worn-soft-by-time comforters on their four-poster bed and reading them Dr. Suess stories till they all fell asleep. Post-nap, my older son often sat on that bed for hours while my Mom pulled out drawer after drawer of sparkly costume necklaces and bracelets from a fancy wooden jewelry box designed to look like a mini-armoire. Clip-on earrings, fist-sized rhinestones and tiny beadwork fascinated him as he practiced his sorting and counting. His wispy brown hair lifted gently off his forehead, exposing his furrowed brow, when the room air conditioner hummed on the hot summer afternoons when I was at work. 

Except for sleeping, upstairs was my Mom’s territory. And for years after my dad died, all but his nicest work clothes remained, neatly folded, in his single chest of drawers that sat along a wall in the long-ago reclaimed downstairs dining room. One of my brothers had sorted through Dad’s pre-retiree work clothes from the closet and the dresser—the shirts Mom always meticulously ironed before bringing them up from the basement, the baggy khaki dress pants, the handful of interchangeable ties—and taken them to Goodwill. Everything else, though—his white t-shirts in various states of wear and tear, his underwear, his socks and shorts—felt too intimate to touch, much less move.

So the dresser remained, gathering dust, a frozen moment in time, a still life of splintered golf tees and dusty trays that once held loose change. My Dad had made two hole-in-ones in his life, and the thin certificates acknowledging his prized golfing milestones rested gently along the back of the dresser, leaning flimsily against the wall.  

It was depressing to pass by, which everyone had to, and my Mom surely realized the dresser needed to go. But still it sat, no one quite ready, or willing, to take that first definitive step toward erasing Dad from the living space. Finally the dining room, which had lived so many lives during my own, had to be cleared out to make room for a hospital bed. My Mom was returning home from a long stint in rehab after a traumatic and completely unexpected partial leg amputation. That meant we had no more excuses, and it was my job to empty the drawers. 

I had braced myself for the church donation envelopes with my Dad’s name on them. I had prepared myself to see his tidy, tiny accountant’s cursive filling the lines of golf scorecards. But then I opened the top right drawer and saw a box once filled with plain envelopes filled with greeting cards. Years’ worth of birthday and Father’s Day cards, including the most recent ones that my sons and I had given him on the Father’s Day one month before his final heart attack. Dad had arranged the box with the most recent cards facing front. Every card was nestled inside of its envelope’s flap so that the colorful cards, both store-bought and handmade, were discernable at a glance. I saw so many cards I remembered picking out—mostly silly, not mushy—then signing with my then-husband and for our sons. Cards from my nephew and niece, my sister, my brother—all preserved with a thoughtfulness and care that caught me completely off-guard.

I pulled out the box and walked my fingers back through time, past card after card signed with hastily drawn hearts and love. I tried to imagine Dad taking each new card and placing it in the box. And I cried as I pulled out the final birthday cards, signed so innocently. Those were simpler, happier days, I thought; how wonderful and how tragic to be so oblivious to the ways our lives would soon change. 

These weren’t cards to keep, nor were they cards to return to their senders, that much I knew. But I also knew that I was glad to have seen them, touched them, breathed in the musty space in which they had been preserved. I was glad to have had the chance to pull out that shallow box and explore its depth, however briefly. 

The next drawers held socks and underwear. No hidden messages or tucked-away treasures. Just the sadness of worn intimacies; the softness of near-sheer white V-neck T-shirts; and the forgotten travels of dress-sock pairs bound together by now-cracked-stiff elastic cuffs.

None of us needed anything that had been left in those drawers. The grace of time’s perspective allowed me to see that clearly as I slowly filled a black plastic bag with their contents. Hoarding can be as much about not forgetting as it is about the pleasure of stacking and the knowledge of having. My mind shifted to a clear thick plastic hospital bag I had long kept tucked in one of my own dresser drawers. I had hidden it from everyone, even my then-husband, ever since Dad’s final hospital stay. It held the soiled tan shorts Dad had worn on that beautiful summer morning when he played his last-ever round of golf, with his miniature dark brown bottle of nitroglycerin tablets that had been tucked in a front pocket. There was the vibrant pink polo shirt that the EMTs ripped off of him just before they jump-started his heart, but not his brain. The bright pink shirt that I would pull out of the bag whenever I felt sad or followed the urge to grieve; the polo I would hold to my face and breathe, my eyes closed, trying to recapture time lost and time imagined. 

After emptying Dad’s dresser, I went home and pulled out his pink shirt one more time. I held it to my face, closed my eyes and took a deep breath, absorbing the stiff staleness of the dark closet shelf its softness carried, before I put it, ever so gently, into trash.
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What Matters Most
No matter where you are on your caregiving journey, facing some basic inevitables head-on can save more than time. 

	Have you and your family had #realtalk conversations about up-to-date wills that clearly communicate all preferences for family heirlooms and sentimental keepsakes? 

	Is there a clearly identified executor who will know where all important paperwork is stored?

	What will happen to the accumulated stuff of life not mentioned in any will? 

	Who is in charge of what will happen to the accumulated stuff of life not mentioned in any will? Is there an equitable distribution of responsibilities?
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