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Why would any sane person
want to publicize the
derails thar end up on her
credit-card statement?
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Who Takes
Care of
Mom?
Siblings

clash as they
respond to
parents’ aging

BY FRANCINE RUSSO

WHEN MY MOTHER'S HEALTH
was failing, I was the “bad”
sister who lived far away and
wasn'tinvolved. My sister
helped my parents. She never
asked me todoanything, and
Ididn't volunteer.  was wid-
owed, raising kids and work-
ing, but that wasn’t really why
I'kept to weekly calls and short,
infrequent visits. I was stuck in
my adolescent role as the aloof
achiever, defending myself
from my judgmental mother
and other family craziness. As
always, 1 deflected my sister’s
digs about my not being around
more—and I didn’t hear her ris-
ing desperation. It wasn't until
my mom’s funeral, watching
my dad and sister cling to each
other and weep, that I gota hint
of theirlong ordeal—and how
badly I'd screwed up.

My sister was so furious, she
barely spoke to me during my

Mixed messages Linda Grocher,
67, dowmplaved her problems when
a daughter visiled her in Baltimore



STUDIES SHOW:

GENDER
Daughters are
more likely than
sS0ns to become
caregivers,

and among
daughters,
geographic
proximity rules

DYNAMICS
Siblings are the
Ereatest source
of help to
caregivers, but
they're also the
biggest source
of interpersonal
stress

FAVORITISM
Recollections
of maternal
preferences
during
childhood
outweigh
perceptions
of current
favoritism

in predicting
tension among
adult siblings

®

father’s last years. Honest, I'm
not a terrible person. So how
did I get it so wrong?

‘We hearalot about the costs
of taking care of our graying
population. But the big story
roiling beneath the surface is
the psychological crisis among
middle-aged siblings who are
fuming or fighting over issues
involving theiraging parents,
According 1o a new survey by
the AARP-and MetLife-funded
National Alliance for Care
giving, an estimated 43.5 mil-
lion adultsin the U.S. are
looking after an older relative or
triend. Of these, 43% said they
did not feel they had a choice in
thisrole. And although 7in 10
said another unpaid caregiver
had provided help in the past
year, only tin yosaid the bur-
den was split equally.

Assiblings who are often
separated geographically and
emotionally, we are having o
come together to decide such
thorny issues as where Mom
and Dad should live and where
they should be buried. “It’s like
being put down with your sib
lings in the center of a nuclear
reactor and being told, ‘Figure
itout,’" says Universily of
Colorado geropsychologist Sara
Honn Qualls,

Eldercare and end-of-life
debates often hit familics after
decades of negotiating nothing
muore serious than where to
spend Thanksgiving, We can
be grownups with successful
careers and kids of our own,
yetall the old stuff ambushes
us: sibling rivalry, entrenched
roles and resentments, the way
our family talked or didn’t talk
about important things.

One two-year study of
married women caring for
parents with dementia found
that siblings were not only the
greatest source of help to these
caregivers but also the biggest
source of interpersonal stress,

Friction often stems rom
parents giving theirchildren
different information about
how they're doing. Mom may
puton a good show for the out
of-towner, who then discounts
what the local sibling says.
Annic Groeber, 43, a freelance
media producer, used to pop
up from Washington to see her
mother, who would make light
of her many health problems.
Sountil Groeber moved to
Baltimore to help out more, she
had trouble believing what her
sister said about their mother's
deteriorating condition or the
personality changes caused

by her medications. “Tracey
would say, “You have no idea
what thisislike,” Groeber re-
calls. “Within a couple of weeks
of my moving, 1 said to her,
“You're right. Thad noidea’™
Notallsiblings fight,and |
some become cleser during
their parents’ twilight years.
The Hiatts have managed this
period better than most. After
years of tallks with their five
far-flung kids, in 200z the par-
ents moved from Boise, Idaho,
to anassisted living facility in
Eugene, Ore., 1o minutes [rom
Jeanne Walker, the daughter
who has had the best relation-
ship with their (often difficult)
mother. At 59, Walker works
part time as a nurse. Her older
brother helps out twice a week,
and their three siblings, who
live in otherstates, spend
their vacations on parent duty.
When their mom complains
unrelentingly, Waller calls
hersiblings to vent. “It makes
adifference to me to feel I have
their support,” she says.
Research shows that emo-
tional support for caregivers
iseritical to their well-being
and to family harmony. Too
often, anger on one side leads
to guilt and defensiveness on
the other, resulting in sibling
gridlock. Sometimesa thera-
pistor clergyperson needs to
referee family meetings. For
status updates, Patricia Mul
vey, a geriatric-care manager in
New York, favors simultaneous
emails. “That way,” she says,
“Susie won't hear it before Joey, :
and that can reduce tension.” ‘

As for me, I became more
present for my father in his
last years. After he died, I
apologized Lo my sister. And
s0,in our imperfect way, [
we remain “family” and
sometimes even laugh overa
childhood memory that, now
thatour parentsare gone, we
are the only people on earth
who share. =

Russo, a contyibutor to TIME
since 1999, is the author of the
new book They're Your Parents,
Too! How Siblings Can Survive
Their Parents’ Aging Without
Driving Each Other Crazy
(Bantam; 304 pages)




