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Fairfax. Five years ago, my family starved our father to death. Our struggle to decide Dad's fate was shorter than that of the family of Terri Schiavo, the Florida woman who for 15 years has lived, if that's the right word, in a vegetative state. But we know the pain of making decisions for loved ones who can't. Three years of watch- ing Dad descend into his frozen hell was enough time for my mother, supported by her four children, to decide to withhold food.

At 82 my father was diagnosed with Parkinson's Disease. But even before then, he and we knew something wasn't right. The first sign was his remark, conveyed with that twinkle in his eye we often saw when he meant to shock, that he was "no longer up" for making love. I told him I hoped I'd still be thinking about that after eight decades.

That was just the beginning of his physical decline. He started to forget sim- ple words. He ate in slow motion. He couldn't really walk any longer; he shuf- fled. He struggled to get out of a chair.

Within another year, his mind began slipping away. He knew it. He had moments of lucidity interspersed with mindless obsessions. He watered the furniture. Mom tried to take care of him in their small condominium near the Jersey shore.

After he was hospitalized for pneumonia, my mother reluctantly decided to place Dad in a nursing home. It was across the street from their home. Each day she visited for hours.

THE BODY of a Parkinson's sufferer slowly freezes. Soon he needed help dressing, then eating, then going to the bathroom. He finally stopped talking.

Over the final months he often choked on his food as his throat muscles failed him. He could barely move a muscle.

Was his a vegetative state? My sister, the closest of the four kids to Dad, would swear he still had that twinkle in his eye and that he tried to smile. I wondered if his stare wasn't anything more than a glassy gaze that saw nothing but searched for peace. Was his smile a grimace of unbelievable emotional pain?
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He again contracted pneumonia and was briefly hospitalized. When he returned to the nursing home, the doctors said he couldn't eat or drink. His only option was a feeding tube.

Dad's living will stated he wanted no extraordinary measures that "merely prolonged his dying." There was no specific reference to a feeding tube, but Mom said all along he had often asserted he'd never want one. When thinking about the issue in the abstract, I had envisioned a comatose patient. In reality, I saw a man still able to sleep and wake, watch if not see, hear if not understand. But I couldn't say his brain was dead.

He now weighed 90 pounds, shriveled in a fetal position. My youngest brother told our sister of Mom's decision not to use the feeding tube. Mom was ready to let go; our sister wasn't.

"TAKING CARE of a loved one feeds your sense of being needed," she later said. "I felt even closer to Dad knowing that he needed me. And I got so much back by giving to him."

Trying to hold onto him, she wanted the feeding tube. Our brother said, without reproval, "Maybe it's time we start thinking of Dad instead of ourselves."

The remark calmed her turmoil and helped her make the decision. But it still wasn't easy. Nor, of course, was it for Mom. She still wanted what she gained from looking into his pale blue eyes.

A few days later, Mom briefly left my sister alone with him. She read him a story meant to sustain them both but most likely appreciated only by her.

We'll never know for sure. We never really knew what he knew or felt. We had to trust that he had conveyed to us over the course of a lifetime what really mattered to him.

She paused briefly in her reading and watched him breathe. Then he took what for the feeble man was a deep breath and let go.

And so did she.

Robert Griendling is a Virginia writer and blogger.







