Ways to Say Goodbye


The last visit I had with my dad was in late October of 2019.  He was much the same, living in a nursing home with full care, wheelchair bound and with ever worsening dementia.  He was 92, still mostly recognized people, and thankfully, always recognized me on my twice a year visits from Los Angeles to Worcester, Mass.  He had his loving and appreciative moments as well as his embarrassingly belligerent ones but most of the time he was lost in a web of ramblings that you just had to follow along with, no matter where they took you.  My personal favorite was his story about having lunch with Senator Elizabeth Warren to whom he imparted sound career advice.  Given the choice between that and “the night nurse is in the Russian mafia”, I was delighted to go with the Elizabeth Warren story.

The best day of that fall visit was Halloween.  The staff had worn costumes and brought most of the residents down to the large auditorium on the first floor for a special holiday program.  My dad stayed behind, uninterested.  “Time for some covert operations”, I whispered to my husband, René and motioned for him to follow me. We wheeled my dad down to the Activity Room.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]For the past two years, I had been waging a war with the activities director, social worker and nurse manager to make the piano in the Activity Room, available to my dad.  He used to play everyday when he was at home and I knew that nothing would be better for him.  The best they could do was offer 30 minutes on an occasional Friday at 2pm.  This worked about three times during his first year there, and then faded away as an option.  The Activity Room doubled as a dining room and was in heavy use.

The donated brown Steinway spinet was stored at the far end of the room with its keyboard facing the wall.  It was under a cover and surrounded by large metal racks of wooden dining tables.  Did I mention KEYBOARD FACING THE WALL?!  This had been driving me crazy for two years.  Pianos want to be played, they live to be played!  I can still recall the many letters to the CEO of the facility that I had composed in my head, in which I threw around my piano expertise and called them out for Steinway abuse.  Like a mother whose child is pinned under a Volkswagon, I furiously moved the tables out of the way, freeing the piano, which René and I rolled away from the wall and uncovered.

Dad wheeled himself up to the keyboard and started playing You Are My Sunshine.  I noticed that he was only using his right hand to play, so I joined him and added the bass part.  He played a little Mozart tune that he knew I had sung years ago and about fifteen minutes later, the residents and staff started to appear in the room, amazed to find my dad at the piano.  We launched back into You Are My Sunshine and everyone in the room sang along.  For the next hour we played and sang together.
Five weeks after returning to Los Angeles dad got pneumonia.  We were on stand-by, waiting for reports from the doctor.  Hospice was called in and told us that it could be weeks, but I sensed it was time to go, so on December 16th, we flew to Boston and rented a car for the drive to Worcester. We were still twenty minutes away when my sister called to say that dad had just died.  When I tell this story, the listener usually groans at this point, imaging all the ways in which I could have “made it in time”.  I can hear what they are thinking….if only you hadn’t checked your bag, if only you hadn’t stopped to pee at the car rental center, if only those long red lights had been green.  

What they don’t know is, I had already made it in time.



Lisa Palley
November 18, 2020
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