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oday I revised my living will.
T I'm young-ish. I'm mostly

healthy. I eat decently most
of the time, and always have fresh
fruits and veggies in my fridge. Ad-
mittedly I don’t always eat them. I
work out regularly... intermittent-
ly. When I'm not regular about it, I
think lots about how to get back to
it, and eventually do just that. My
39 years with type 1 diabetes have
seen me taking pretty good care of
it, and 'm an engaged, active agent
of my own health care.

I executed a living will once in
my life, within months of my daugh-
ter being born almost 10 years ago.
I thought, “Hey, never too early to
make some things clear. Besides,
now I'm a mother, and parents do
these things.” It seemed a big deal
at the time, replete with talking to
my family about what I would want
for myself and my treatment should
I become incapacitated. I asked my
mother for a template, some guid-
ance, and eventually feedback. I
reflected deeply. I approached con-
versations with my siblings directly
but gently. I looked at my baby and
dreaded even mentally visiting the
possibility that I'd ever leave her. I
cried, several times. I signed it with
my attorney and filed it away for
such time as I might need it; I hoped
so much that I'd not need it that I
filed it someplace where I now can-
not find it.
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Our medical center’s teams are all
entering week 4 of our own close-up
experiences of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Colleagues and friends are
posting articles about unthinkably
difficult end-of-life decisions: vent al-
location, so many uncertainties, bed-
side phone calls to family who can’t
visit. All of them make me certain
amidst uncertainty: I want to make
clear my wishes well in advance of
any of that. I want my own family
to know now, just in case. I want my
own family to do what they can to
act on my wishes should that time
come for me. I want it all to be clear.
I don’t want them to wonder or fill
in the blanks about what is most im-
portant to me, even if it’s hard.

I am the sixth of seven children,
and grew up with two lawyer par-
ents. Holiday dinner table conversa-
tions were always full of wry quips,
thoughtful and lengthy arguments,
and terrible puns... still are, really.
I am fastidious about my research. I
believe in my own agency, and seek
to promote the same in others. I can
write a formidable business letter
with plenty of big words and legal-
ese if necessary. And I do my best
in my life to talk about hard things
matter-of-factly. 'm a medical family
therapist and a medical educator. I
teach about the importance of geno-
grams and am ever reflecting on my
own, which, in a family as dynamic
as mine, is indeed its own unpaid
but valuable work. I spend my days

training health professionals from
all disciplines around all things hu-
manistic, patient-centered, communi-
cation, and behavioral health. I am
not a stranger to hard conversations
about hard things, nor the complex-
ity of our roles in our families. I got
a degree in those. I'm still paying the
loans on it.

I have watched, with an unsettled
feeling in my stomach, as the viral
infection spreads across our coun-
try, my state, my town in my county.
I work in our city’s largest medical
center, and have been privy to the
COVID Command Center updates
here and there. We are prepared for
catastrophe, the worst-case scenar-
i0s. We still hope they never come.

So I decided this weekend to up-
date my living will (read: write a new
one, because who the heck knows
where my initial one is anymore?).
I did my research. I googled. I talk-
ed with professionals about what we
know, and all we don’t, about the
stuff that matters in an advanced
care directive. I created a document
that I feel pretty proud of. It’s com-
prehensive, outlines some contingen-
cies related to COVID-19 and vent
shortages, and makes it clear what
I want, and until when. As I do with
any formal letter or legal-ish docu-
ment, I asked my lawyer mother to
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review it. Naturally she agreed. I
attached it to an email where her
address is comprised of her name,
but in my contacts list simply reads
“Mama.”

An hour later I checked my email
expecting a revision with red ink, or
whatever the electronic equivalent
might be. Instead, her reply: “Call
when you have time to discuss.” Ner-
vously, I dialed her back.

My lawyer mother started the con-
versation with feedback about the
text, my verbiage, places where the
document needed clarification, or to
fix a typo. It felt at once familiar, and
also... different. Grown up. Serious.
Suddenly she tearfully muttered, “I
just don’t know what I'd do if any-
thing ever happened to one of you
kids. I can’t even think about it.”

Reflexively, I quipped, “Well don’t
think about it then.”

“Don’t think about it then”? Who
was that? Not the doctorally-pre-
pared family therapist. Not the
faculty person in a busy residency
program who heads up psychosocial
medicine training for family medi-
cine physicians. It was my mother’s
daughter. I could never stand see-
ing her sad or scared. It made my
heart hurt. And it made me sad and
scared, too. I let go of the breath I re-
alized I'd been holding.
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“Mama, I know you don’t. I don’t
either. And I don’t know what we'd
do if anything ever happened to you.”

“Yeah, but I'm 85.”

“Yeah, but we have only one of
you. And you are irreplaceable.”

Mother. Daughter. We were quiet
for a few seconds. Maybe mothers
shouldn’t have to think about losing
their daughters.

“Ok, so on page 5...” she contin-
ued, and, dutifully, I sat down to re-
cord the edits she recommended, just
like we’d done countless times before.
“Thank you, Mama. Was this ok for
you?” I wasn’t entirely sure that it
was ok for me. I wondered how my
wish to be direct and matter of fact
seemed to miss how hard it was for
either of us to contemplate losing
each other.

“Not really, but... make sure you
have plenty of signed originals, so
you can get all the other signa-
tures... and don’t forget to make a
line to add the date.” Got it. Right.
She left no detail unattended. I
wondered who helped her with hers
when she wrote it. I should ask her
sometime.

Before I can wrap up the call, I
attune myself to yet another voice,
“Mama! Come outside and see what
I can do!” My spritely almost 10-year
old summoned me, inviting me to

bear witness to her newfound skills
in bubble-catching using a toy that
the era of shelter-in-place allowed
us the time and space to discover. I
have learned during these weeks to
make room. Be flexible. Leave things
undone sometimes because the pres-
ent, her present, needs me to be in it.
I returned briefly to the call, prom-
ised to incorporate my mother’s ed-
its and send them back for one last
review. She swallowed back tears as
we said goodbye.

Parents do these things, even if we
don’t always want to.
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