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Then and Now

	My grandfather was always around. He arrived at our house every morning, 6:30 a.m. sharp. My mom would pour him a cup of Folgers premium coffee, 3 splashes of milk, 3 sprinkles of sugar. He would then proceed to help himself to whatever baked goods we had on the table, or demand an egg sandwich. My brothers and I would be up 30 minutes later, always so excited to see him. For years, this was the only morning routine I had ever known. Even on the weekends, I always saw my grandpa, even if for a brief moment. 
It was a spring day in 2006 when that changed. My Grandpa had dropped us off at school, even though my mother had the day off. He then called my mom and asked her to meet him at his doctor because he didn’t feel well. My mother was slightly alarmed due to the fact that my grandfather was the most stubborn person on the planet, and hardly ever went to the doctor. When my mother finally arrived at the doctor’s office, my grandfather was already in the backroom with his physician. 
“Mr. Pinkowski, if you do not go to the hospital right this second, you will have a stroke right here in this office.”

That’s when everything changed.

They got to the hospital just in time. Less than an hour later, my grandfather had suffered his first stroke. 20 minutes after that, a second one had hit. 

I thought it was weird that my grandpa wasn’t in the parking lot to pick us up at 2:45 p.m. like usual during the school week. I started walking to the school office to call my mom to come pick my two brothers and I up from school, and our principal stopped me. He told us to head to the after school care and wait for our dad to come get us at 4:30. I wasn’t too concerned about the situation, so I shepherded my brothers back into the building. At 4:30, my dad came to the door to pick us, and immediately went and spoke with Kim, the person in charge of after school care. My school only had about 200 students, so everyone knew everyone’s parents. I glanced over and saw my dad speaking in a hushed tone, the expression on Kim’s face quickly changed from a smile to a look of shock. My dad quickly ushered us into the car and drove us home. 
I opened the front door of the house and walked in to see my mother sitting at the counter crying. Wads of tissue were scattered everywhere, and she had the phone off the cradle sitting in her lap. My grandpa was NOT doing well. The doctors were not sure he would make it. This left my mom to contact her 4 brothers and sisters, they barely spoke to begin with, and her one sister had not spoken to my grandfather in 10 years. My grandfather had never even had the joy of meeting his last granddaughter.  I only saw my extended family on Christmas eve and the occasional birthday of one of my cousins. Never had my brothers or I received cards or phone calls for OUR birthdays, but we could always expect an elaborate card in the mail for my cousins’ birthdays. We were continuously excluded from family events, and always ignored when we were invited. At one point, all of my mother’s siblings took a vacation to Disney world, and didn’t invite us. 
“You know what? This might be the time where we all get together as a family. This will bring us closer. We have to do it for Dad.” This seemed to always be my mother’s occurring mantra. But no matter how many times she tried to reach out, they pulled farther away. 
Suddenly about 6 weeks after my grandpa’s strokes, he got worse. The doctor’s tried everything they could to restore him, but nothing worked out. The only way he was going to survive is if he pushed through on his own. I remember my mother getting a call from the doctor saying that her and all of her brothers and sisters needed to meet at the hospital as soon as possible. There, they gathered around my grandfather’s bed with the pastor from our church, Father Ted, and asked my grandpa the hardest question they ever had to muster.
“Dad, do you want to keep fighting, or do you want to go?”

Of course, my grandfather being the stubborn bastard they he is responded with:
“I want to stay.”

As the weeks progressed, and my grandfather’s vital signs slowly but steadily increased, he was taken out of the Intensive Care Unit, and placed in a special treatment facility for stroke patients called RML. From my mother’s perspective, this was the perfect place. It was in a beautiful area, equidistant from everyone’s home, and had some of the best doctors in the country. I went and saw my grandfather two or three times a week, a significant cut from seeing him everyday. My mother went and sat with him every day after work for three hours. My aunts and uncles started to come a few times a week, and actually got along with each other when they were in the same room. I was so excited to finally have a family, and it seemed like everything was going to go up from this point.
Months had passed, and it was decided that my grandfather was ready to move out of the facility and back into his house. Not thinking this was the best idea for him, since my grandfather lived on the Southside of Chicago and was still unable to take care of himself, my family got together and tried to come up with a plan of action. The excuses started to roll from the tongues of my aunts and uncles, claiming that my grandpa couldn’t live with them because they had just bought $8000 worth of dining room furniture, or they didn’t have space. My uncle suggested he could take my grandfather in if, and only if, my grandfather signed over all of his money and possessions to him. Things were starting to go back to how they started between my mother and her siblings, and I was nervous as to what would happen in the future. It was eventually decided that my grandfather would move in with us, something I was more than ecstatic about. For the first year, everything was incredible. My family contributed like they promised, they visited when they were supposed to, and they didn’t try to raise any hell with my mother. Things changed quickly though, and it was unbearable. An entire year had passed, and none of my mother’s siblings came to visit my grandfather. No one had tried to call on his birthday, father’s day, or even just to say hi. We were not invited to attend family gathering’s anymore, and it not only caused a strain on my mother’s relationship with her family, it started to put pressure on my brothers and I. Since my grandfather could not take care of himself, and my mother worked all day, we had to hire in home care. This meant we had a stranger in our house at all times. I wasn’t allowed to have sleepovers with my friends, we weren’t able to take family vacations, and all privacy had disappeared from our household. Looking back on it now, it’s obvious that things had never really changed in our family. My aunts and uncles put on a fake show, they didn’t care about my grandfather or us, they cared about money. 
On Valentines Day 2010, my grandfather passed away. The doctor’s believed he had a stroke while he was sleeping. After the EMT’s left, I watched my mom pick up the phone and dial her brother’s phone number.
“Rich, Dad died.” My mom sobbed into the phone. My uncle’s response?

“Well let’s get a lawyer as soon as we can to divide up the money.”

My face was in shock. After all this time, after your family being ripped apart and your father dying, all you want is the money? I thought situations like this only happened in movies. What did our family do to deserve this? My mother made the rest of her phone calls, and told all of her siblings that they should come over to discuss the proceedings of the funeral, set to be held the following Wednesday. No one showed up.
Trying to get through school that week was a struggle. Everything we talked about in my classes reminded me of my grandfather. While I knew he was in a better place, the fresh wounds of his loss were still there. Wednesday finally crept around the corner, and I was awake at 4 a.m. I knew we were leaving for the funeral home at noon, and I wouldn’t be coming home that night until ten. My brother’s and I sat on our couch in silence, wearing the funeral clothes hastily bought the night before. None of us wanted to accept what had happened. I think we were all most concerned about my extended family’s behavior at the funeral home. So concerned in fact, that the funeral home recommended having undercover policemen at the service. It shocked me that in this time of mourning, something could still go wrong. After all, it had been a year since we had seen most of our Aunts, Uncles, and Cousins. Who knew what could happen?
Our entire family walked into the funeral parlor for a private visitation and prayer service. Afterwards, we all dispersed amongst various places in the funeral home, no one speaking to my mother, all of my aunts and uncles going to one side of the room. As friends and other family members started to arrive at the funeral, my mother went and spoke to her oldest brother.
“We have to do this for Dad. He wouldn’t want us fighting.”
“You brought this on yourself, Antonette.” My uncle responded. 

This feeling of isolation continued throughout the day. Perhaps they were just upset about the passing of my grandfather? Maybe it wasn’t supposed to directly affect my family, it was just coming off that way. Excuses popped into my head one after one. It wasn’t until dinnertime that my mind was completely altered. My brothers and I were the children that were at the funeral parlor the longest. We had only eaten the little snacks provided by my mother, and were starving. All of a sudden, my older cousin Jason comes through the door with a huge cardboard box full of food from a local restaurant. Everyone was given a Styrofoam container of food except my brothers and I. While this would seem like a minor offense, this gesture had finally gotten the snowball rolling. 
The next day was the church service for my grandfather. It was a gloomy day, no sun to be seen. We all arrived at the funeral home to say our last goodbyes. My mother’s siblings all arrived in a limo like it was the high school prom, and parked directly behind the hearse so as to be the ones first in the procession. My mother was having none of that. She approached the funeral director who had asked her the order of the procession. 
“My kids and I will be the first car, Denis will be the second car, and everyone else can fight for the other spots.” The funeral director nodded and told the limo driver to back away from the hearse. 
When we finally arrived at the church, we all piled in to the first couple of pews. I sat through the mass like a zombie. It was my childhood church and school; I had been in this exact pew countless times for grandparent’s day with my grandpa. He had watched many of my choir concerts from this exact spot. Now he was in front of me, and I would never see him again. During the sign of peace, a traditional part of mass in the Catholic faith, you shake hands with everyone else in the congregation. As we turned around to shake the hands of our Aunts, Uncles, and cousins, we were ignored. My uncle even told my cousin not to shake our hands. I should have known. If my family couldn’t get along for the sake of my deceased grandfather, there was no way they were going to get along in the house of God. 
With the church service over, we proceeded to the cemetery for our final goodbye. It was still cold outside, and the sun had yet to peek over the melancholy gray clouds. Upon arrival at the cemetery, two navy men greeted us. My grandfather was a veteran of World War II, and the last part of the funeral service was going to involve the removal of the American flag on my grandfather’s casket. Traditionally when the flag is removed, it is given to the oldest son. The navy chaplain turned to my mother and asked who would be given the flag. 
“Please give it to me.” My mother responded.
The chaplain nodded and prepared his bugle to play taps. 
	
	Our priest led us in prayer as we all took turns placing a rose on top of the casket. Finally, the chaplain started playing taps. He folded the flag and turned to face my mother. What he said would forever be engrained in my memory.
	“Antonette, on behalf of the President of the United States of America, we thank your father for his service to our country and the United States Navy.”
The look on my Uncle’s face when he did not receive the flag was of pure hatred. I stand firm to the belief that he thought receiving the flag would make up for the years of negligence towards my grandfather. The rest of my family stood in shock at the gesture, angry daggers shooting from their eyes at my mother. It was unbelievable that this morose event was taking place, and my “family” still had the need to be hateful. We all left the funeral with nothing left to say, only to be reunited at the VFW hall to have a luncheon in my grandfather’s honor. 
	The plan of the luncheon was to split the bill 5 ways since there were 5 children. It was not going to be an expensive meal. We were receiving a discount because my grandfather was a veteran. My immediate family and some of my mother’s friends arrived first at the luncheon. Approximately 15 minutes later, my extended family walked in and sat at the table 4 away from us. The meal was served in utter silence, except for when my mother tried to make a toast in my grandfather’s honor. The only people who participated in the toast were the occupants of our table. At this point, anger bubbled inside of me. My grandfather did not deserve to be disrespected this way, especially by his own children. But what could I do? What could I say that would make them believe this isn’t what he wanted? About an hour or so later, when the meal was concluding, my extended family started to trickle out the door. My table was reminiscing on stories of my grandfather, trying to lighten the dark situation. The server came over to hand the bill to my mother. She turned around to tell her siblings how much the meal would be, but there was no one there. They had left, just like they always do. My mother was forced to cover the tab, bothered by the fact that again, her siblings had abandoned her. I ran to the bathroom, feelings rushing up inside me in every form. I was sad by the passing of my grandfather, angry that my aunts and uncles had abandoned us, happy that I wouldn’t have to see them again, and hurt by the thought of losing something once more.  It took awhile to compose myself, as best as a 16 year old girl could. I mustered up the courage to walk and meet my family at the car. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]As I swung open the squeaky metal door, the rays of the sun, which had finally graced us with her presence, blinded me. I was overcome with warmth, strange for a winter day, and I felt like a weight had been relieved in my chest. That was the moment I felt at peace. I knew my grandfather’s spirit had been with us the entire journey. I knew he had seen what took place. In that moment, he had spoken to me. It was all going to be okay. While I had allowed myself to be bitter about the situation, I knew that was not the answer. I knew my grandfather wanted more for me. I knew he wanted me to be happy, dwelling on the past would not allow me that pleasure. All I had to look forward to now was the future, and I had a guardian angel there with me. 
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