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“His words flow
seamlessly, drawing the reader deeper and deeper into his private
world of grief and pain, but it’s Mr. Turley’s total honesty that
lingers. If you read just one book this year, please make it this
one.”

— Patricia Lucas
White, To Last A
Lifetime

 



“As the author watches
his mother slip into the developing stages of Alzheimer’s, he
offers a harrowing personal account . . . Soon Mr. Turley has to
make a series of shattering decisions as his mother worsens. It is
the author’s battles with guilt and anxiety that give the book much
power.”

— Fred Klein,
Santa Barbara News Press

 


“Five Stars! All Alzheimer’s families:
a must read. This book provides insight into the ways in which
families can deal with this extremely difficult disease. A tender
and revealing account of how a son can grapple with the challenges
of a mother with Alzheimers, not all happy times but then life is
not that way. A must read!”

—Sammy
Clinton, Amazon Reviews

 



Before Writing This Book . . .

. . . it was important for me to
acknowledge—and ultimately accept—the startling contrast between
the before and after states of mind which co-exist in a victim of
Alzheimer’s disease.

The before state embraces all
those unique qualities we know so well in that whole human person
we have cherished—the one who has always thought and reasoned and
felt emotions in much the same way that we do.

This remembrance, however, is not
simply a compilation of only those events which are familiar and
comfortable. It also reflects a harder dimension, the after state.
This is the stuff that is not so easy for us, the outsiders, to
comprehend—that impels our every reflex to reject what we see
happening.

In watching my mother’s descent
into the worsening dementia that so vividly characterizes
Alzheimer’s disease, I have witnessed the horrendous transmutations
of mind and body which inevitably happen when this affliction
strikes.

I believe there is a worthwhile
purpose in sharing this vision of a wretched truth. Perhaps it will
offer a measure of comfort to those who must find their own ways of
endurance as they watch someone they love make this same sorrowful
one-way journey into the ever-deepening shadows of AD.

— Jack
Turley

 



Chapter
1

“I can see changes,
can’t you?”

 


The day was cold and we were
walking at a fast clip. “I need to talk to you.”

Jesse exhaled a frosty breath as
he glanced at my somber expression. “What about?”

“Mom . . .”

Our stride slowed. He raised a
wary eyebrow. “What about her?”

I had coerced my stepfather
outside on the pretense of wanting company for a walk around the
block. I was home for a visit and the apartment where my parents
lived was small, just right for two but very crowded for three.
Mom’s close proximity in the kitchen, humming contentedly over her
cooking chores, made it impossible to discuss with Jesse what I
perceived as one more indication of a problem I had suspicioned for
months.

“Haven’t you noticed some of the
things she’s been doing?” I said it with a solemn frown, expecting
instant accord. All I saw in Jesse’s reaction was feigned
ignorance.

“Like what? What’re you talking
about?”

“I’m talking about yesterday, the
pecan pie.”

“So what.”

Jesse’s bland expression
continued to fend off my challenging gaze.

“What do you mean ‘so what’—?” I
waited for his response, jaws clinched. Jesse picked up the pace,
as if trying to outrun the question. I could see he was struggling
with a secret sadness, but in an instant he had covered it with a
dismissing shrug. “Forget it. Just forget it.”

Jesse’s eyes stared straight
ahead. His seeming indifference annoyed me. I locked step with him,
respecting his silence for longer than I wanted to.

“Come on, Jesse, don’t you think
it was a little weird?”

“Let it go . . .”

His protective reflexes were
armed and ready, but I was determined.

“Mom’s never done anything like
that.”

Jesse didn’t want to agree with
me, even though deep down in the honest part of himself I think he
knew that sooner or later he would have to. His gaze shifted,
measuring his own footsteps.

“You don’t know her, you don’t
live with her.”

That interior flash of sadness I
had seen Jesse so quickly camouflage was beginning to leak through
the barrier. This was no longer a discussion, it was two men
struggling to come to terms with an undeniable truth about someone
they both loved. I pressed the point harder.

“Something’s wrong. I can see
changes, can’t you?”

“She forgets, that’s all. Who
doesn’t?”

“Jesse, she made the pie and put
it in the oven but she didn’t turn on the gas . . .” My voice had
taken on an edge of disbelief. “. . . it just sat there in the oven
without baking.”

“Don’t worry about it. She’s done
stuff like that before.”

“I know. That’s what I’m talking
about.”

I retreated into my own
incredulous silence. Surely there’s been a mistake, it couldn’t be
my mother. She was infallible, she was perfect, especially in the
kitchen. I wanted Jesse to give me a plausible reason why she had
failed, but his mechanism for handling this particular truth
continued to resist assault. He knew I wasn’t buying into his
evasions and he tried to divert me with an elbow nudge.

“It’s not worth arguing
about.”

“I’m not arguing.”

“Okay, so forget it.”

Jesse was still into denial. Not
me, I wanted confirmation. I wanted him to say it out loud, what we
had both observed happening to Mom in a hundred subtle ways. We
were walking side by side, but there was a vast emotional chasm now
separating us. Again I tried to pry open this uncomfortable topic,
softening my voice into a more negotiable tone.

“Jesse, it’s not just being
forgetful.”

“Okay, okay . . .”

“Did you know I had to completely
re-do the checkbook?”

“I’m watching the
money.”

Mom had always been the
dependable family exchequer for the two of them and here I was,
faithless son, challenging her time-proven skills.

“It’s as if she doesn’t know what
to do sometimes.”

“We manage. Quit worrying about
it.”

We had barely reached the end of
the block before we spun around and headed back, too caught up in
our disagreement to even notice we had aborted our walk. I kept
picking away at Jesse’s defenses.

“I think we should take her to
the doctor.”

“What for?”

“He could make some tests,
whatever he does.”

I saw the stab of pain behind
Jesse’s gaze when I said “doctor”—but he still refused to give me
the confirmation I wanted. Bluster was the only defense
left.

“To hell with doctors. All they
do is take the money and they don’t do a damn thing.”

We were rapidly closing on the
apartment where Mom would be waiting to serve us supper, her daily
labor of love for her family. I reached out to snare Jesse’s
arm.

“Jesse, you know about
Alzheimer’s, don’t you?”

“She had a stroke in her sleep,
that’s all.”

“Yes, I know about the stroke,
but I’m talking about something else.”

Jesse jerked his arm free, as if
severing himself from such a preposterous concept.

“You’re not a doctor. There’s
nothing wrong.”

We walked on, both of us buried
in a silent gloom. Jesse and Mom were about to celebrate their
fiftieth wedding anniversary in several months and I could see he
was fiercely determined to protect their mutual investment in each
other. I also knew his knowledge of the disease was only a
superficial awareness, as mine had once been. But the fear of it,
the probability of it, had clearly imprinted itself in his
denial.

The strained silence between us
was obvious evidence of a failed negotiation. I hung my question on
the end of a disgruntled sigh.

“We just going to leave it like
this?”

We were now only yards away from
the front door. Jesse gave me a sharp wave-off to squelch any
further talk about this fearful subject matter.

“She’ll have dinner ready. She’s
probably waiting.”

Neither of us wanted to walk into
the apartment with the grim expressions we were wearing. Mom would
know something was wrong and she’d ask questions. Even though Jesse
and I were both acutely aware that nothing had been resolved, I
made a last-ditch attempt to salvage the mood.

“Maybe I’m making too much out of
nothing . . .”

“I don’t want to talk about it
anymore.”

“Okay, okay . . . forget
it.”

Jesse took another step, then
suddenly stopped and spun around to face me. I was at least six
inches taller, but amazingly, in that instant, it seemed as if we
were standing there eye to eye. His voice was subdued, but his gaze
was hard and uncompromising.

“She doesn’t have Old
Timers!”

I blinked at
the pronunciation. Old Timers?
Was he serious? Yes, a second look at that
gritted, desperate expression told me my stepfather was dead
serious. Jesse had tricked his mind into attaching this folksy,
homespun name to the disease so it wouldn’t sound quite so
sinister.

 



Chapter
2

“You know, there’s
not much we can do”

 


I realized that for a much longer
time than either of us would acknowledge, Jesse and I had both been
aware of Mom’s affliction. We simply didn’t want to confront
ourselves or each other with the truth. It was dread, that’s all,
our mutually exclusive determination to ignore the worsening
symptoms we saw in her—the forgetfulness, her sometimes
disconnected conversations, the confusion that could overwhelm her
while she was grocery shopping. Little things. Unimportant things.
Not worth-a-second-thought things. Even so, these subtle shifts
that were taking place in Mom’s mental capacity, that were slowly
eroding the very substance of everything she was, seemed less than
momentous to Jesse; or more likely he chose to pretend as
much.

Of course Jesse was there on the
scene, living with Mom on a day-to-day basis. I was the son who had
long ago left home to take up a separate life two thousand miles
away. A twice-a-year visitor far removed from the daily exposure to
my mother’s altering behavior patterns. For Jesse, these
insignificant aberrations he saw in her were only petty
annoyances—at least that’s what I think he fervently wanted to
believe.

As for me, my suspicions about
Mom’s condition had been largely acquired through the letters she
wrote and our long-distance phone conversations. She would repeat
things, or veer away from the subject of our conversation for no
apparent reason. I would gently chide her back on course and Mom
would laugh and shrug off her momentary confusion.

I should have recognized the
virulence of these symptoms much sooner than I did. I’ve read
magazine articles which say family members of an Alzheimer’s victim
often don’t realize what is happening until they start piecing
together incidents out of the past. It’s a diagnosis essentially
performed in retrospect.

Even if the first telltale signs
of the disease are denied, either out of ignorance or fear, there
will come that inevitable time when truth takes charge and excuses
and self-deceptions no longer work. This can be a turning point in
the pattern of life for a family member of a victim, be it a wife
or husband, brother, sister or child. It is that first painful
moment when we must finally acknowledge, and accept, that someone
we love and value has been struck down by a relentless force for
which there is no defense.

Now I have my own retrospective,
incidents about my mother which I have patched together to form a
whole ugly tapestry of what Alzheimer’s disease does to its victim.
Now I can attribute a valid reason to why Jesse one day packed his
fishing rod in the back of his car, smuggled some clothes and
toilet articles into a grocery sack and drove away without even
saying goodbye to Mom. He was running away from something he didn’t
understand, something that frightened him.

For a week, Jesse tried to escape
his anguish. He aimlessly drove around the city and fished along a
river and slept in the car and wore the same clothes day after day.
But no matter what he did, how hard he tried, he still couldn’t
find any peace within himself. He finally came back home, dirty and
disheveled and repentant.

Mom had been stoic in Jesse’s
absence. She made the obligatory call to the police but they
essentially told her it would take more time before Jesse could be
declared a missing person. I talked with Mom every day during this
crisis, both of us trying to figure out why Jesse had left her.
There was no argument, no discussion—he just up and disappeared. It
didn’t make any sense. Mom couldn’t understand and, at the time, I
couldn’t either. In looking back at this incident, however, I have
come to realize why Jesse ran away. He was trying to escape the
pain. He knew what was happening to Mom and he couldn’t face
it.

Mom called me the day Jesse
returned home. She was angry and disgusted, but I could tell she
was also intensely relieved. She told me Jesse looked terrible—and
she also told me, bluntly and clearly within Jesse’s hearing, that
all was not love and kisses. Jesse was on probation, there would be
an uneasy truce in effect. I knew what that meant, Mom would pout
for awhile before she relented and forgave him. The crisis was
over.

I talked to Jesse too. I didn’t
ask him why he ran away, I only wanted to make sure he was okay.
Jesse’s voice quavered, he was ashamed. He told me he was sorry for
what he had done and I wouldn’t have to worry, he’d never do it
again. This was plenty good enough for me. Although this incident
was a clue as big as the side of a barn, I failed to recognize the
true significance of it. Jesse ran away from Mom because he simply
didn’t know how to cope with what he saw happening to her. It
bewildered and terrified him, and he was unable to admit it to
either himself or anyone else.

As for me, I had to face the
reality in my own way when Mom’s affliction was unofficially
diagnosed a month later. I say “unofficially” because the medical
profession—until very recently—has considered autopsy to be the
only reliable way to verify the presence of the disease. Now, new
methods of early detection are evolving. One of them is the
painless procedure of a PET scan (Positron Emission Topography),
which can reveal evidence of telltale “plaques and tangles” forming
in the living brain. The presence of these lesions can provide one
of the best markers in determining a diagnosis of Alzheimer’s
disease.

Medical research has also
recently developed a test—with 90% accuracy, it claims—which is
able to predict who will actually develop Alzheimer’s years before
the first symptoms appear; an early warning system, so to speak.
Such a test would give each of us the option of taking a fearful
look into our own crystal ball—if we have the courage to take a
look. Using state-of-the-art procedures, researchers have
discovered that an electroencephalograph—an EEG—can detect very
subtle changes in the way the brain communicates. In other words,
this painless procedure is able to evaluate the intensity and
frequency of signals used by the cells when the left side “talks”
to the right side. Essentially, this could provide a living
blueprint for how each of us must deal with our future
years.

As for me, I relate the
consequences of such a test to a different kind of brain-teaser I
once heard when I was in college. It gave me a jolt back then . . .
and still does. The premise may be far-fetched and absurd, but that
doesn’t make it any less profound: Suppose you were handed a sealed
envelope and inside is the exact day and date you will die, and the
reason why you will die. Would you open the envelope? I remember my
reaction, and still do. Nope, I still don’t think I’d want to open
it . . . ever.

The “reality” about Mom’s
condition was confirmed during a hospital vigil for Jesse, who had
been brought there in emergency because of a worsening heart
condition. Jesse and Mom shared the same doctor and had for years,
even though both of them never quite managed to hide their disdain
for the medical profession in general.

Leaving my mother on post at my
stepfather’s bedside, I cornered the doctor outside the room to ask
point blank about Mom’s erratic mental state. It was, by that time,
becoming increasingly apparent.

“She has Alzheimer’s, doesn’t
she?”

I blurted it not so much as a
question, but more of an anxious speculation. The doctor gave me a
reluctant nod as he glanced toward Jesse’s room.

“She has all the symptoms . .
.”

“It’s going to get worse, isn’t
it?”

The doctor offered another nod,
this one even more reluctant. “You know there’s not much we can
do.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Well, at least we’ve got Jesse
stabilized. That should ease some of the stress on your mother . .
.”

I thanked the doctor for his
brief, very brief, candor. He smiled his professional smile,
checked his watch and turned to give instructions to a nurse about
Jesse’s medication, then hurried away. That was it, quick and
brutal. I had my confirmation but I didn’t want it. I remember I
could hear my own pounding heartbeat as the realization ricocheted
around in my head. No sugar-coating for the truth, no offerings of
false hope. It had been decreed that my mother was in the process
of self-destructing and I had a VIP pass to witness the
event.

Since I was alone in the hospital
corridor outside my stepfather’s room, I gave myself the luxury of
a moment of silent hysteria. What’s going to happen if Jesse dies?
What am I going to do with Mom? The ugly taint of self-pity had
attached itself to my internal panic and I felt an instant guilt.
Mothers are good at dispensing that stuff, I knew mine certainly
was.

There was nothing else I could do
but jolt myself back to the here and now. Be the good son, keep up
the front and make it look normal for the folks. But I knew, even
before I walked back into the room to stand with my mother at
Jesse’s bedside, that I had already begun to wall off my feelings
about both of them. It was a reflex, the same involuntary move I
would’ve made in pulling my hand out of a fire. I was protecting
number one.

~

The weeks following Jesse’s
hospitalization became a day-to-day miracle against the odds. The
nurse in the Intensive Care Unit had told me, in a confidential
aside, that she didn’t think he would ever leave the hospital. Her
prognosis was wrong, but not by much. We finally brought Jesse home
in an ambulance, a frail and helpless little man who wanted only to
sleep and be silent.

This unexpected reprieve seemed
to give my mother a new strength, a renewal as the family’s command
center. In the act of managing Jesse’s recuperation, she was
certain she could retain her status as the provider of all things
good and right. I cast a wary eye at her confident
smile.

“You can’t handle everything by
yourself, Mom.”

“That’s silly. Of course I
can.”

There it was, just like it used
to be—the bright and confident assurance, that familiar lilt in her
voice. It was a powerful deception and I was wavering in my resolve
to bring in outside help.

“Look, I can get somebody to come
in every day.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Mom, I don’t think you’re strong
enough.”

Saying “strong enough” was a
convenient euphemism. Although Mom was physically frail, enough
reason in itself to cause concern, it was her progressive confusion
that worried me even more.

Mom had never been more
persuasive as we debated her future role as her husband’s
caretaker. It was a convincing performance, mostly because I
desperately wanted her to be right. A social worker who helped us
in the weeks of turmoil which followed told me Mom had “highly
developed social skills.” She could appear to be perfectly lucid
and compelling in her interactions with others because she had
practiced that particular game all her life. But behind the alert
expression, the self-assured smile, nobody was home. My mother had
become a gifted con artist.

Deluded in the belief that the
old folks had everything under control, I returned to my own home
two thousand miles away, leaving the two of them to resume their
lives on their own terms. If I had made that kind of decision as a
corporate executive, I would’ve been fired on the spot. I had
abandoned Jesse unto the care of a woman who could not even care
for herself. My mother’s mental capacity was so diminished by this
time that she could not administer Jesse’s medications either on
time or in proper dosage. Since my stepfather’s continued existence
was dependent upon stringent observance of the doctor’s orders, a
doomsday clock had started ticking.

Although Mom valiantly attempted
to restore order and purpose to their daily existence, even the
preparation of a simple meal became a bewildering confusion for
her. Pots boiled over, utensils could not be found, and recipes
were made without an essential ingredient. The kitchen, Mom’s
former place of triumph, had become a metaphor for the relentless
decay that was consuming the treasured parts of her
life.

It was during this period of
calamity when my stepfather found the strength to somehow untangle
from his oxygen tube and pull himself from bed to call me long
distance. It happened to be on one of the few days when I had not
called to make my usual good-son inquiries. The conversation was
brief, but filled with a frantic desperation:

“Jack—?”

“Jesse! Hey, how you
doin’?”

In the first seconds of hearing
his voice, I had mistakenly assumed he called to offer optimistic
news of his improving health. I could not have been more
wrong.

“We’re in a hell of a fix
here.”

“What is it, what’s
wrong?”

I could hear Jesse fight for
breath and I knew, without him having to say it, that he was
talking more about Mom than himself.

“We could use some
help.”

By then I had become aware of a
strange caterwauling in the background. It was a voice rising to a
furious pitch.

“Is that Mom? What’s she yelling
about?”

I knew Jesse was standing at the
kitchen wall phone and the exertion of doing this was taking every
last ounce of his strength. Somewhere behind him, Mom’s tirade was
by now in full gale force and Jesse’s desperate plea was barely
audible above it.

“We need help, Jack. Can you come
home?”

I could hear the cursing, the
fury gone berserk as Mom shrieked a raging torrent of epithets at
their doctor. The months of stress, of being a failed caretaker,
had finally tripped the switch. The doctor had become, in his lack
of omnipotence, the target in Mom’s black hell. He had failed them
and she wanted the world to know it.

 



Chapter
3

“I’m not going down
with her . . .”

 


“I’ve already said goodbye to her
. . .”

I think I voiced it with a jutted
jaw, as if I had to absolutely confirm it to the world and myself.
I know I must have seemed a cold and uncaring son to my friend but
I was still clinging to the process of self-preservation. The old
protecting-number-one bit carried to its next logical step. I had
put on my heartbreak armor. This was the way I thought I could
dilute my sense of helplessness and grief; making myself adjust to
how it was going to be, not how I wanted it to be. By transforming
my emotions into the role of a disconnected observer, I could
witness this ongoing event of Mom’s deterioration in manageable
stages. I was also the kind of kid who had to jimmy the tooth out
slowly rather than just jerking it out with a string.

To step back and watch this
ritual of destruction taking place in someone so close, and knowing
right up front that I am powerless to stop it, was paralyzing my
senses. This loving, neurotic person who had shaped my life, who
had always been so filled with energy and devotion, was
disappearing in small daily increments—and I had a ringside seat
for the show.

I have become a kind of amateur
expert on the subject of Alzheimer’s disease. I have read countless
books and articles, wrenching personal accounts in which I tried,
unsuccessfully, to resist the temptation of substituting my mother
in the casting of the principal player. Each story, every article,
even the mention of the word itself, Alzheimer’s, was a bomb
bursting against my emotional defenses. I alerted to any news item
that revealed the latest findings in research, but which I knew
could not offer any real salvation.

My mother was simply a victim of
poor timing. Her condition was too far progressed to be reversed by
any sudden medical magic. And she was too old to wait on standby
for future miracles that may someday come. I made pilgrimages to
the library to seek out books written on the subject—precise
clinical tracts that itemized, in explicit and horrifying detail,
the inevitable physical and mental erosion promised to those
ravaged by the disease.

All this input only served to
reinforce my own terror. Will I inherit it? Will I be
next?

Being so personally involved with
Alzheimer’s disease gave me a certain uneasy cachet with my
friends. They would make solicitous inquiry about my mother’s
condition, but I knew it was not a subject they wished to pursue in
any depth. First there was the hesitant question, followed by
sympathetic nods and half-smiles as I related the latest
serio-comic mishap. And then, mercifully for all concerned, a quick
change of subject. My friends, like me, must have had their own
secret terrors.

It was some months after Mom was
“unofficially” diagnosed with Alzheimer’s when I not so proudly
realized my own participation in her tragedy had continued to feed
on self-pity. I wanted acknowledgment and concession for the part I
was playing in my mother’s ludicrous drama. I came to expect some
kind of special dispensation from those who knew I was being a
loyal son and shouldering my burden with a courageous
devotion.

Our moral regulations demand it
of us; we are born with the automatic instinct to gather lovingly
around the adored object who has been stricken. We are driven in
the need to sacrifice ourselves in some greater way in order to
justify our unique connection to that person. But I believe it is a
gesture not only of love, but also one of fear when we offer
comfort and solace to those closest to us in their time of crisis.
As fervently as we may want it, we know there is no quick fix
waiting in the wings. Not yet, or perhaps not ever. This is the one
inviolate truth of Alzheimer’s disease. Even as deeply as we may
feel passion and concern for someone who has been struck down, we
still cannot help but also be afraid for ourselves—because we don’t
want what is happening to them to happen to us.

I know this about myself, I know
it is true. I have given and provided everything I could for my
mother within my abilities. I have done it willingly and with deep
affection. But I would not give her my life. I would not convert
myself into an instrument of martyrdom, even as the loyal and
devoted part of me demanded that I do so. What my friends, those
always so ready to sympathize, don’t know about me is the streak of
cowardice I keep so well-hidden in the secret crevices of my
heart.

As I continued to witness my
mother’s decline, one thing became imperative for me—the absolute
need to preserve the essentials of my own life. I would not, could
not, assume the sacrificial role of a full-time caretaker. In spite
of my impulse to plunge headlong into the despair and hopelessness
of Mom’s illness, I made a vow to myself not to do this. It became
my credo and I said it to myself over and over again: “I’m not
going down with her. I won’t do it, I swear I won’t.”

It took a long time before a good
friend of mine had the courage to tell me several jokes which are
still making the rounds: (1) People with Alzheimer’s can hide their
own Easter Eggs; and (2) People with Alzheimer’s make new friends
every day. What surprised me the most about the jokes was my
reaction to them. I laughed so hard tears came to my
eyes.

~

During my next visit home to see
my folks, one I already knew was going to be a grim passage into
the unknown, I decided to keep a journal. I perceived it as a means
of distraction, a temporary release I could use to support my own
wobbly state of equilibrium. By writing a day-to-day record of the
events, I thought I could fashion some kind of logic and reason out
of the emotional devastation taking place around me. A journal
would let me review the daily events objectively, as if I were
somehow not involved in them but only reporting them.

In later re-reading this
shorthand diary, I realized I had tried too hard to remain
disconnected. I had sounded impassive and uncaring in the telling
of these events, even as I knew the words had been fueled by an
ocean of my own unshed tears. Each evening, after I made certain
Mom was fed and properly medicated and ready for bed, I would pull
out a yellow legal pad and sit down at the dining room table and
try to recount the impact of the day’s happenings. No
embellishments, no well-turned phrases—just the facts, plainly
said.

The journal really began the
moment I boarded the plane to go home in answer to Jesse’s
desperate plea the day before. By the time I packed my bags and
made a reservation for the flight, he had already been rushed back
to the hospital with another heart attack . . .

~

WEDNESDAY, MARCH 23: I plunk
myself in a front seat of the plane, knees mashed against two seats
facing backwards toward me. It’s apparent the airline is determined
to fill every inch of the aircraft with a paying customer. The
passenger who takes the seat on my left is a garrulous,
sun-scorched grandmother wearing rhinestone glasses and dangling
dime-store earrings. She reminds me of an energetic bag lady. She
has brought with her a double armful of large paper sack parcels of
unknown contents. Items spill, there is a flurry of activity to
restore order.

The Bag Lady talks incessantly,
but to no one in particular. She proudly reiterates her status as a
senior citizen, repeatedly announcing her age as sixty-nine and
using this revelation as her automatic right to expect patience and
forgiveness for her confusion. I find myself resenting her
intensely. Even with her bumbling ways, she seems so much more
alive and vital than my own mother.

The Bag Lady and I sit facing a
dark, bearded passenger in a startling white cotton suit with blue
horizontal stripes. He is Iranian. I try to shrink into silent
isolation as the Bag Lady snares the foreigner in a lively but
largely one-way conversation. I overhear dialogue I do not want to
overhear. I learn that the Man is practicing his English and
therefore welcomes the Bag Lady’s non-stop incursions. She
expresses her clucking distress at the current Middle East problem.
The Man is pleased to find what he erroneously presumes to be an
ally and attempts to wedge into the conversation, with little
success, his own country’s side of the far-off political dispute. I
sink deeper into my half-read novel and the voices become a
grinding white sound beneath my unsuccessful
concentration.

The flight attendant serves
beverages, I decline all offerings. I quit my reading and stare out
the window at the terrain below and think about the trials ahead of
me as the plane rushes mercilessly toward my destination. There are
only a few hours left before I must convert myself into a robot and
perform my required chores—driving my mother to the hospital to
visit my dying stepfather, being the solver of all problems and
standing strong as the family anchor. It is my obligation to do
these things and I dread it immensely because I know I am
emotionally ill equipped at this time to be the provider of
comforts and reassurances. My own life, so recently devastated by a
failed relationship, must now be put on hold for more urgent
matters.

We land at an intermediate stop
to discharge passengers. The Bag Lady has barely taken a breath in
her nonstop prattle as she recruits the Iranian to help carry her
parcels off the plane. There is more spilling and pandemonium in
the aisle and the disembarking of passengers is delayed until order
is restored. The plane does not resume flight for an hour and a
half because of an unexplained mechanical problem. We sit and
breathe warm stale air as a baby cries somewhere behind
me.

Finally, the problem is fixed and
new passengers pour onboard. Every empty seat is taken, including
the two backward seats I face. I try again to submerge myself into
my novel but I cannot concentrate because of the crush. A sad-eyed
young man takes the seat directly facing my seat, his knees against
mine. He wants to talk, but I don’t. The flight attendant
distributes packages of cheese and crackers. I already know this
airline does not serve in-flight food on this leg of the journey
and I opt for the two sandwiches I have brought with me. I’ve taken
this flight enough to learn some tricks.

We land 35 minutes late, even
with a tail wind. I catch a taxi to my parents’ apartment and I’m
met by two little blue-haired ladies anxiously loitering in the
breezeway. They are concerned neighbors who have been posted to
intercept me. They tell me my mother is at my stepfather’s bedside
at the hospital and I am handed the key to get into my parents’
apartment. I drop my suitcase in the bedroom and immediately go to
my parents’ almost-new compact car, which has been left, un-driven,
in the building’s parking area during my stepfather’s long illness.
It is nearly dark and the sky is shrouded by a gathering storm
front as I finally get the reluctant little car started and drive
straight to the hospital.

 



Chapter
4

“A man can’t live all
of his life . . .”

 


I step off the elevator and turn
toward the 3rd floor nurse’s station. I know my way around, I have
been there before. I discover my mother wandering aimlessly along
the corridor, she looks gaunt and exhausted. She tells me she has
just returned from the hospital’s cafeteria and cannot find my
stepfather’s room. I can see she is in deep stress, which makes her
affliction seem even worse. I find out Jesse’s room number and
guide my mother to it.

A special nurse has been brought
in to attend my stepfather. She has placed him in a chair and
bundled him in a blanket. She is trying to coax him into taking
very tiny bites of his dinner as Mom and I enter the room. The
nurse is largely unsuccessful in her efforts to feed Jesse because
the sight and smell of food nauseates him.

I greet Jesse with a false
man-to-man cheer and move to shake his limp hand and sit down close
beside him. He looks incredibly pale and shrunken. For a brief
moment, his gaze brightens at the sight of me, and then he retreats
once more into his own insensate isolation. I attempt casual
conversation, useless remarks about my trip and the weather. Jesse
tries to please me as he attempts to respond with nods and murmurs
of agreement. But I know he does not want this; he wants only to
close his eyes and be nothing.

I stroke his hair, it seems so
beautiful and defiant of the rest of his withering body. It is
incredibly soft and finely textured and shines with the rich patina
of antique silver. I remind him that I gave him his last haircut.
Jesse smiles and nods his recollection.

My mother seems very pleased I
have come. She senses in some struggling part of herself that her
husband will now improve because I am there, that he will be coming
back home to her in a few days. I am still sitting beside Jesse and
holding his hand as I find myself also surrendering to my mother’s
useless hope, that indeed this little dying man will be magically
restored.

I snap myself back to reality. I
want the agony to end swiftly for all of us. I look at my mother
standing there intently watching how Jesse is reacting to my
presence. Her face carries a century of fatigue and despair. She
has been on this death vigil for weeks and I want to take her home
and away from this terrible madness. But I know she will not go.
Long after endurance is exhausted, she is still bound to her mate’s
side by sheer willpower.

I stroke Jesse’s face and try to
beguile him with more lies. I remind him we’ll be going fishing
again. He smiles, but his smile is lifeless and surrendering. A
strained silence as I search for more false words of hope. Jesse
senses my discomfort and murmurs a throwaway line, his own truly
enlightened observation of an irreversible fate. The words
themselves, which I still so vividly remember, were the only words
of truth said by anyone in that hospital room that
night:

“A man can’t live all of his life
. . .”

This imperfect but eloquent
comment, this awareness of his own impending death, was my
stepfather’s way, I like to think, to make things easier for my
mother and me. Finally, Jesse is tucked back into bed and the nurse
and I convince Mom he must rest; that staying any longer will not
be beneficial for either of them. Mom reluctantly concedes and we
say goodbye to Jesse and promise to return bright and early the
next morning.

I drive Mom back to the apartment
and, suddenly, without provocation, the unrelenting anguish of her
ordeal turns into a furious backlash. She shrieks at me in a
wild-eyed fury, accusing me of being an uncaring son and reiterates
again and again how sorry she is that I was ever born. I have never
witnessed this kind of behavior in my mother before, but I know it
is the indiscriminate craziness of Alzheimer’s. I am tired and
struggling with my own stress and I do not want to be a receptacle
for such blind and misguided rage. I grip my mother’s fragile arms
and shake her firmly in an attempt to break this runaway circuit.
She is startled and slashes out at me with a feeble hand of
defense. I do not handle the situation well and my voice rises to
overwhelm hers. My own explosion interrupts and displaces the flow
of Mom’s wrath and she flees into the bathroom. A few minutes later
she comes out with no apparent memory of the preceding ugliness,
goes to bed shortly thereafter and sleeps soundly all night. I
sleep less soundly.

I remember one last thing about
this day. After Mom and I left the hospital, we stopped at a
restaurant to have dinner. Mom had already eaten, but I was
famished after my trip. During dinner, I attempted delicately to
discuss some lifestyle alternatives with her, alternatives that
will have to take effect after Jesse is gone. Mom seemed to
understand our conversation but she continued to resist any
suggestion that Jesse was going to die. She is determined in her
belief that he will be coming home soon and she tells me the same
desperate litany I have heard so many times before:

“Well I know he’ll be coming
home. I’ve always expected him to live as long as I do.”

It is almost as if she is
pleading with me—expecting me—to invoke some superhuman
power.

~

THURSDAY, MARCH 24: I arise at
7:30. Mom is already up, she has been doing her usual back and
forth pacing for who knows how many nonstop hours. It is the
primary reason why she is nearly crippled by swollen, arthritic
feet. I make coffee for myself and try to steer clear of any
intense conversations. Mornings, I have learned, are Mom’s worst
times. The demons are in charge.

The phone rings, I answer quickly
before Mom can reach it. It’s the doctor and he tells me Jesse has
just died of a cardiac arrest. This is not unexpected news. In an
earlier consultation at the hospital, my mother and I had already
agreed that no heroic measures would be taken if Jesse had another
heart attack. The doctor explained it would be a futile effort at
best and he was right. Keeping a person alive on one of those
pumping, wheezing resuscitators as they had done on a previous
occasion seemed a cruel benevolence. I knew, and so did the doctor,
that Jesse wanted to go and we both gently convinced Mom to share
this difficult decision.

Mom can only hear my end of the
conversation with the doctor, but she instantly perceives what has
been said. She begins crying—no, it’s more of a wail, a low moaning
shriek. I thank the doctor for calling and hang up quickly and
attempt to console Mom as best I can. But she will not be consoled.
The guilt floods out of her as she keeps saying over and over that
she should have been there with him, that he wanted her there, he
needed her. I find myself choking up as I look at the suffering of
this poor old woman I love and hate so much.

All of Mom’s emotions seem to
crash into each other. This is the initial shock, the first real
encounter with the reality of my stepfather’s death. Her grief
becomes an unearthly whine and pitches higher into a dazed scream.
I hold her and pat her awkwardly. I don’t know what else to do. I
say words of comfort but Mom does not hear them; she is nearly
apoplectic. After what seems forever, she finally exhausts herself
and retreats into a dazed silence. I cannot be sure about this but
I sense her reaction now is one of relief—intense and grateful
relief.

The little blue-haired ladies who
live in the building begin showing up at the door. The word is out
about Jesse. While the ladies distract my mother, I call the woman
who has been helping my parents through Jesse’s months of sickness.
There are things to be done, arrangements to be made. I will need
somebody to attend my mother as I begin the obligatory tasks of
acknowledging the end of a life.

The next day I go to the funeral
home. It is another assault of cold reality as I discuss the
commercial aspects of death with the helpful “counselor.” The
minister gets fifty, the organist gets twenty-five, and the
off-duty police escort gets one hundred. There are papers to sign,
personal facts of the deceased to be written for the obituary
column, a time to be set for the service. I’m informed that
week-end funerals are more expensive. I decide to wait for Monday
and rationalize this decision. We will need the extra time anyway
to contact relatives and friends.

In their mistaken effort to save
me the trouble, Mom and Jesse had already visited the funeral home
and chosen the type of service for each of them—the casket,
everything. They had also, for as long as I can remember, paid ten
dollars a year to the funeral home as some kind of gimmick fee to
get a discount on their burial service. It had been one of Mom’s
lifelong determinations to spare me the consequences of their old
age. She had no way of knowing it, of course, but that is simply
not possible. I am the one who must now make order out of chaos.
Death is still a family affair, no matter how thorough the
preparations are to make it an act without consequence.

The funeral home has already
arranged to have Jesse’s body picked up from the hospital. I am
handed a paper sack with his belongings taken from the hospital
room—a bottle of hair oil and an electric razor. His robe and
slippers have disappeared. When I return home from making funeral
arrangements, I throw away the hair oil and give the electric razor
to a neighbor who has shown kindness to my parents in these past
months; a small appreciation to which I later add my stepfather’s
wristwatch. The neighbor is grateful and thanks me
profusely.

I go to the cemetery and make
arrangements for Jesse’s interment. Another confrontation with cold
reality. There is the opening and closing of the grave to schedule
and the selection of a marker. I choose a bronze one, from a
four-color brochure that shows a version ornamented with a mountain
scene and pine trees. It’s a gesture of special meaning and I call
Mom to confirm the selection. She agrees with my choice and we talk
about how Jesse loved the mountains and took us camping many times
during my younger years.

I return home and remind Mom to
call friends and relatives. I want to expedite her acceptance of
death and I know if she talks about it, it will help. She sorts
through piles of tiny scraps of paper, searching for names and
phone numbers. This is her bookkeeping system and I shudder at the
thought of having to decipher it.

Mom makes her calls. Her voice
quavers with each recitation of the sad news but she seems restored
by the words of consolation she hears. More nameless little
blue-haired ladies quietly invade our privacy to bring their own
consolations—cookies, pies, cakes, sliced ham and turkey. It seems
barbaric to me, as if we are preparing a great feast, but I know
this is the way things are done in this closed society of senior
citizens.

The day plods slowly onward and I
think I detect a strength returning to Mom. Perhaps it is the
beginning of acceptance, or perhaps she is still in shock and only
operating on a surface level as I have seen her do so many times. I
make her a ludicrous supper of quesadillas. I know she likes
Mexican food and this is my own gift of consolation. I am surprised
to see Mom eat so heartily. Grief has not shut off the
appetite.

After supper, Mom pulls out a
scrapbook and asks me to sit down with her and look at all the
family pictures. I decline. I cannot bring myself to amplify this
process of grief, but my refusal to go down memory lane makes me
feel guilty. I know I am not giving Mom all the emotional support
and comfort I could. It is my determined purpose, my only purpose,
to erase this sorrowful time and get her back to a stabilized place
in life, whatever that’s supposed to be. I am the efficient,
solve-it-all son. No tears, no outward show of bereavement—that’s
Mom’s job. I tell myself that by taking care of the myriad details,
by keeping her going at a forward momentum through these difficult
days, I am giving support and comfort in the best possible
way.

Besides, I have already felt my
own grief for Jesse. I loved him. He raised me from the time I was
ten years old. He gave me as good a life as he was capable of
providing and he was strict and consistent in his discipline. He
taught me how to hunt and fish and I will always value that with
special affection. But in truth, he was incapable of teaching me
very much about the richer side of life—the arts, literature,
language, a perspective to look at living with some sort of style
and grace.

Jesse was a simple man, poorly
educated and bigoted. This was the one side of him I did not
admire. Even so, he took me along as a package deal when he married
my mother and cared for us both with a never-wavering dedication. I
was part of the bargain, a kid who wasn’t his—but he still loved me
as if I had been. That’s what I’ll really remember about Jesse. All
in all, I know I got the best end of the deal.

 



Chapter
5

“Everybody has to go
through this . . .”

 


FRIDAY, MARCH 25: I crawl out of
bed at 7:30 after a fitful night of sorting and re-sorting a
thousand problems. Mom is already at her endless pacing back and
forth across the tiny living room. It is her way to alleviate the
grief, but it’s a destructive way. The pacing has continued to
worsen the painful condition of her swollen feet. It is now
necessary for her to go to a podiatrist almost weekly, to have
treatments and paring done on tender calluses.

This morning Mom is in a state of
utter despair. She is aware of my presence but does not respond to
my voice with any recognition. Her hands shake violently as her
agitated gaze lashes around in search of a suitable target to
attack. I do a nimble dance out of the line of fire and fix myself
some coffee. I listen to a complaint about the coarseness and
discomfort of her blanket. The complaint is a continuation of an
earlier rage against the harsh spray of the showerhead, which I had
installed months ago on a previous visit. I sense a full assault in
the making and convince Mom to take a tranquilizer which I have
obtained from the doctor. After a parent/child argument, me as the
parent, she submits to the tranquilizer and her mood
settles.

The funeral home calls, they need
a correction on my stepfather’s social security number in order to
expedite the completion of the death certificate. The certificate
is required to claim a death benefit for Mom from Jesse’s union. He
was an electrician, one of the rank and file.

I take Mom to view Jesse’s body
at the funeral home. This is her first sight of him in death and I
know it will be traumatic for her. I guide Mom to the “Slumber
Room” but I do not walk to the casket with her. I am a coward in
this. I do not want to remember Jesse this way; I want to remember
him alive, at least as alive as I last saw him.

I stand back and witness the
indescribable pain in my mother’s face as she stares down in
disbelief at the body of her mate of 50 years. I am deeply moved
and struggle to hold back tears. It’s a delayed reaction, one I
have managed until now to keep under wraps. Like Mom, this is also
my first contact with the truth of Jesse’s death.

I bring Mom home and put her in
the care of June, the woman I have hired. June is my salvation in
this time of bereavement. She is not that much younger than Mom,
but so much more resilient and mentally alert. Soon a stream of
little blue-haired ladies are parading in and out of the apartment,
each coming to offer more words of consolation, more unwanted food.
The dining table is laden with things that will not be eaten. Food
is the way death is acknowledged in this kind of interwoven
society. In a communal effort to keep the mood cheerful, there is
much hugging and a constant stream of soothing words for Mom. She
barely responds, her only desire is to immerse herself fully into
her grief.

I note the expressions of
consolation come in two basic types, either the religious
pie-in-the-sky variety: “He’s already in heaven waiting for you”;
or the gentle reinforcing of destiny: “Everybody has to go through
this but we somehow manage to survive, you’ll see.” I am not an
enthusiastic participant in these deceits. All the words which pour
over Mom like so much thick syrup, even as well-meant as they are,
seem so artificial and useless. I leave the blue-haired ladies to
murmur their inanities and go for a walk. I find myself making
these brief escapes repeatedly all day long.

The minister who has been
scheduled to perform the funeral service comes by to get
information on the deceased; factual data as well as any family
anecdotes that might be suitable to include in his eulogy. Mom and
I are hard-pressed to tick off a list of prideful accomplishments
of my stepfather. Jesse’s life was bland and largely devoid of
noteworthy deeds, at least of the kind that can make a memorable
tribute.

I find myself composing words for
the minister to say. I elaborate on virtues that seem so empty of
any real significance. The minister knows he will have to fake it
and he is grateful for the words I contrive to enrich his generic
sermon. He is young and inexperienced in his churchly duties,
especially so in this case when he must preside at the service of a
non-member of his congregation. Jesse and Mom’s religious endeavors
in their later years consisted primarily of Jesse relinquishing the
TV set for an hour each Sunday morning so Mom could watch her
favorite local church program.

The minister concludes his visit
by suggesting we pray together. We stand awkwardly in a circle, the
minister and Mom and I, holding hands with heads bowed. I am
uncomfortable in this ceremony but I submit to it out of respect
for Mom; or perhaps because I’m too gutless at this precise moment
to admit I’m an agnostic.

More food arrives, some of it
wrapped in deli paper with the price still attached. An elderly
woman hobbles in on a walker leading a coterie of other
well-wishers. I sleepwalk through a hundred names I cannot
remember. Since Mom does not drive, I decide to sell my
stepfather’s pride and joy, the nearly new little car he called the
“Hoopee.” June, the woman I have hired, is eager to buy it and we
agree on a price she can afford. I make countless phone calls in a
hopeless effort to clear away the mountain of unpaid bills and
paperwork. More little blue-haired ladies come and go. I serve Mom
a dinner of meatloaf and potato salad, one of the many donations
left on the dining table. She eats well and has two desserts taken
from the vast selection.

I am now running on automatic
pilot. Unresolved problems continue to pound through my head as I
slip under the covers at the end of another endless day. I see
midnight come and go and I am still awake, separating the critical
decisions from the merely essential ones.

 



Chapter
6

The odds were against
her . . .

 


SATURDAY, MARCH 26: I’m up at
7:00 and not surprised to find Mom already pacing back and forth.
She is again withdrawn into one of her dark places. Her gaze is
lusterless and unfocused and there is the promise of eruption now
that I am in sight. I retreat to the safety of paperwork, it never
seems to end. Each day the mail brings new surprises, the aftermath
of obligations imposed by the months of Jesse’s illness.

The little blue-haired ladies
return to resume their consolations. A collection has been made and
the woman in charge offers Mom two options: she can either have the
money outright, 70 dollars, or flowers. Mom equates flowers as a
more personal gift and she is right. Later, the Collection Lady
returns to deliver several hanging baskets of impatiens, explaining
that she has also ordered a bouquet for the funeral service. She
hands Mom a sympathy card inscribed with all the names of the
donors and a twenty-dollar bill, the unspent remainder of the
donations. The Collection Lady has handled her job efficiently and
I know she will be proud to make a full accounting to the others. I
hang the impatiens outside on a hook near the front door and
attempt to rationalize to Mom the purpose of them being at that
precise location. She will be able to see them each time she goes
in or out, a kind of living memorial to Jesse. This pleases
her.

I take Mom for a walk to the park
a block away. She talks of all the times she and Jesse took this
same walk. They would come and sit in the late afternoon shade of
summer and watch the children play. Mom’s dialogue has a numbing
sameness to it, no matter the subject or with whom she is talking.
She seems to find her only strength in veering the conversation
back to a repetitive inventory of the meager highlights of all the
years with her husband. She tells me again and again about their
fiftieth wedding anniversary, which they had celebrated so
recently. I flash on the dreary little Polaroid shot of the event
she had sent to me.

The picture
shows Mom and Jesse posed in the living room on the day of their
momentous occasion. They are seated in their favorite chairs, which
are separated by an end table. On the table, there is a small glass
vase overwhelmed by a dozen long-stemmed roses, a
TV Guide, a folded
newspaper, reading glasses and several bottles of medicine. Jesse
is swathed in a faded robe and Mom is wearing one of her
nondescript house dresses. They both look incredibly pale and
dispirited as they limply reach across the space between them to
clutch each other’s dangling hand. Their expressions are devoid of
emotion, they just stare at the camera in a pretense of
celebration—and behind them, clearly prominent in the shot, an
oxygen tank standing at the ready. It all seemed so very
sad.

As we continue our walk through
the park, Mom talks of how Jesse pampered her and was so good to
her. I want to disagree about this but I don’t. There were
occasions, when I was much younger and Jesse was still strong and
healthy, when he could be a little too cranky and blustery. Jesse
came from a vanished time, when the man of the house was considered
the absolute monarch.

In these grieving remembrances
about her life with her husband, Mom invariably adds a postscript
about being alone now and how difficult it is to lose a mate. She
narrates it in a bewildered, child-like voice, as if she cannot
believe it. I listen with close attention, I want her to know I
understand and care. She tells me again about how she expected
Jesse to live as long as she has, that she always thought he would.
My stepfather was 92, she is 77. The odds were against her for the
long pull and I try to explain this, but Mom cannot grasp it. She
just thought Jesse would always be there.

We pause on our way back to the
apartment so Mom can point to the exact spot, in the street next to
a curb, where she suddenly passed out one day while walking home
from the park by herself. It might have been a minor stroke, no one
can be sure. Mom remembered the details of the mishap quite
vividly, which surprised me considering the worsening state of her
memory. She didn’t know how long she had lain there beside the
curb, but when she regained consciousness, she was alone.
Apparently no one had seen her fall. Bruised and disoriented, Mom
managed to struggle to her feet and make her way home. Months
later, I read an article about this phenomenon that sometimes
happens to older people, it’s called “sudden drop.” When I told Mom
about the article, she insisted I send it to her. I think she
wanted a logical verification for her mishap.

Mom seems unable to function on a
minute-by-minute basis without reminders or urging. Her memory,
still sharp and clear about events of long ago, cannot retain more
recent images or details. I must constantly remind her of
medication she must take; of tasks waiting to be done; of names of
friends and relatives she cannot remember.

I take her to the funeral home
for another viewing of Jesse’s body. The “Slumber Room” is now
filling up with flowers and words of consolation written in the
visitor’s book. The sentiments are warm and generous and I marvel
at the number of friends Mom has. They seem truly fond of her and I
am very pleased. It’s easy to understand why she has so many
friends when I prod myself to remember her warmth and generosity of
spirit before the onset of Alzheimer’s.

Mom weathers the repeated shock
of seeing her mate laid out in the casket. She cries and reaches to
stroke his perfectly-combed hair. I know it is perfectly combed
because I cannot keep myself from stealing a furtive glance at
Jesse before I quickly look away. I have broken my vow to myself
not to do this. Mom asks my opinion about the appearance and
quality of the casket, again explaining that she and Jesse came to
the funeral home months ago and made the selection. I assure her
the choice of casket was perfect. Mom’s telling and re-telling of
past events sometimes becomes almost maddening. No, it is more than
just “sometimes.”

~

SUNDAY, MARCH 27: Mom begins her
day like all the others, by pacing, even before it is light
outside. On this morning, she has again isolated herself within an
impenetrable anguish. I wake up and I am already worn out when I
look at her. This caretaker’s role I have assumed carries a hellish
price tag. I am not convinced Mom will be able to function on her
own after I leave. I prepare myself to take the next unholy step,
to put her in what the health profession grandly refers to as a
“care facility.” I still call them “nursing homes.”

These institutions frighten me. I
have a deeply-ingrained prejudice against the whole process, and I
suspect I’m not alone in this mindset. No matter by what name we
choose to identify these places, they are not palaces of joy. The
frail and helpless who are deposited into the sterile permanence of
this kind of storage system seem to wither all too quickly into
human ciphers. They become discards without dignity or hope. I am
battered by an acute sense of guilt at the thought of giving this
mode of life to my mother for whatever years she may have
left.

I take Mom to the funeral home
for another visit with the dead. She seems stronger with each
visit; the acceptance has begun. There are tears, but with strength
and control. When we return home, there are more drop-in visits by
various friends and relatives. Mom’s loss of memory and her
stressed condition have imposed a bizarre effect on her
conversation. She relates an incident out of the past and, once
reaching the end of the telling, starts all over and tells it again
. . . and then again. It’s as if she is trapped on an endless audio
loop. I must repeatedly break into her conversation in order to
force a conclusion.

I feed Mom a big lunch of
barbecued chicken, potato salad and potato chips. I worry about the
quality of her diet, especially because of an unstable heart
problem. But at this time, I am more concerned that she gains some
weight. She is wraith-like, the result of being a devoted attendant
during the leisurely pace of her mate’s dying. Mom eats like a
child, responding to the various food items as past pleasures, not
as a present nutritional need. I pamper her with an ice cream bar,
she’s a chronic sweet-eater. All this stuff I place before her is
essentially fat, sugar and salt and I cringe as I serve it. But
perhaps it will add a pound or two to her skinny bones.

I have tried to take a nap during
the course of each day as a way to supplement my sleepless nights.
Generally the naps are unsuccessful because I am continually
summoned by either Mom or one of her neighbors to solve a problem
of the moment. Today’s problem is to offer an opinion about how and
where to plant three rose bushes a neighbor—the “Collection
Lady”—has brought home:

“Where do you think they should
go, Jack? I thought about right here . . . or maybe along the
walk.”

I stand there in my wrinkled
clothes, barefooted and sleepy, pretending to solemnly survey the
building grounds for potential planting areas. I point to a spot
nearby.

“That might be a good place,
right there.”

In truth, I could not have cared
less where the roses were planted. But since I am the visiting
problem-solver, I know my opinion is obligatory. This woman of the
roses, this dotty little neighbor lady who is dressed as if she is
going to a party, hose and bows head-to-toe, considers my
recommendation with a cautious uncertainty.

“You think they’ll get enough
sun?”

Taking a nap is my only real
concern at the moment but I gesture the chosen area again, this
time with more authority.

“Looks like enough to me . .
.”

I glance skyward, as if taking a
prudent measure of the sun’s location. It is early afternoon and
the sunlight is spilling thinly through the shade of a huge tree.
Indeed, it is not the world’s best location for roses which, I
know, need a full period of sunlight to attain maximum bloom. But I
am committed to my questionable evaluation and I give the neighbor
lady a resolute nod.

“. . . yeah, the roses should do
okay right there.”

I do not want to engage in a
major discussion on optimum light sources, I want to get some
sleep. Mom is standing at my side, silent but still keenly
absorbing this botanical exchange. She is not impressed by my
learned pronouncement on the placement of the roses. I see a glint
of disapproval come into her gaze as she studies my suggested area
for planting. Mom obviously intends to be involved in this decision
process and she has her own idea about where the roses should go.
Grief is put on hold for more timely concerns as she arrows a
finger in a new direction.

“That’s where Jesse used to dig
up the ground when we planted flowers. See? Right over
there.”

I am surprised by Mom’s flash of
memory.

“That’s right, Mom, I
remember.”

“Well, why don’t you plant the
roses there.”

It is a perfect and logical
choice, full sunlight all day at a prominent location. I have
purposely avoided any reference to this hallowed spot, knowing full
well that it had always belonged only to Mom and Jesse. They
lovingly worked the soil and planted their flowers in an annual
ritual for all the years they had lived at the apartment complex.
This was their private plot, a place of pride when their flowers
bloomed.

Mom seems oblivious to any
sentimental attachment for the tiny planting area and the three of
us move over to take a closer inspection. She studies the little
patch of earth as if turning over and plowing under all the
memories it holds for her. I am concerned there might be a later
backlash in this impulsive decision to give over her emotional deed
to the soil and I offer her a chance to rescind the
offer:

“We can put the roses anywhere,
Mom. They don’t have to be right here.”

I suddenly realize that it’s me,
not her, who wants to preserve the sanctity of this location. Mom
makes her own careful evaluation of the available light, then
gestures:

“No, I think they would do better
right here.”

“Okay, whatever you
want.”

The idea of giving away this
revered symbol of her years with Jesse is now a firm commitment. I
can see some of the old familiar sparkle flooding back into the
void as a vague smile softens Mom’s dulled expression.

“Jesse didn’t know one flower
from the next. All he did was dig the holes and I
planted.”

The neighbor lady muffles a laugh
and bends closer to inspect the prospective site, taking care to
first hoist up the sleeves of her silk blouse. She looks as if she
is about to have tea with the queen.

“Jesse did a nice job, digging it
up.”

Mom is pleased by the compliment.
She nods agreeably.

“He complained about doing it but
he always bragged about how pretty it looked when the flowers came
out.”

The neighbor lady picks up a
handful of soil and sifts it through her fingers.

“Dirt’s good and soft. I think
this would be perfect.”

It’s a done deal. The neighbor
lady is satisfied and Mom also seems pleased with the decision. I
am heartened, now I can return to my nap. Needing a graceful exit
line, I offer the neighbor lady a last piece of expert
advice:

“Try not to get the leaves wet
when you water. It causes mildew.”

I have expended my total
knowledge on the care and planting of roses. I turn to take Mom’s
arm to go back inside but she resists, her gaze still focused on
the planting area. Surprisingly, there is no trace of grief showing
in her pallid features at this moment—only an intense
concentration. The neighbor lady gestures Mom to step in closer and
share the one remaining decision:

“I was thinking I could put one
here and here, and another one there. What do you think,
Ginny?”

Mom soberly considers it, adding
a cautionary frown.

“Jesse said we shouldn’t plant
anything too close to the walk.”

“Nope, we won’t. You wait, I’ll
get the shovel.”

I ease out of the way to let Mom
and the neighbor lady proceed with their gardening project. It is
an unexpected respite for Mom and a calculated maneuver, I now
realize, by that little neighbor lady who isn’t so dotty after all.
She’s a widow too, and she knows that the simple act of living must
continue, in spite of all else.

When the neighbor lady returns
with her shovel, I give her a secret smile. It’s a silent thanks
for being so wise and caring. She smiles back and turns to Mom,
reaching out to pull her along.

“Come on, Ginny, you point out
where and I’ll dig.”

This is my cue, I have been
dismissed. I gratefully retreat back to my bed.

 



Chapter
7

Now I lay me down to
sleep . . . please . . .

 


Ten minutes
later I am again summoned to the planting ground. The
ad hoc committee of
three—Mom and the neighbor lady and I—must now determine the proper
amount of rose food to be applied at planting time. It doesn’t
matter anyway; all hope for a nap is cancelled when two of Mom’s
dearest friends, a couple from out of town, suddenly appear. They
have driven in for Jesse’s funeral service
tomorrow.

We have a long, meandering tour
through shared events of the past. My mind wanders but I smile and
nod at the appropriate times. Mom seems restored by the cherished
visitors and she begins telling all her stories again. The details
change with each telling but this time I don’t
interrupt.

Mom’s friend is a hairdresser and
I see opportunity here. At my urging, the woman cuts and shapes
Mom’s hair in a very short, towel-dry style. I am attempting to
eliminate as many complications as I can from Mom’s future life. I
have long observed that attaching curlers and then working the
resultant mass under the cap of an ancient hair dryer has always
been a major hassle for Mom—and now even more so in her later
years. Still, I am apprehensive about what effect this new short
haircut will have when she slips back into one of her dark moods. I
wonder if she will become incensed by her mirrored
image.

Tomorrow is Jesse’s burial, the
final closure before the beginning of a new era in Mom’s life; one
she must recognize and accept. I will be glad when tomorrow has
vanished into a black memory. Now I lay me down to sleep . . .
please . . .

~

MONDAY, MARCH 28: Mom is pacing
when I come into the living room at 6:30 a.m. She is quiet and
appears to be in charge of herself, although I know better. At
least I am grateful her mechanism for control still seems to
function. As in all the previous days, neighbors and friends soon
appear at the door. Words of sympathy, hugs and kisses. I take Mom
to the funeral home for a final viewing of my stepfather, but I
still refuse to step up to the casket and take a full and honest
look for myself. I stand back and watch Mom break down into a
sobbing grief. I see the containment collapsing, the controls
giving way. She is becoming more aware of the finality of Jesse’s
death. I do not look forward to the hours and days
ahead.

The weather is angry and
treacherous, tornadoes are predicted. Rain has already started,
it’s coming down in convulsing torrents; the streets look like
rivers. My daughter and granddaughter arrive. We make a
conspiratorial effort at cheerful talk to divert Mom. It works only
for a short while, until it is time for her to get herself ready to
go to the funeral. The sudden jarring ring of the telephone flips
the switch and the last of Mom’s control suddenly disintegrates.
She sobs and wails. We manage to get a tranquilizer down her, even
though she violently resists, and it restores her to a state of
semi-composure. The undertaker’s limousine arrives but the driver
cannot locate our address and we have to walk across the building
grounds to a different entrance. Mercifully it has stopped raining,
but the sky hangs over us in a roiling threat.

At the church, we are ushered
into a small chapel arrayed with the flowers taken from my
stepfather’s “Slumber Room.” His closed casket is positioned in
front of the altar; the church does not sanction open-casket
services. The organ plays an appropriate dirge and I try to block
it out. The apprentice minister steps to the dais and intones his
short and meaningless eulogy. It is larded with innocuous anecdotes
about Jesse which Mom and I have provided.

The whole business of this
service seems freeze-dried and artificial. Even so, Mom appears
content with what is happening. I sit beside her in the front pew
and put my arm around her as she stares straight ahead in a blank
stupor. I am grateful she is still capable of showing strength.
After the service, Mom and I and my daughter and granddaughter
stand at the door to accept condolences from the small group of
mourners who have braved the weather to come and pay their
respects.

We are driven to the cemetery
where a tent has been erected at the gravesite. There are a few
more freeze-dried words from the minister and it is over. I pull a
rose from a bouquet and give it to Mom to place on Jesse’s casket.
Hands reach to steady her as she feebly leans forward to do as I
suggest.

We are driven home, this time
without benefit of police escort. There is an uneasy attempt at
conversation, but it is not successful. Nothing penetrates Mom’s
silent shock; she is alone with her grief. When we arrive back at
the apartment, a stream of visitors arrives to keep Mom diverted
from the emotions she has brought with her from the burial service.
No one seems concerned about my stability, or the lack of it, and I
am thankful for that. I have tried to convey an image of resolute
strength, although at times today I have had to draw deeply from
the well.

~

TUESDAY, MARCH 29: Mom is
whimpering and pacing from room to room when I get up at 7:00. When
I try to calm her, she goes into a sobbing guilt trip about not
being present at the moment of my stepfather’s death; that she
should have been there; that there should have been more nurses on
duty; that she failed Jesse when he needed her most. I finally
manage to talk her down with emphatic assurances of her loyalty and
devotion. The impact of her mate’s death is now in full throbbing
operation and Mom has succumbed. She sinks into a submissive
paralysis and I watch her sit zombie-like in her rocking chair, but
she doesn’t rock. Her exhausted gaze is fixed in a blind stare as
her lips continually flutter to form silent words in some kind of
wild internal dialogue.

There is a flare-up as the demons
suddenly take charge. Mom spies a small nail in the wall where a
picture once hung. She goes into a rage. A thief has come in while
we were at the funeral service and stolen some of her paintings.
She finds more empty nails in other rooms, gathering proof for her
delusion. Her rage mounts to a shrill pitch as she rants and raves.
It is not an unexpected reaction, but still no less difficult to
deal with. I try to appease Mom as I follow her around the
apartment with pliers, pulling out the empty nails as they are
discovered.

This is the residuum of an
ongoing family crisis. Months before, when my daughter had come for
a visit, Mom had pulled some of her paintings off the walls and
insisted my daughter take them as a gift of affection. Mom has done
this all her life, given away possessions that had special meaning
for her. It was a ritual repeated time and time again, with friends
as well as family; an endearing part of Mom’s
personality.

But something has gone wrong.
Alzheimer’s has added its own touch of evil to the event. Mom can
no longer perceive the truth of what really happened. Now, in her
mind, her own granddaughter has become a thief—she has stolen Mom’s
paintings.

Throughout this day of the empty
nails, Mom’s dementia keeps reviving her delusion about the
paintings. Like a flame repeatedly flaring up from smoldering
coals, she returns again and again to this imagined theft. Her
voice becomes a frenzied shriek as she curses and condemns her
granddaughter; and I am the collaborator in this imagined felony
because I am the father of the thief.

Finally, my patience collapses. I
am no longer able to handle Mom’s repeated furies and I lash out
and literally overwhelm her with my anger. I am instantly contrite
and force myself to walk away from the scene in gritted silence.
After a forced march around the block, I return to the apartment
and there is no indication of any residual problem. Mom is subdued
and again in control. I desperately want to penetrate the curtain
once and for all on this particular issue so she will not make the
“stolen” paintings a lifetime crusade. Perhaps I have done so with
my anger. She is quiet and withdrawn and there is no further sign
of the demon’s presence.

Later, I discuss details of daily
management of the household with June, the woman I have hired as a
“companion” for Mom. We discuss proper diet and the correct times
and dosage for Mom’s assorted medications, along with all the other
daily requirements necessary to keep her on a stable course. I
arrange for June to come in each day on a regular schedule. It’s a
trial period that I hope will work well enough to let Mom remain in
her own familiar surroundings, at least until her grief has
subsided. Only time will tell if this is possible.

I arrange for a friend to take
over Mom’s bookkeeping, making certain the checkbook is balanced
and the deluge of medical forms and hospital billings correctly
processed. All these arrangements are of temporary value because I
know I will eventually have to put Mom in a “care facility.” The
only question is when.

~

WEDNESDAY, MARCH 30: My part in
this sad business is coming to an end. I will be going home
tomorrow. When I awake this morning, Mom is, as usual, already up.
This time, however, she is not in her robe. She is showered and
dressed and shows encouraging signs of being more in control of
herself, more functional. She still paces, of course, but I am
cheered to see her confronting her new life in what appears to be a
positive way. I help her write and address thank-you cards for the
flowers and food. The task seems to restore her. She is aware and
perceptive and, I think, more at peace with the awareness of
Jesse’s death. I sense the worse is over. I sense it but I can’t be
sure.

No, not yet . . .

 



Chapter
8

… the proper thing
for a mother to do.

 


When I was ten, Jesse became the
authority figure in my life. In these first years of our tenuous
relationship, it was a job he did not relish. As a rebellious
stepson, I thought of Jesse as a resident tyrant—and I knew he
viewed me with similar disfavor. Ours was a clash of rivalry for my
mother’s affections. We were not connected by blood ties, only by
the ritual of marriage.

Even after my mother and Jesse
were married, I think I continued to hold the higher priority for
her attentions. It was predictable then that I would become a major
source of discord between them. Mom and Jesse took the plunge
anyway, with me in tow. And then, four years later, they divorced.
In the retrospect of an educated guess, I suspect this dissolution
was largely the result of Jesse’s reluctance, and certainly mine,
to accept the arrangement. By then I had grown into my troublesome
teen years and that’s a tough row to hoe, even for a biological
father.

In spite of the obstacles, love
eventually won out. Mom and Jesse patched up things and were very
soon remarried. This time, the bonding held firm and forever; and
wonder of wonders, Jesse and I made peace. We even came to like
each other. By then, I could appreciate Mark Twain’s cogent
observation about how a parent seems to get smarter as the kid gets
older. Jesse may not have been any great shakes on an intellectual
level, but he had all the good basic values I came to admire and
respect.

In the earlier and sometimes
unsteadier years of my mother’s resumed marriage to Jesse, she was
the designated peacekeeper. She had to constantly contrive ways to
keep the storm clouds from gathering between stepfather and
stepson. One of Mom’s strategies was to pamper the two of us on
equal terms, no easy trick. For example, when she was planning to
make a pie, invariably there was a dispute over which flavor should
be made. If Jesse wanted pecan, then I wanted coconut cream. Pie
became a comic symbol of the tacit war between us. It was two kids
in the sandbox, shoving and pushing each other.

I remember Jesse was especially
partial to lemon, and I liked banana best of all. For Mom to make
only one or the other would have indicated obvious favoritism, so
she wisely stayed the neutral course. When there was to be pie for
dessert, which was often, Mom provided each of her contentious
males his own particular favorite. Two pies: one for the husband,
one for the son. It was a clear line of demarcation, dessert-wise,
a little psychology Mom used to keep the peace. As Pillsbury used
to say, “Nothin’ says lovin’ like something from the oven . . .”
I’ve thought about it since, how tastes change as we grow older.
Now I’m definitely partial to lemon. You were right, Jesse, it is
better.

Before Jesse came onto the scene,
there were two other stepfathers who made transient appearances
during my childhood years: Mayo the Carny Operator and Big Bad Ben.
These marriages were brief affiliations my mother had taken on, I
like to believe, to provide support and security for her growing
child. They proved to be not quite as supportive or secure as she
had hoped. Mayo and Ben were both colorful and complicated men but
I was too young to attach any significant affection to either one.
I was a frail and sickly kid and Mom’s determined purpose, as my
devoted protector, was to provide me with what she thought would be
the benefits of duel parentage. In those times, it was the proper
thing for a mother to do.

As for my biological father, I
knew him only as a rogue figure who had been damned into eternal
oblivion. Mom despised him with a passion that had been warped and
twisted into a righteous obsession. I was intensely curious about
my father, but to this day the inner workings of his union with my
mother remain a mystery. Mom would speak of him only when pressed
hard for information. Whenever I asked questions about my father,
my mother’s terse responses were invariably slanted to make him the
supreme villain. Even the way she said his name almost sounded like
an epithet.

There may have been some
legitimate validation for Mom’s prejudice. I do know, if I can
believe what I have been told, that my father had abandoned her
when she was pregnant with me, at the age of 15. I also know that
during their few months together, he had also given Mom—it was
murmured in a whisper of shame—a “disease.” This was reason enough,
in those morally-rigid times, to make my father a hated object for
life. He had done her wrong and my mother would never forgive
him.
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