
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Holding on to the Pieces

Prologue.  

My journey as a caregiver truly began when I was twenty-three years old, stepping into my first job at a local nursing home. To say the smell was horrendous is putting it lightly. I had no idea what I was getting into. Before that, I had providing home healthcare for a woman until she passed away. But she had been in her right mind; she simply couldn't care for herself due to illness, and she had a four-year-old son who needed me. I worked 12 hour shifts 3 times a week looking often them both until the end.

After she passed, I walked into that nursing home thinking this was what I wanted to do for the rest of my life. I had always dreamed of being a nurse. My daddy was an American soldier in the Korean War, and he had always been my hero. I grew up watching MASH*, with him and wanting to be a hero like Major Houlihan, or like my grandfather, my uncles, both my Mothers and  my dad’s brothers—all war heroes. I wanted to be a hero, too.

I’m not sure how many days I had worked there before I met Bessie. She was a tiny woman, maybe four-foot-ten, with a small frame and big brown eyes. Every morning, I watched her walk across the hallway to the front door and sit in one of the chairs. The staff brought her meals there; she sat by that door all day long. Every night before she went to bed, she would pray for God to bring Henry back home.

Henry was her husband. He had died in World War II, but Bessie had forgotten. In her mind, he was just away on a mission and would be returning any moment. So, day after day, she sat by the door waiting for him. 

At twenty-three, I didn't understand the complexities of the mind. I thought it was cruel that they didn't tell her the truth. How could they let her sit there, day in and day out, waiting for someone who was never coming home?

Life hadn't been easy for me. I graduated high school with a fourth-grade reading level. College never felt like an option, and as the ninth of eleven children, I knew my parents couldn’t afford it anyway. Besides, I was a young mother with no plan other than to raise my child. It seemed God had different plans for my life than the military career I had envisioned.

For a split second, I wasn't sure what those plans were—until I stepped into that nursing home and saw people who no longer had a voice.

They were helpless, and they needed someone to speak for them. The conditions were hard to witness; the stench was overwhelming, and the way some staff treated the residents was heartbreaking. After five months, I walked away. I swore I’d never go back because I couldn't handle seeing how they were treated when I felt powerless to change it.

But God’s plans are persistent. Today, I look back on forty years in nursing care. Eighteen of those years were spent on an Alzheimer’s unit. I have completed countless hours of education on behavior management and dementia, but I’ve learned that nothing truly prepares you for the reality.

Every day is different. For some, every day is a brand-new day; for others, every day is the first day or the very last.

This is my story. It began when I returned to caregiving after helping my mother and father care for my uncle. 

Looking back at that twenty-three-year-old girl who thought she could change the world—who thought she knew everything there was to know about compassion, respect, and honor—I realize now she didn’t know anything at all. But I am proud of the career I have built and the life I have led over these forty years

When I first started out, I had a very black-and-white view of the world. I was raised to believe that lying was a sin, plain and simple. 

In my twenty-three-year-old mind, "the truth shall set you free" applied to everyone, including a woman who had lost her memory to the fog of dementia.

I remember looking at Bessie sitting by that front door, her eyes fixed on the glass, waiting for a man who had been buried in foreign soil decades ago.

Every time a nurse walked by and said, "He'll be here soon, Bessie," or "Just keep waiting, honey," it felt like a physical blow to my chest. 

I thought they were being lazy. I thought they were being disrespectful. To me, they were stripping her of her dignity by playing along with a fantasy.

I felt it was my duty to be the one to give her the "respect" of the truth. I remember rehearsing it in my head. I thought that if I could just explain it gently enough, she would understand, she would grieve, and then she could finally move away from that door and start living again. 

I didn't realize then that I wasn't trying to set Bessie free; I was trying to ease my own discomfort.

I didn't understand yet that Alzheimer’s is a thief that doesn't just steal the memory of the death—it steals the ability to process the grief.

In the chapter of this book , I want to tell you about the the young me had decided I was going to be the "honest" one. 

I want to tell you what happened when I finally  realized that a little white lie is sometimes necessary to comfort someone’s heart. It was the hardest lesson I ever learned, and it changed the way I looked at "the truth" for the next forty years.

Part 1 the foundation of empathy
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Chapter 1
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The Schooling of the Heart

When I finally decided to return to nursing care, the world had changed. You couldn’t just walk in and start working anymore; you had to go through formal schooling to earn your certificate. I enrolled in a three-week course led by a woman we called Nurse Lisa. She was a nurse at the very home where I hoped to be employed. The stakes were simple: pass the state test and you had a job; fail, and you moved on.

I passed, but the certificate wasn't the most important thing I took from that room. Nurse Lisa didn't just teach us medical facts; she taught us how to feel. There were three pillars of that class that stayed with me for forty years: the reality of disabilities, the sanctity of dignity, and the necessity of "little white lies."

Every morning, we had to reach into a basket and pull out a slip of paper. Whatever was written on that paper was your reality for the rest of the day.

My first day, I was a stroke victim. My left side was paralyzed. I was forbidden from using my left Arm and hand, and I had to drag my left foot behind me everywhere I went. The next day, I "had" dementia. Nurse Lisa took a pair of glasses and smeared Vaseline all over the lenses, leaving only a tiny, clear area in the very center. I couldn’t clean them. I had to navigate the world through that blurry, distorted fog.

The most humbling day, however, was the day I had "trouble swallowing." I had to bring my lunch to the cafeteria to be puréed into a tasteless mush. Every liquid I drank had to be thickened until it was the consistency of sludge.

Some might see those exercises as an overreach, but for me, they were a revelation. I didn’t just learn about struggles; I felt them. I felt the frustration of a foot that wouldn't move and the isolation of eyes that couldn't see. It taught me a brand of compassion I hadn't known existed.

But the moment that truly sealed my heart for this work was when Nurse Lisa shared a poem. It is said to have been found in the dresser drawer of an elderly woman who passed away in a geriatric ward, leaving behind no possessions—only these words. It was titled See Me.

What do you see, nurses? What do you see?

What are you thinking when you're looking at me?

A crabby old woman, not very wise,

Uncertain of habit, with faraway eyes?

The poem goes on to describe the woman not as she is now—dribbling her food or losing her shoes—but as she was. It remembers the ten-year-old child with a mother and father, the sixteen-year-old girl with wings on her feet, the twenty-year-old bride whose heart gave a leap at her vows. It follows her through motherhood and the loss of her husband, until she becomes the "old woman" that nature has made a fool of.
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