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This book is dedicated to the memory of my late mother Christina McGregor and my darling father John McGregor.
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Foreword


I have always found it easy to remember words of songs because they are put to music. I would not remember them if they weren’t, as in a poem. It’s something to do with the rhythm and spacing of the words in time with the music, just like children learning nursery rhymes.


Music has been a wonderful gift in my life. It is a powerful, evocative force capable of blowing the dust off our memories and taking us back to a particular place or a certain time instantly.


This book is a collection of musical memories of well-known people who have kindly donated a memory to help those with Alzheimer’s disease. The editor hopes this book will raise much needed funds for The Alzheimer’s Society. I hope you will enjoy reading it.


Dame Vera Lynn DBE 









Messages of Support


Prince William has asked me to convey to you his heartfelt sympathy for the difficulties that you face as a full-time carer. It is truly heartening to learn that in the midst of the pain of watching your father suffer from Alzheimer’s, you have determined to do all you can to raise awareness of this dreadful disease.


His Royal Highness has asked me to send his best wishes to you and your family.


From: The Office of HRH Prince William of Wales and HRH Prince Henry of Wales


His Holiness appreciates the important role music and the arts play in human society, for they provide us ways to communicate certain ideas and attitudes. When used positively, they serve as powerful opportunities to foster peace and the growth of fundamental human qualities like love, compassion and forgiveness. From that point of view your plans for the book are admirable.


His Holiness sends his prayers and wishes for the success of this project.


From: The Office of His Holiness the Dalai Lama


With our best wishes for your endeavour.


From: The Office of The Archbishop of Canterbury


Wishing you every success with your book and with your efforts to raise money for the Alzheimer’s Society.


From: Office of HRH Princess Alexandra


His Royal Highness has asked me to say how very sorry he was to learn that both of your parents had been afflicted by Alzheimer’s. The Prince of Wales has asked me to pass on his very best wishes.


From: The Assistant Private Secretary to TRH The Prince of Wales and The Duchess of Cornwall.


Shakespeare said, ‘If music be the food of love, play on!’ and no one can argue with Shakespeare! This book is an act of love. Do read it.


From Adele Parks


Alzheimer’s disease is a shameless thief of time that stole precious and irretrievable years from my mother and her family. Music was a huge part of her life before the illness took hold and it provided an invaluable bridge through the mist between us in her latter years. The music was always there for us all, an unmistakable link between reminiscence and reality. My thanks to Jackie McGregor for her wonderful work in raising awareness and funds for this dreadful disease.


From Rick Guard


Songs can be a wonderful reminder of a loved one or a special occasion so I was delighted to contribute, especially as the proceeds will be donated to Alzheimer’s Society. My mum had Alzheimer’s, so I know how devastating this disease and its impact can be – not only on the person who has been diagnosed but also on their family and friends. It’s a cruel disease which gradually robs you of the person you know and love. The funds raised through the sales of Jacqui’s book will make a difference to the lives of people with dementia and their families.


From Lynda Bellingham


Alzheimer’s Disease is a cruel deterioration of a person’s mental and physical health. The person afflicted gradually forgets everything they learned from childhood to adulthood including the very basic activities. It is a living hell for those with the disease and heartbreak for their loved ones. My mother had Alzheimer’s disease for seven years. I watched her disappear as the woman I knew into a helpless, confused person not cognisant of her situation in the later stages. This disease is affecting more and more people, especially as the population’s life span is increasing. I would like to see greater research into preventing and controlling it.


From Lynsey de Paul.


As someone who has known and helped to care for people with dementia, I’m well aware of the beneficial effects of music. Just hearing a much-loved song or tune can brighten a sufferer’s day, and bring some much-needed sunshine into a clouded life. The royalties raised through the sale of this book will go towards making still-precious lives worth living.


From Margaret James


I have a number of friends whose parents have suffered from Alzheimer’s so I know how devastating it has been for them to watch someone so close not be able to communicate with them. The fact they are unable to respond no matter how much love and care you gıve them makes it truly heartbreaking. I do hope Jackie’s book will help towards one day finding a cure for this dreadful disease. I heartıly endorse it.


From Denise Welch


My mother had Alzheimer’s. Conversation with her had become impossible, yet on a car drive one day she sang every song word-perfect to a Frank Sinatra CD.


Music seems to have an effect on this illness.


From Sir Michael Parkinson.


My mother had Alzheimer’s for so many years before being diagnosed and music certainly helped me cope with her disease.


From Britt Ekland









Introduction


My mother Christina died five years ago. She had an intense love affair with my father John for 58 years. Then a monster stole into her brain and changed her for ever. We fought it in every way we could but we lost Mum. This monster is commonly known as Alzheimer’s disease. In a cruel twist of fate the disease attacked my father following my mother’s death, the first thing it did was rob him of his speech, an especially brutal act of theft as my father was a such an orally competent man, described by all as charming and, above all, a gentleman. He is now confined to a silent world. I don’t know what goes on behind those once beautiful, sapphire blue eyes until a chord from a song is played and he begins to weep. The song is Moonlight Serenade, which was my parents’ special tune. They often talked about dancing beneath the mirror ball to this refrain in The Plaza Ballroom in Belfast, a place long gone but apparently not forgotten, even by a man with Alzheimer’s, as he is magically transported back to that place of his youth, with my glamorous mother in his arms, on the strings of a melody that lingers on in his heart.


My father had been a professional musician and orchestra manager. He had his own band called the J McGregor Orchestra and they blasted out big band swing in the dance halls of Northern Ireland during the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s. His hero was Glenn Miller; dad even took to wearing spectacles with plain glass in them just to look like Miller. However, he didn’t need spectacles the night he first laid eyes on my mother. It was across a crowded dance hall. Their eyes met and he knew immediately she was the one. He asked her to dance and, several hours later, he proposed. In the coming months Mum and Dad were married; she gave up the chance to go to American after winning an X-Factor style singing competition, the prize was to travel to the USA and make a record, she married Dad instead, such was her love for him. It was a union to last a lifetime for my mother and produced four children.
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There are currently 750,000 people with dementia in the UK. The financial cost of dementia to the country is over £20 billion a year. Family carers of people with Alzheimer’s save the country £6 billion a year, but the cost to their own health, both physically and mentally is beyond estimation.


My father and I looked after my mother at home. Personally, it was one of the darkest and most difficult periods of my life. There were times when I felt I was going to go insane, it was 24-hour care. We had to remove the mirrors from around our home because my mum’s reflection terrified her, she no longer knew her own face. She thought she saw rats sitting on the chairs and frequently spoke in what sounded like a foreign tongue. I had to keep the doors locked and carry the keys at all times, as she would attempt to get out to ‘go home’ every day. My mother’s existence was like a Columbo mystery, each day she became a detective investigating the disappearance of her own identity. She would try to fit together what evidence she had to find out who she was, where she lived and who on earth the family around her were. My mother no longer knew that I was her daughter or that my father was her husband and constantly waited on her long dead mother coming to collect her. ‘When’s my mother coming to get me?’ was the refrain my father and I repeatedly listened to on a daily basis. There was no explaining to her that her mother was dead, we tried once and she screamed in grief and pain, we had to call a doctor, such was the state she was in, she forgot all about it an hour later.


The aspect I find hardest to accept with this disease is its ability to wipe out its victim’s love for someone. My mother forgot that my father was the love of her life. One night she even threatened to call the police for him when he told her he was her husband, claiming he was an impostor; she had no memory of him, their marriage or their life together. It was around this time that I began to see the sparkle of my father’s brilliant blue eyes begin to fade as the light of his life dimmed.


Apart from one brief time, Mum never remembered or accepted again that Dad was her husband ,which made our living routine in the house nightmarish sometimes. It was like being in a horror movie. I watched my father being with the woman he loved all day yet never being able to communicate with her or love her as his wife. I wanted my mother back so much and sometimes couldn’t bear to be in the same room as my ‘hologram’ mother. The stress got to me and I began to have panic attacks. I became agoraphobic. Life was torturous.


Then Mum took a chest infection, one of many. She had suffered from a lung disease called bronchiectasis since I was a child. She was admitted to hospital and developed pneumonia there. We spent almost three months sitting at her bedside. One day my father walked into the ward and my mother shouted his name ‘John!’ it was amazing, he ran to her and held her in his arms, the relief on his face that she had come back to him almost broke my heart. He held her close, she was desperate to let him know that she knew he was there, it was as though she had been held prisoner in her body and couldn’t get past the Alzheimer’s monster within to be with Dad. ‘I love you, I love you, I love you John,’ she managed to get out. The effort took every bit of fight she had in her. I have never witnessed anything so amazingly touching and in that moment my heart filled with pride for my brave little mother for bypassing the demon for seconds and in those moments, she was steadfastly determined she was not leaving this world without telling my daddy one last time that she loved him. Just days later my mother passed away, but for my father her monumental effort to come back to him through the mists of this vile disease was everything he needed to survive.


Five months after my mother’s death I married my first love, on 19 August 2005 at 3 p.m. The following year, on 19 August 2006 at 3 p.m. our son was born. My father adored him, they bonded immediately, we all lived together as a happy family for a while, but Dad wasn’t himself.


My father’s speech had become impaired when my mother died. After a visit to the doctor it was decided that Dad’s speech problem was a grief-induced condition, he had always been in excellent health and never been to a doctor, he was now 80 years of age. Life became difficult again, getting used to being a wife and mother, keeping my writing going and dealing with an ever-increasingly reliant father. Dad had become like Mum and stuck by my side 24 hours a day. He couldn’t bear to be away from me, Mum had been just the same, this proved to be very stressful.


One morning I watched him making his porridge, a daily occurrence for years, and he simply couldn’t do it. He began to forget more and more how to carry out the easiest tasks. I heard alarm bells ringing in my head but ignored them. Dad was a very healthy man. I couldn’t face the thought that Alzheimer’s might be a possibility, because as far as I was concerned I could tolerate anything except having to deal with this monster again. But sure enough it had come back for us. After a brain scan in 2008 just 2 days before Christmas, I was informed in a phone call that my father had 100 per cent Alzheimer’s (my mother had vascular dementia mixed with Alzheimer’s). I put the phone down in a daze, looked at my toddler and wondered how the hell I was going to cope. As it turned out I coped well for over a year looking after my father 24/7, seeing to his personal care and being with him at all times while tending to my child and battling my agoraphobia and panic, but it is impossible for one person to keep up this level of care. My father would wait outside my bedroom door most of the night, he slept little and just wanted to see me at all times. I dreaded having to get up to go to the loo in the night as he would think it was morning and wanted to be showered and dressed. I eventually had to get help from carers who called in during the day to help with personal care. Mentally and physically I was going downhill fast, so was Dad, he didn’t even know how to turn a door knob to open the door. I was so exhausted I performed my daily tasks like a robot, I had no feelings, I couldn’t afford to have them. If I thought too much I would simply go mad. I had grown to hate Alzheimer’s with a vengeance, it had become my nemesis, this fight had become personal. Then my son and I both caught a nasty virus. I could barely stand. As I attempted to make lunch my knees gave way beneath me, I fell to the floor with no energy to get up. I lay there looking at my boy and I knew this life I had been living was no longer possible. I needed a break. Fortunately I had a fantastic social worker, Marie Thompson. She had been trying to persuade me to put Dad in respite for a while but I wouldn’t hear of it. I phoned her and explained the situation, she found Dad a respite place for the next day, (I owe her my sanity).


I lay awake all night crying and feeling sick, how could I let him go? I had never been without him. I packed his bag and explained that I wasn’t well and he was going to have a few days in respite care, he smiled and patted me on the shoulder. I saw heartache in his blue eyes which was reflected in my own, but my father’s love for me was still there and he knew I wasn’t coping. I watched him get into the special taxi. Never in my life have I ever experienced such pain. My heart physically ached, I could barely breathe and I felt like I had committed a horrific crime. It was, to date, the worst day of my life, I will never forget the agony I felt.


As the days went by I got a little stronger and began to see what life was like not being a carer, which I had been to my mother most of my adult life. Dad seemed content in respite. When I phoned to see how he was, one of the nurses, Farah Vegara, asked had Dad ever played the piano? I said no, but he had been a professional musician, drums being his instrument. Farah said that John Taplin, a nurse in the home, had been carrying out music therapy with the residents and my father had mimed playing the piano and had then begun to cry when he heard Moonlight Serenade. It became clear that music was evoking memories of Mum for him. I suddenly had a vision of my mother singing in the kitchen, at the top her voice, ‘They Can’t Take That Away From Me’, one of her favourite songs, and I thought it remarkable how there were memories of Mum that simply couldn’t be taken away from Dad. Yet for her, it was memories of her mother that couldn’t be erased.


I sat that night thinking about Dad and the effect the song had. I’d heard that The Alzheimer’s Society had been giving music therapy to patients in Belfast with good results. According to research, listening to favourite tunes of one’s past evokes vivid memories that appear to be immune to Alzheimer’s. By making a soundtrack of songs that are special to a sufferer (much like the one author Adele Parks has made in this book) and then playing it back to them regularly, it could help form a resistance to this disease. Songs cause a mental movie to play in our heads and we may see quite clearly a much-loved and lost face. Sir Thomas Beecham said; ‘Magical music never leaves the memory’ and that appears to be true even in the case of those with Alzheimer’s. Unfortunately the funding for the therapy ran out in our region. I wondered if there was anything I could to do to raise money for the Alzheimer’s Society to help them carry out their important work, including funding music therapy. I felt terrible for not being able to look after my dad and needed to find a way to at least help others, this disease had left me feeling helpless in the years I had dealt with it, I needed to fight it some way. If we could help others then maybe the terrible suffering my mother had gone though and father was still going through wouldn’t be entirely in vain. Then the idea came to me. I could ask celebrities what song evokes a special memory for them and put it into a book to raise money. It was a mad plan. I knew nothing about contacting celebrities nor how to get a book published, but the first publisher I contacted, Accent Press, liked the idea. I began to get replies from celebrities, Paul O’Grady and Dame Judi Dench being the first to respond. This project was going to be possible! And here it is. A book where celebrities have given a memory to help those who have lost theirs through Alzheimer’s disease.


My father struggles on valiantly. I miss him so much. I miss his wonderful, entertaining, charming company and the way he could make me ache with laughter with his observations of the world. I’ve always been proud of my father, he’s the sort of man who makes you want to stop people and shout that’s my dad! No matter where I had to go or what I had to do, my father was always there supporting me. His hand was never far from mine. Whatever the future holds, I have a lifetime of love and memories that Dad and I have shared to carry in my heart, and I know that guiding hand of his will remain forever on my shoulder. I never once thought that he wouldn’t be there, as naïve as that seems. You don’t, you see, you never think in the midst of blissful normality that things will ever change, that this person whom you love, who has always been there, might not be any more. None of us seem to fully grasp or understand life’s fragility until it’s too late. And so Dad and I continue to say our long goodbye.


I wish he and my mother could be aware of this book and the kindness of strangers who have wanted to help fight this disease after hearing their story. They would be so touched. I tried to explain to Dad about the book and he looked at me with tears in his eyes. I have no way of knowing if he understood and was moved, or if the illness was simply torturing him. It’s a vile disease, research and care regarding it are severely underfunded. We need to find more ways of fighting it.


I’d like to thank all of the kind-hearted people who have contributed their special memories to this book and you the reader for buying it. I hope you enjoy this musical memory tour, the royalties of which will go to help those with Alzheimer’s disease.


Jackie McGregor
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