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More Praise For Mary Maccracken’s


The Memory of All That


“A moving account of one couple’s vibrant, loving relationship, their courage in facing Alzheimer’s, and their fierce unwillingness to abandon any moment of shared happiness before the end. This poignant narrative also offers ways to handle the problems and difficult decisions faced by caregivers and their families.”


—NANCY DUBLER, LLB, Affiliated Professor, Division of Medical Ethics, NYU Langone Medical Center and author of Alzheimer’s Dementia: Dilemmas in Clinical Research and Ethics on Call: A Medical Ethicist Shows How to Take Charge of Life-and-Death Choices


“A road map for sustaining love in the face of inevitable loss for any of us. Mary MacCracken is a skilled storyteller who knows how to turn this tale of wrenching heartbreak into a surprisingly uplifting memoir.”


—JAN MAHER, award-winning author of The Persistence of Memory and Other Stories, Earth as It Is, and Heaven, Indiana


“The Memory of All That is a generous and stirring memoir. MacCracken’s gentle prose recounts her husband's decline into Alzheimer's and the toll it takes on them both. Her story, however, is not framed as tragedy but as a chronicle of married love—with no small share of laughter. Readers facing a similar journey will welcome this book with relief and hope”


—CHRISTINE HEMP, author of Wild Ride Home: Love, Loss, and a Little White Horse


“Mary MacCracken's book, The Memory of All That, is a love letter to her husband with dementia. Here but gone; no longer as he used to be. Ambiguous loss, it's called, with both “upwelling sadness” and “scraps of joy.” In a world of loss right now, we can find solace in MacCracken's beautifully written story about love and purpose.”


—PAULINE BOSS, PhD, author of The Myth of Closure: Ambiguous Loss in a Time of Pandemic and Change and Loving Someone Who Has Dementia: How to Find Hope while Coping with Stress and Grief
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For Cal MacCracken


May all know love like ours
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Foreword






This beautifully told, heart-rending story describes Cal and Mary MacCracken’s ordeal with Alzheimer’s disease. More fundamentally, it is about how their deep, loving relationship remained central to their lives throughout and served as a potent tool in coping with the disease until the very end. As the book’s subtitle indicates, this is truly a “love story.” Mary reassures Cal soon after the appearance of some of the earliest cognitive signs of the disease that would gradually worsen and ultimately engulf him:


“We’ll be okay. We have each other, and together we can handle anything.”


Indeed they did handle “anything” and everything, despite formidable difficulties and immense suffering along the way.


Although there has been important progress in the field since Cal’s illness in the 1990s, the disorder remains frustratingly elusive. There is still no cure, nor is there an effective method to prevent its appearance in the first place. We still do not have the ability to definitively diagnose Alzheimer’s disease in a living person. Medication treatments currently available are only modestly helpful, at best, in slowing down the relentless progression of this disorder. But the crucial messages conveyed here so eloquently by Mary remain as important today as they were when Alzheimer’s became a central feature of the MacCracken’s lives.


Both Cal and Mary MacCracken were excellent problem-solvers. As a prolific, highly successful inventor, Cal had to manage the many difficulties along the path of transforming his ideas into successful creations. Mary, as well, needed to find effective methods of mastering the obstacles presented by the emotionally damaged and learning-disabled children with whom she worked. Cal and Mary enjoyed discussing their work together and no doubt learned a great deal from each other, not so much about energy storage or childhood disorders but about the importance of persevering, no matter how hopeless a situation seemed, to find resolutions to whatever adversities arose.


In one sense, Alzheimer’s can be viewed as an endless series of problems that confront the person with the illness and the caregiver. Mary was able to use her problem-solving skills, fueled by her great love for Cal, throughout the long ordeal of his illness. She became highly skilled at being able to helpfully respond to Cal’s forgetfulness and myriad other symptoms. And she did so while striving to preserve Cal’s pride and sense of self-worth, already damaged by the increasing struggles to function that he encountered as his illness took hold. This is always a major challenge for a caregiver of someone with Alzheimer’s disease or other form of dementia. It takes cleverness, a thorough understanding of the disease, and especially a deep-seated caring for the individual to be able to successfully balance these seemingly conflicting issues.


But no matter how resourceful and loving a caregiver may be, no one can manage Alzheimer’s disease single-handedly. Although some caregivers feel that they should do just that, the effort to do so creates an overwhelming burden for the caregiver and is usually destined to fail. Mary was wise enough to turn to her family and close friends when she felt particularly overwhelmed, and was invariably comforted and reinvigorated by the support and understanding she received from them.


She also attended support groups for caregivers. It was vital to learn from others who were coping with similar challenges and who were able to empathize as only someone in a similar situation could. Attending a support group can be immensely helpful for anyone who has a loved one with the disease. Mary also found meeting individually with the social workers leading the support groups she attended, or others with experience with Alzheimer’s, very useful. Yet too few caregivers take advantage of these critical aids, feeling that their challenges are “private,” not to be shared with “strangers,” or believing that they can somehow manage on their own. In most cases they can’t.


Mary and Cal were fortunate to have the means to live at Kendal, a wonderful continuing care retirement community that has a very knowledgeable and compassionate staff and offers many comfortable and supportive amenities to those who reside there. No doubt, living at Kendal helped make this ordeal somewhat less terrible than otherwise. But it was their profound love for each other, Mary’s commitment to and skill at solving problems, and her willingness to turn to family, friends, support groups, and others that were the crucial elements in helping Cal and Mary through this tragic saga. Anyone who has a loved one with Alzheimer’s or another dementia should find valuable lessons and inspiration here.


—Robert B. Santulli, MD, author of
The Emotional Journey of the Alzheimer’s Family and
The Alzheimer’s Family: Helping Caregivers Cope









THEY CAN’T TAKE THAT AWAY FROM ME


The way you wear your hat
The way you sip your tea
The memory of all that
No, they can’t take that away from me


The way your smile just beams
The way you sing off key
The way you haunt my dreams
No, no, they can’t take that away from me


We may never, never meet again,
on that bumpy road to love
Still I’ll always, always keep the memory of
The way you hold your knife
The way we danced till three
The way you changed my life
No, no, they can’t take that away from me


MUSIC AND LYRICS BY GEORGE GERSHWIN AND IRA GERSHWIN












Prologue






It was almost dark when I heard Cal’s car pull into the driveway. I hurried down the stairs from my office, but Cal was already in the kitchen when I got there. He was standing very still, making no move to greet me.


“What?” I asked.


“Read this,” he said quietly, holding out a letter.


“What is it?” Something was wrong. No hug. No kiss. Not like other nights.


“Just read it.”


I skimmed the letter.




“We regret to inform you that we are unable to accept your application for long-term life insurance because of your existing condition of Alzheimer’s disease.”





“What’s this about Alzheimer’s disease? And when did you apply for long-term insurance?”


Cal shrugged. “Thought it was a good idea.”


“And what about Alzheimer’s?”


Another shrug.


This wasn’t like Cal. We usually told each other everything—at least I thought we did. I certainly couldn’t begin to guess what he was thinking now.


I rushed back up to my office over our garage, where I worked one-on-one with children and had just finished with a second grader struggling to read. Cal followed me, watching as I typed “Alzheimer’s” into my computer.


Out loud I read to Cal, “Alzheimer’s disease is a degenerative brain disorder that develops in mid-to-late adult life and results in a progressive”—I cleared my throat and skipped over the next two words, “and irreversible”—“decline in memory and various cognitive functions.”


I stopped there and walked over to where Cal was standing and put my arms around him. “There must be some mistake. It was just last month that we went in to see that neurologist, that doctor who was so highly recommended. Neither of us liked him much. But even if we didn’t, we did like what he told us: ‘Just a mild memory loss, nothing serious.’”


Cal unwrapped my arms and led me to a chair. “Well, that’s not what he told the insurance company. Here.” He bent over the computer. “Let me read the rest of that.”


I studied my handsome husband as he read. Jet-black hair, wide-set hazel eyes, ears close to his head, nose a little too long, slim athletic body. He was reading out loud clearly. It was true he had recently complained that he was having trouble spelling some words like “machine” and “consequences,” but so did many of the other engineers in his office.


Cal shut down the computer and came over to rest his hand on my shoulder. “Well, thank you for finding that. At least we have some idea of what we’re dealing with, and some of it makes sense. I tell you what though, if it turns out I do have Alzheimer’s, you and I will beat it. And then we’ll write a book about how we did it. Okay?”


“Okay,” I answered, thinking how nothing ever really got Cal down. He just kept working away doggedly until he won. I’d watched him come back in dozens of squash matches where he’d be behind five or more points, and then steadily, determinedly he’d fight back, winning point after point, until in the end he won the match. Nobody ever dared to count Cal out.


Even more impressive, before we married (a second marriage for us both) he’d had a calamitous misfortune with one of his inventions and had to declare bankruptcy. But he had paid off all his debtors, and now his company was successful, respected, and making money. Encouraged by him, I’d come back from losing my teaching job to setting up my own practice, and the books I’d written about the children I worked with had, after many rejections, been published. We were doing fine financially and were very much in love. It seemed nothing could stop us.


That night, lying in bed waiting for sleep to come, I smiled, remembering a time just before our wedding in June of 1969. We met at a favorite place, the Cloisters. We sat on the cliff in front of the massive building above the Hudson River and almost immediately Cal handed me a small box. He said, “A present for you.”


I opened it and took out a silver bracelet with three charms. I touched each one. First a mask of joy and sorrow.


“We’ve known both,” Cal said.


Then, a silver heart.


“Mine,” he added.


I puzzled over the third charm and finally asked, “Cal, why did you give me a cash register?”


“Oh Lord,” he said, taking the bracelet and studying the charm. “I thought it was a typewriter.”


We laughed over this many times afterward and decided it was a lucky omen.


I rolled back into the hollow in the middle of our big bed and fitted myself against Cal’s warm, sleeping body.


How could he have a degenerative, irreversible brain disease? It didn’t seem possible.












Part IBEFORE ALZHEIMER’S

















Chapter One





The first time I saw Cal, we didn’t even speak. The second time, we chatted briefly at a party. The third time, when we were dancing together, he pushed me a little away. I glanced up at him questioningly and tried to move nearer, but he said, “Look at me; I want you to remember this.”


“What?”


“I’m going to marry you someday.”


I laughed. “How do you plan to do that? We’re both already married, and we both have children we care about. Four for you, three for me.”


Cal pulled me back in close to him and said, “Just remember what I told you.”


I met Cal’s father before I ever met Cal.


I had been married for eight years. My husband and I had three small children, a girl, Susan, age five, and twins, a boy and girl, Steve and Nan, age three. Stuart, my husband, worked for a large sales company and had been suddenly transferred to Poughkeepsie, New York.


We found an old Victorian house that we could rent. It had been modernized by its owners and had a brand-new kitchen. The downstairs walls, though, were painted an interesting lavender, and the living room was furnished with butterfly chairs and mobiles, a new decor for us. But the owners were very nice. The man of the house had been recalled to the Navy, and he and his wife were on their way to Washington, DC, for at least a year.


A few weeks before we were to move in, they graciously planned a party to introduce us to some of their friends. Dr. MacCracken, former president of Vassar College, was one of them. We were asked to come early, and Dr. MacCracken arrived shortly after we did. I was standing by the fireplace in the living room when he came over to me. He was a charming man and immediately engaged me in a conversation about college, going on to tell me about how important he thought education was for women. I was vaguely aware of other people arriving, but not until our hostess came and whispered, “I invited you to meet all my friends, not just one,” did I realize how long we had been talking. I excused myself, but before I could leave, Dr. MacCracken stopped me and asked, “Where are you moving from and when?”


“From Tenafly, New Jersey, in about two weeks.”


“Oh, that’s too bad,” he replied. “My son moved to Tenafly recently. You would have liked my son.”


I forgot all about my conversation with Dr. MacCracken until some years later when I saw his son Cal for the first time on the paddle tennis courts in Englewood, New Jersey. Now I treasure his statement. It seems almost like a blessing.


Stuart and I lived in Poughkeepsie for two years. I had married him in June of 1945 when he was in the Navy. I had just turned nineteen and he was twenty-one. We were both too young to be married, but World War II was on, and he was about to ship out. Ten years later, he was out of the Navy, into sales, and no longer in love with me.


In the spring of 1955, an uncle of his asked him to join the family firm, a large real estate operation based in Englewood, New Jersey, the town next to Tenafly. Stu was torn. He was heavily involved with another woman and had already told me that he no longer loved me, that there was someone else. But then the woman turned him down, and he decided to take his uncle up on the offer of a partnership.


I wanted to leave the marriage. I couldn’t stand the thought of Stu touching me. But when I talked to my father to see if he could help me start a new life, he said he really couldn’t. My mother was ill, and since my father had just retired, their funds were limited. He matter-of-factly pointed out that my options were few. I had no saleable skills, not even a college degree, since I’d left Wellesley after my sophomore year to marry Stu before he went overseas. Also, now, a decade later, I had three small children to care for and support. He advised that I put the past behind me and make a fresh start with our move back to Tenafly.


So, in the summer of 1955, we returned to the town where we had both gone to high school. We packed up our things, our strained marriage, and our children and moved back to what I thought of as home. We bought a house near the school that I had gone to as a little girl and registered my oldest daughter for second grade, and the twins for kindergarten. Although our marriage remained in a painful place, we were both trying to make our family work, and it was good to be back among old friends. We were all busy raising our children and working hard. Still, there was time for parties, friendly talk, and laughter. We joined an athletic club, and friends taught us a new game, paddle tennis.


That was where I first saw Cal. Stu and I were playing paddle tennis with friends on a cold, snowy Sunday when a man stopped to watch us. He was wearing a London Fog raincoat over tennis whites, and an old, slightly ridiculous gray fedora hat. But there was something about him …


“Who was that?” I asked my partner. “And how could he play tennis in this weather?”


“Not tennis. Squash. He’s the club champion. In fact, he’s won lots of squash awards. He’s also the president of our club. His name is Calvin MacCracken. We call him Cal.”


Cal lingered by the steps to the court. He was a stranger to me, but he looked so lonely. A big squash champ? Club president? How could he be lonely? I repeated his name under my breath, and from five years before, his father’s words came back to me: “You would have liked my son.”












Chapter Two





The Christmas holidays of 1958 were filled with festive parties and celebrations. Trees glittered on snow-covered lawns, wreaths adorned front doors, and inside were more trees, poinsettias, and mistletoe. Fires and candles burned brightly. I remember standing at one buffet table, making a small turkey sandwich while music and laughter reverberated around me, thinking what fun it was to be back among the old crowd I’d grown up with and that maybe, maybe I could make my marriage work. Then someone spoke from behind me.


“I hear you’ve moved back from Poughkeepsie. I grew up there.”


I turned, and there was Cal MacCracken smiling down at me.


From having seen Cal only twice in three years, I then seemed to see him everyplace. Our youngest daughters were in the same class at school, and since I was their room mother, I often ran into him there.


My husband was a good athlete and loved playing paddle tennis, as did Cal, so we were often around each other. We sometimes traveled together on fall and winter weekends when the two men played other clubs. The more Cal and I knew each other, the more we wanted to be together, and I guess we thought we could do it by just being friends. Of course, we couldn’t. I think we began to realize that we should stay apart. But at the same time, we were inexplicably drawn together.


I had begun to work with autistic children and Cal was interested in the progress they were making, and I was fascinated by his inventing. How did he do it? How did his mind work?


I came to learn a lot about Cal in our talks. He’d gone to Princeton when only sixteen and majored in astronomy. But he’d always wanted to be an inventor and worked one summer with Thomas Edison’s son, Theodore, in his lab in New Jersey. “If you want to do all the things you say you do,” Theodore told Cal, “you’d better get an engineering degree.” So, in 1940, the fall after graduating, Cal climbed in his old jalopy and drove to MIT.


A year later, in 1941, Cal had a degree in mechanical engineering and a job with General Electric in Schenectady, New York. The war was on. Britain, fighting hard to defend its shores, turned a secret project they had started, an early version of the jet engine, over to the US Department of Defense. The Department of Defense passed the project on to General Electric, which then gave it to a team of men known as the “hush-hush boys.” Cal was assigned the task of designing a better combustion chamber for the engine. Though barely over twenty, he thought of a new way to handle the fuel and the air that, mixing together, exploded to thrust the plane forward. When the new engine was given its first big secret test, Cal was the one to pull the throttle. Success! A thrill he still recalled vividly years later. This resulted in his first patent, although it belonged to General Electric.


Later Cal liked to say we both fell in love at the same time, that first night we talked to each other at the holiday party. I never agreed. Love was too big a thing for me to have it happen that fast. But maybe he was right. All I know is once I let myself love him, I was never able to stop.


I went to Mexico for my divorce. My oldest daughter, Susan, now in college and on winter break, came with me. I hated the sleazy town. The vulgar ceremony. The loud laughter, the dancing in the streets, the cardboard signs stating in bold color, “Welcome to Freedom!” and “Celebrate!”


I almost left. I felt ashamed. I still do a bit, now. But I think it shows how special it was to be loved by Cal, how much I was willing to go through to be with him. Before I met him, I remember sitting in front of my dressing table on my thirtieth birthday and crying. I was so disappointed in myself. I hadn’t managed to write anything but an article about twins for a magazine, and a few poems. I hadn’t even graduated from college. I felt like a total failure except for my children. But somehow, by some kind of magic, Cal and I found each other, having missed in both Tenafly and Poughkeepsie, and the world changed. Less than a year after my divorce, I married Cal and began the wonderful years of my life.


We were married in a little church in Franklin Lakes, New Jersey, at eleven o’clock in the morning on June 25, 1969. We invited only our parents and our children and our minister and his wife. Both sets of our parents were in their eighties and frail, so they opted to send gifts rather than attempt the long drive. Six of our seven children were there (Cal’s oldest son sent a congratulatory telegram from California, where he was working hard as a physicist).


It was far from a conventional wedding. The church was banked with flowers, not for us but rather in preparation for a funeral scheduled to be held that afternoon. I wore a short white silk dress that Cal had helped me pick out. The minister, a longtime friend, escorted me down the aisle before performing the ceremony. Joan, Cal’s oldest daughter, played the wedding march on the church organ while Karen, Cal’s youngest daughter, took pictures. Later, at the wedding brunch in a country inn, our children raised their glasses in a toast.


Karen drove us to the airport, where we caught a plane to Bermuda. It was my first time there, and I thought it was the most beautiful place I’d ever seen. As well as beautiful it was clean, so clean it seemed as if it had been scrubbed each night and then put out to dry the next morning.


We were there for a week. Memories flood back: swimming in the ocean each morning before breakfast, making love, riding bicycles built for two, laughing.


Cal wanted me to play tennis, which he loved. I said I couldn’t, because I could only really see out of one eye, remembering failed Ping-Pong games with my father as a little girl. “You can,” Cal said. “I’ll teach you. I don’t want anyone else as my tennis partner the rest of my life.” He was far, far better than I was. But he patiently volleyed with me and taught me how to hold my ground at net so that, later, we could play as a team.


Cal insisted on wearing socks on the beach so his feet wouldn’t get sunburned, and I kidded him about that. For his part, Cal never let me forget that I asked what altitude we were at in Bermuda, as waves washed against the shore just inches from where we sat.












Chapter Three





Back in New Jersey, our honeymoon officially over, Cal gave up his New York apartment and moved in with me. It was an easy move. The year before we married, I had rented an apartment in Ridgewood, New Jersey, a town close to the school where I was teaching. Our children were now away at college, so we just pushed together the two maple spool beds my mother had had made for me when I was a little girl, bought some king-sized bedding, and squashed my clothes over to half the closet.


We wouldn’t be there long. We couldn’t go back to Tenafly. Our divorces, followed by our wedding, had shocked and scandalized our friends. Almost no one we knew had left their spouses. So instead, we had put down a deposit on an apartment high in a building under construction on the New Jersey side of the Hudson, close to the George Washington Bridge. But for the first stretch of our marriage, we happily shared my small rented one-bedroom only a few miles from where I taught.


Since the early 1960s, I had been a volunteer and then a teacher at a private school for seriously emotionally disturbed children. I worked from eight thirty to three thirty helping them with communication, relationships, and academics.


I had never planned or even thought to be a teacher. But someone had suggested that volunteers might be needed at a nearby school for children with emotional problems. So, as placement chairman for the women’s group I belonged to, I went to investigate.


The morning I visited, the children and teachers were having “Circle,” their opening exercise, marching around a big room while the director thumped out “A Farmer in the Dell” on the piano. I felt a deep connection. The place seemed familiar to me; it seemed I belonged. I knew too that I had to work there, and I began as a volunteer.


After three years at the school, I got a call from the director saying one of the teachers had been in a bad automobile accident and was severely injured. She wanted to know if I’d be willing to take over her class. I was horrified to hear of what had happened to the teacher. But willing? Willing to teach every day? I couldn’t believe it. I felt as if Christmas, my birthday, and New Year’s had been rolled into one and I had been given the gift of a lifetime.
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