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The leaves of memory seemed to make


A mournful rustling in the dark.


~Henry Wadsworth Longfellow





I am losing my mother in pieces. She is like an autumn tree: beautiful, colorful, and dying. The breeze of Alzheimer’s whispers through the branches while her memory drops off with the leaves.


One day, when her tree is finally bare, I will hold a memory of her blooming strength. She weathered the storms and provided me with shelter. I will be strong and remain hopeful because of her. For now, I will hope for spring to come, so together we may see the blossoms and green growth of love.


On a September drive through the Oregon wine country, Mom asked me, “What will we see once the leaves have all fallen?” She answered her own question. “Skeleton trees.”


I gather what is falling: her stories, her looks, her insights, and her love. Nature’s beauty is my rake. I rake these moments we share, embracing them as simple gifts.


Another day, she smiles and says, “Oh, the little fast birds are here.” I look out the window to the hanging fuchsia and see the swift messengers of love and joy. Hummingbirds never seem to stop, never glide. I will them to linger. I will life to linger, to be savored, so that we can slow down and drink the nectar. Hummingbirds symbolize immortality, bravery, joy, and perseverance. I wish their flight of infinity could journey into our house and allow me to have my mom a little longer. These tiny creatures delight her with their fleeting visits and provide me with a sense of peace, knowing that I will never stop savoring the nectar of my mom’s sweetness.


We rest on her bed with eyes wide and focused outward on the sky. The clouds drift. Mom comments that the sun is warm and melting the clouds. She asks what I see. I say, “I see a cloud passing as a caterpillar.”


“No,” she says. “It is God reaching out to us.”


We are quiet as the view changes. She pities the person without imagination. On the sky’s stage, an ensemble of characters parades. Herds of wild animals stampede across the horizon; musical instruments silently blow to the west; stout kings float east, followed by soaring, chubby cherubs.


“The clouds are heavy,” she remarks. “It will rain, and they will be lighter.”


I feel her love and the slow motion of the moment. The clouds are dark and threatening. Mom dozes while I keep my eye on the clouds, waiting for one to pass and offer me a silver lining. I will be patient.


“How many sunsets have we watched together?” Mom asks me. Before I can respond, she muses, “The sky is a Monet painting, only more beautiful.” She holds my hand while we wait and watch colors transform the sky into impressionistic images. It is sunset, a day’s end, bringing breathtaking moments of change, entwined with nature.


The sun is setting on my mother. The hues and tones of her life dim quietly as the dusk of the disease settles on her memories. I cling to the colors of our time now. I embrace the brush strokes of the afterglow and realize that twilight approaches. Then, darkness will come.


Magically, the clouds part for the moon. The fuzziness of the veiled moon has cleared, and a bright glow streams down upon us as our nightlight. We watch the moon rise while the stars decorate the sky. We talk as if we are young girls on a sleepover.


Mom wonders if Ireland has a moon. She never saw it when we were last there. I assure her Ireland has a moon, and it is the same one we are viewing this night. We tease about shooting for the moon and that, if we miss, we will hit a star. Together, we count, wish and wonder.


One day, I will look at the world for both of us: capturing the beauty; wishing on the giggling stars; watching the sun playing “sneak and peek.” My heart is broken as I lose my mother in pieces and watch the woman who was my mom disappear leaf by leaf. I smile, stirring up memories of the joys we share over seeing the birds, sunsets and night skies together, embracing Mother Nature. I smile for the many joys we have had together.


Grief changes us forever. There is never “normal” again. But my sorrowful and changed spirit will remember that I carry within me the beauty of my mother. She will be with me always, and the ordinary and extraordinary moments we shared with nature will heal me. My mom will always nurture me. The moon will trade places with the sun. In my darkness, I know morning will come.


I recall Carl Sandburg’s line, “The moon is a friend for the lonesome to talk to.” My mother’s moon and I will be having many conversations.


— Lizzy Carney —
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If you keep your heart open through everything, your pain can become your greatest ally in life’s search for love and wisdom.


~Rumi





My husband won the game show. “Hodler!” he shouted triumphantly, waving his arms. He was the only contestant who knew the name of the nineteenth-century Swiss painter, Ferdinand Hodler.


I was by his side during his moment of glory — a dream that floated away when his unintelligible shout and waving right arm woke us up.


Perplexing moments like this aren’t unusual for someone with Parkinson’s disease, a diagnosis typically associated with older adults. It’s as if my husband is living with the geriatric versions of himself (with glitchy neural connections) camouflaged inside his mid-fifties body. If anyone saw us on the tennis court, they would be surprised to learn he is experiencing young-onset Parkinson’s disease, a diagnosis that accounts for 2–10 percent of the 1 million people with Parkinson’s in the U.S.


The two of us are hiding in plain sight. The COVID-19 quarantine gave us privacy and time to pivot from grief and fear to learning to cope before we tell colleagues, friends and family about his incurable, degenerative disease.


We used to enjoy sharing our once-funny anecdote about the time, a decade ago, when he gave up drinking coffee to try to improve his sleep. He became, in my view, intolerably foggy. I told him in jest that if he didn’t begin drinking coffee again or see a doctor to get checked out, I would begin divorce proceedings.


To our surprise, his neuropsychologist’s detailed assessment offered just one recommendation: drink a single cup of coffee every morning. Our story is less amusing in retrospect because that assessment omitted important diagnostic clues. My husband, a full professor at an elite university in Boston, a biologist, could no longer do routine math in his head. He was finding it more challenging to follow conversations, review scientific papers and manage his research lab.


For the next ten years, our fulfilling life together rolled forward as the parts of his brain that generate and receive dopamine invisibly deteriorated. Our children made their way through high school and college — freeing us to devote more time to work and to enjoy renewed friendships, museums, music and travel. On days warmer than forty-five degrees, we ducked out midweek to play tennis at a park near our home. Snowstorms were our chance to disappear for quick ski getaways.


As my husband changed in unexpected ways, I adjusted with an open heart. He could no longer smell when his bath towel needed to be replaced, so I hung clean replacements. Travel became stressful, so I anticipated and planned every detail in advance.


Then one day during a meeting three years ago, he noticed his left foot had a slight tremor. He immediately suspected Parkinson’s, as his grandfather had died with this disease soon after we were married.


After my husband received a definitive diagnosis a year later (with a brain scan and genetic test), his doctor reacted with an expletive. Our social worker wept at our first meeting. I am challenged to accept this future for the person I will always love, whom I’ve loved since I was nineteen, whose kindness, integrity, quick wit, steadiness, creativity and wisdom have been the joy of my life.


During the first year after diagnosis, we spent countless hours secretly battening down the hatches for the storm ahead — assessing our finances, disability, life and long-term-care insurance coverage, and updating our wills and related end-of-life documents. We met with therapists, connected with support groups, and enrolled him in a clinical trial.


Having Parkinson’s is like a part-time job with a complex regimen of daily exercises for body, voice and mind. He must somehow fit in hours of cardio every week — the only intervention that slows the progression of this disease.


Tennis is our favorite therapeutic, a source of joy. A few months before the coronavirus quarantine began, his forehand vanished. Despite his best efforts, his racket would stop mid-swing. Then, the risk of exposure to COVID-19 deterred us from playing tennis for many months. After that long stretch of inactivity, a tremor emerged in his hands. Finally, we felt safe to play tennis wearing masks. He worked steadily to reclaim a solid forehand, to recover endurance and agility; and now he hopes to regain the toss for his serve. The tremor remains, leading to many fragmented nights of sleep.


The pandemic opened new, more convenient virtual ways to access medical care, support and connection. We joined online support groups for people with Parkinson’s and their caregivers, an onboarding class for the newly diagnosed, and a mindfulness cognitive therapy clinical trial to help us prepare for our challenging future.


Someday soon, to try to relieve some Parkinson’s motor symptoms, he may turn to medications, but these come with vexing side effects. Other than exercise, there is no clinical treatment available for the imperceptible non-motor symptoms that matter most to the two of us — his uncharacteristic apathy and poor focus.


Last summer, amid the isolation and stress of the 2020 quarantine, I invented my own therapeutic practice: “Scotch mindfulness.” This involved sitting barefoot on a chair in our back yard, with my toes in the grass, sipping a shot of Scotch diluted with ice, weeping as I listen to a guided mindfulness meditation. Accepting my grief seems to help it dissipate.


We are inching toward sharing our news, feeling steadier, more ready to absorb and cope with the grief and questions that will come our way. Sharing our reality with friends and family may mean greater emotional support for us, a chance to glean wisdom from our four parents who are in remarkably good health in their eighties and nineties — a phase of our marriage we may never reach.


Together, we are cobbling together the courage to move forward. My husband practices swinging his arms when he walks and smiles in the mirror to fend off a frozen gait and masked expression. He skips and jumps rope for bursts of cardio and maintains a steady routine to maintain his current version of optimal wellbeing.


Thirty years into our marriage, I understand love as a verb. Love is what we do with and for each other as we adjust to our new reality. I am learning how to help him as I know he would help me if the tables were turned. I don’t know how or where I will find the courage to endure what lies ahead. For now, I will nurture my soul when my body is worn out. And I will tend to my body when my soul despairs.


I will focus on each day because, for us, today is as good as it will ever be.


— Margaret Bloch —
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The ache for home lives in all of us, the safe place where we can go as we are and not be questioned.


~Maya Angelou





When Mama slipped into the sundowning phase of her Alzheimer’s journey, every day near sunset she’d suddenly announce to me, “I’m ready to go home.” Then she’d gather her coat or sweater, grab the well-worn handles of her fake leather pocketbook, and head for the front door.


In 1969, she and Daddy cut every possible corner to build their Jim Walter kit house on the two acres of land they’d bought from a family friend on Graveyard Road. They had been forced to buy the land and build the house after having to give up sharecropping because the eleventh of their thirteen children (me), like the rest of my older siblings, had wasted no time in leaving home after graduating from George Washington Carver High School. I’d accepted the invitation from my Korean War vet first cousin, William Bryant, and his wife Eunice, to move to Fullerton, California, and babysit their three-year-old son, known as Junebug, and his brother Danny, in exchange for room and board and the possibility of attending the junior college down the street.


By mid-June 1965, only my younger siblings Phillip and Janice, a high-school sophomore and freshman, were left at home. At the height of the Civil Rights movement, Janice had decided to opt out of Carver High and integrate Temple High instead. That summer, she and Phillip convinced nine other Temple Black kids to join them. Two others joined them later during the first semester. In keeping with the growing militancy of the day, they tagged themselves The Temple Eleven.


Although I had given Dad no reason to believe that I would stay in Temple a minute longer than I had to, he went ahead and planted a full fifty acres of cotton. His remaining family members and church friends, all well into middle age, pitched in and helped them get the crop in that fall. They made Dad promise that he was done with sharecropping. When Dad broke the news to the prominent white man who owned those fifty acres that our family had worked for almost nothing for more than ten years and rarely did better than break even, he asked the old man to sell him the house and two or three acres around the house. The old tightwad not only turned Dad down but added insult to injury by saying, “We don’t want no niggers on this road.” Dad was crushed to think all those years of being a “good negro” had not been good enough to entitle him to buy the place that his labor and that of his wife and children had paid for ten times over.


In 2000, more than thirty years away, I relocated to Temple to become caregiver to Mom. She was showing serious signs of Alzheimer’s and was unable to continue living on her own. Dad had passed away in May 1999. With her declining memory, Mom could only imagine one explanation for Dad’s sustained absence: “The ‘shaff’ got him locked up in jail.” Once when she asked about him, I made the mistake of showing her his death certificate, only to watch her have a major meltdown.


“When was the funeral? I’m his wife. Why didn’t you take me to his funeral?” she yelled at me, as if I could do something so cruel.


Then her eyes filled with tears as her fair-skinned face turned red with rage and confusion. She sobbed into one of Dad’s old pocket handkerchiefs. Soon the entire episode was over and forgotten, and she lay down in the bedroom that she and Dad shared for the last thirty years of their sixty-seven-year marriage.


Having crossed over into my seventh decade on Planet Earth, knowing Alzheimer’s is in my family tree and having witnessed my mom’s once brilliant mind being reduced to incompetency, a few years ago I began to contemplate what genetic hand I’ve been dealt. I hope that I got the longevity genes without the Alzheimer’s.


A few years ago when I reported to my primary care doctor my concern about short-term memory lapses, she referred me to a neurologist. During the first visit, while reassuring me that I did not have dementia, he wrote me a prescription for Donepezil. The drug’s only approved use is for dementia. I took the first pill and was immediately struck with very strong bouts of vomiting and diarrhea that lasted two days. I didn’t take another one of those pills. I asked my doctor for another neurologist referral.


While waiting for the second referral, I’ve begun to collect my memories in my iPhone. I’m still amazed at the staying power of Mom’s oldest memories. Even after she entered her nineties, Mom could still recite long poems that she had learned as a child. When she passed away in 2008, I deduced that the home that she had wanted to go to was a place in time where her fondest and strongest memories had been formed — before her mother died leaving her ten-year old baby daughter (my mother) an orphan in the care of her older siblings. Their father, and an older sister and her husband, had died in the 1918 flu epidemic. I tried driving Mom around to places where she had previously lived. But clearly none were the home she was seeking.


Now at age seventy-three, and standing on the precipice of time, I am looking death and dying in the face every day. And every few days, I experience a new foreshadowing of the fading light that has allowed me to create and explore worlds beyond the tangible. I am writing this as a gift to my siblings in remembrance of our parents. In case of a dementia diagnosis, the note below is for my caregiver:




To My Future Caregivers,


If I start saying I’m ready to go home at the end of each day, I am probably longing to go back in time to my childhood, to see my parents and my brothers and sisters again when all of us were young, beautiful, happy and healthy — and nothing too bad had happened to any of us yet.


My favorite memories are of our wonderful Christmases. Remind me to tell you about the year Myra and Daisy decorated our tree with pink angel hair that got into the eye of the first grand baby, Phyllis, causing it to swell up as big as a peach. Dad was not amused. And how Mom and the oldest girls would bake a half-dozen Christmas cakes two weeks before Christmas. And the year they baked chocolate cupcakes each topped with a peppermint candy cane. And how Mom did not discover, until Christmas Day, that we kids breached the cake safe and licked off all the stripes.


If I behave like I don’t know who you are, just remember that I don’t need to remember who you are because you remember who I am. And that’s good enough.





— Carolyn Gray —
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I am going into an unknown future, but I’m still all here, and still while there’s life, there’s hope.


~John Lennon





Aah… A wave of pure peace and calm washed over me as I unfolded the precious map in my lap. It was like a drug. My heartrate slowed, I breathed easier, and I relaxed.


I have always loved maps and globes. I have early memories of taking out the maps in my father’s National Geographic magazines and poring over them. I remember turning the outdated globe in our family den for hours, playing “Where will I be in ten years?” I have my own outdated globe now, and a huge, beautifully detailed topographical map of the world hangs in my study. My glove compartment is filled with state maps I pick up at welcome stations. I adore my maps!


The summer before her senior year of high school, my daughter, along with my husband and me, took a trip through the South to visit colleges. As the perpetual navigator of the family, I had the route mapped out, a plan for where we would stop for the night, and an idea of how long it would take to get to each destination. I had that glove compartment full of maps, and we had the GPS.


Going north on I-65 toward our first stop, Nashville, I opened the glove compartment to get out the map. There was no map! We had taken my husband’s car and there were no maps in his glove compartment! I calmed down, reasoning that I knew where we were generally going, and the GPS could get us to a specific location. It would be fine.


Heading east out of Nashville, I plugged in the next college destination on the GPS. Yikes! It said we were twelve hours away. This could not be right; I had mapped it all out before we left. I decided to trust my prior research and ignore the stupid GPS. If only I had a map! Well, I reasoned, I could do this without a map. It would be fine.


As we closed in on the North Carolina border and its welcome station, however, I knew I had to get a map. I could not stand it. A supplier was just around the corner. I could feed the hole in my soul, fill up the void, and make the anxiety go away with a simple map. I didn’t really need the map; I just wanted it for the moment. I was doing fine without it.


We stopped at the North Carolina welcome station and got a map. That’s when the wave of relief washed over me. Aah…


Why did I want that map so badly? Why could I not trust my instincts to get us where we were going? I needed to see the big picture and where we fit in. I needed to see the small details of roads and towns and mileages. Does it say something about me that I need to know where I am, where I’ve been, and where I’m going? How would my life be different if I just rode the road before me, trusting that I would get to where I was supposed to be?


And then it hit me. This Alzheimer’s World my husband and I had entered did not come with a map. The neuropsychologist didn’t diagnose my husband, tell him he should not work anymore, and then hand us a guidebook that outlined exactly where we were going. I asked, “What is my husband’s likely course? Where will he be in five years?” I got, “Every person is different. We cannot say.”


We were plopped down in the middle of Alzheimer’s World without a map, and we have to navigate the way. I would rather have a map of the future; I want to know where we are and where we are going. I want to see the big picture. I want to know what we will see along the way and know how long it will take us to get there.


Maybe I am developing a map of sorts for my husband and me. I research. I read. I look ahead, tentatively, at what the future may hold. I ask myself questions like, “How will I know when he should not drive?” Then I work out possible answers. I know I won’t be able to anticipate everything, but it calms me to think ahead and plan, creating a map for myself.


And what are my guideposts? How will I know we are on the right road and didn’t take a wrong turn? I’ll have to rely on my instincts for that and how my husband responds. I will trust wise friends to point me in a different direction if we are veering off — if they see that one or both of us is not coping well. I will continue to take care of myself in all the ways I have in the past and look for new ways along the way.


Our map may not be the detailed thing of beauty that hangs in my study, but it will be one we create together and is uniquely ours. I may not have a guidebook, but I have my heart, faith, trust, and grace.


— Renée Brown Harmon —
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Memories warm you up from the inside. But they also tear you apart.


~Haruki Murakami, Kafka on the Shore





“Hello, I’d like to disconnect a phone line,” I said. “No, it’s not mine. It’s my parents’ number. Dad died, Mom has Alzheimer’s, and I have her power of attorney.”


I’d memorized the number fifty years earlier when we moved to be nearer to Dad’s job. Back then, the black rotary phone hung on the kitchen wall. A few years later, Dad added a longer cord that reached the table. It wasn’t until I was in high school that Mom ordered a newer tan model with buttons rather than a rotary dial.


Though the phone I held was cordless, I didn’t move from the kitchen as I spoke to the customer-service representative. “Yes, the number is Adams 44058.” There was silence on the other end of the line. “Sorry, that’s the way we said phone numbers back in the 1960s when I learned it. The first two letters correspond to the first two numbers.” There was another pause as I imagined the customer-service agent’s furrowed brow. “Never mind, it’s 234-4058.”


When we moved into the new house, I was fourteen and excited to learn about our new town. That summer, my brother and I explored the streets on our yellow banana-seat bicycles. Times were different back then. Parents allowed their children more freedom.


We pedaled downtown and found the movie theater alongside Joe’s Pizza. Then we ate lunch at the Kresge counter, where busy downtown merchants hurried through their lunch. Next, I remember the Ben Franklin store wasn’t air-conditioned as we roamed the aisles. Patrons rushed in and out of the newspaper office where I’d later pay my paper-route bill. We passed the hospital on our way home, and then the junior high that we’d attend.


Those businesses have closed, as did the factory where my father worked. They even demolished the old junior high. After my father died, I spent weeks going through my parents’ belongings. I tossed most of the memorabilia of my childhood. I found many worthless items that had value only to my mother. Of the things my brothers and I had brought home from school, we kept only a few. But I still use the napkin holder I made in eighth-grade shop class. I pondered the longest over the greeting cards. I didn’t know that Mom had saved them. She didn’t seem the sentimental type, so I couldn’t throw them away. I returned them to the senders. Bonus, I found a twenty-dollar bill my father gave Mom on her birthday.


With the house almost empty, I called the phone company. When I hung up the receiver, I paused and looked at the floor. A chapter in my life had just ended, and I felt the finality. I could never call home again. So many milestones came to mind.


“Hey, Mom, can I stay over at Rod’s house tonight? His mom said it’s okay.”


“Dad, I’ve got a flat tire on my bike. Can you come and get me?”


“Mom, we’re home from the school trip. Will you pick us up?”


“Dad, I found a car I want to buy. Will you come to look at it?”


“Mom, thanks for the housewarming gift. We love it.”


“Dad, I need help wiring a ceiling fan. Can you come?”


“Mom, the baby is here. It’s a girl.”


“Dad, I’ve got a new job. We’ll be moving away.”


“Mom, when we retire, we’ll visit more often.”


“Dad, how’d the doctor visit go? Can they do anything for Mom’s dementia?”


“Dad, how are you doing? Do you think you should get someone to come in a few days a week to help?”


In later years, I conversed longer, but only with my father. Mom couldn’t hold normal conversations, and Dad was lonely. I wish we’d spoken more often.


After hanging up the phone and staring at the floor, I looked up at my mother. She was gawking at me with a blank expression because Alzheimer’s had erased her memory. She was like the phone line to our home — disconnected. I couldn’t reach her, though I had questions. Why didn’t I ask her more when she could remember?


“What was Grandpa like?”


“When did you learn to drive?”


“What was your dinner-roll recipe?”


“Where’s the key to the safe-deposit box?”


How did she find the ability to make her last phone call? Mom dialed my brother to say she couldn’t wake Dad. Dan rushed over and found Dad dead. But she doesn’t remember the events of that day. Sometimes, Mom asks if Dad went to work. I reply, “Yes,” and she’s satisfied.


Before leaving the house for good, I wandered the rooms where my parents had raised four boys, and I reminisced. I visualized the Christmas tree in the living room surrounded by presents. My oldest brother passed out the gifts. Now he, like Dad, had died. I glanced into the dining room where we celebrated Thanksgiving. In my youth, Mom hosted various family members like aunts and uncles. In the later years, it overflowed with her children and grandchildren.


I passed the bedrooms. We boys had left the nest one by one, but the bedrooms remained much the same until we emptied them for the new owners. It felt surreal as I returned to the kitchen and picked up the wall phone. The line was now dead.


I escorted Mom from the house and helped her into the car. She didn’t know it was her last day there. We made the trip to Florida by train.


Now, five years later, she lives with me. Her destructive disease progresses at a crawl. She spends most of her time asleep in bed or sitting in her chair. We don’t even turn on the television anymore. She’s unaware.


Yesterday, a physician’s assistant examined Mom, and she whispered to the nurse, “She’s skin and bones. She can’t last much longer.” Her comment didn’t surprise me because Alzheimer’s disease took my mother years ago. I’m just waiting for her body to leave. Meanwhile, I care for her as she cared for me when I was a child.


One day in the not-too-distant future, I’ll make the inevitable call to my brothers. They won’t pick up a house phone. They’ll pull a smartphone from their pocket and listen to my voice breeze across the airwaves. I’ll say, “Mom’s gone.”


Others who have traveled this journey before me say there will be a feeling of relief when it’s over, but I know I’ll experience sorrow, too. It will be the last step down the long, winding staircase of her disease. When that day comes, maybe I’ll wish I could call home again and hear Mom answer the old black phone on the kitchen wall. How wonderful it would be to say, “Hi, Mom. How’s Dad?”


— Ronald Milburn —
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My mother is the bones of my spine, keeping me straight and true. She is my blood, making sure it runs rich and strong.


~Kristin Hannah





I look up from my magazine. Somehow, even with all the beeps and buzzes, hallway noises, and the loud, one-sided cellphone conversation from another visitor just outside the door, my mom has managed to fall asleep. Her snoring has the rhythm I grew up with. Her silver hair looks like a fluffy halo around her head. Her glasses are still on, and the book she was reading is lying on her lap in her slack hands.


The thought crosses my mind: How did we get to this moment? In the next instant, I berate myself, I know exactly how we got here. It was a pathway of thousands of moments, rolled together like a quilt intertwining both our lives.


Had I known then what I know now, I would like to think that I would have hugged you more often. I would have been more grateful for the hundreds of dinners you fed me night after night after night. I would have realized and expressed sincere appreciation for the sacrifice you made to come to every one of the five performances of the play I was in at high school. I would have known that you wanted me to call you every Saturday from college because you missed me, not to check up on me. I could have been more caring when I returned home after being overseas for eighteen months and you said that you would never let me go again. It wasn’t because you were trying to run my life; it was because I was your life.


Five and a half years after you bought me a beautiful birthstone opal ring for my fiftieth birthday, it broke something in me when you admired its beauty with absolutely no recollection that you had given it to me. I chose not to say, “Why, you bought it for me, Mom. Don’t you remember?” Instead, I said (truthfully), “It’s the nicest ring I own.” You lost interest and wandered out to the kitchen to fold up brown grocery bags to add to your collection. That gave me a chance to wipe my moist eyes without you seeing.


I worried then. How am I going to do your taxes for you? You were always the smart one with money. How did I end up being your power of attorney in charge of your finances? Have I got all the details ready for your funeral? What have I forgotten to do?


The nurse comes in and checks all the connections. You rouse yourself, and I can see it takes a moment for you to realize where you are, and even who I am. I smile as big as I can and say, “Good morning, Mom!” even though it is evening.


A glimmer of recognition starts to glow in your eyes.


“Hello, sweetie,” you say to me, like a thousand times before. “How long have you been here?”


“Not very long, Mom.” I smile back.


— Michelle L. Jones —
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Being optimistic is like a muscle that gets stronger with use. Makes it easier when the tough times arrive. You have to change the way you think in order to change the way you feel.


~Robin Roberts





If you ask me how my mom is doing, I will probably be honest and say, “Not so good.” She’s failing fast, not eating, not drinking any liquid, refusing medication. She’s huddled like a shivering bunny under three hospital blankets with only stiff strands of silvery hair poking out above her tightly closed eyes.


I’d like to close my own eyes to this.


Mom’s name is Sherri. I refer to her as Sherri these days, although I say “Mommy” to her face because it makes her happy. Once, I called her “she” while talking to someone else. Mom yelled at me to never refer to her as “she” again. I guess it really struck a nerve.


Sherri is dying, but that’s an ugly word, so we say she’s passing on, leaving us, going to be with her parents. After all, we are going to fly her body from Minnesota to California so she can be stored in the mausoleum with her mom and dad. It’s like being a library book in the stacks, except you never come off the shelf.


In the five-minute stretches when she is awake, Sherri attempts speech. But the words just sound like aaaaaa or uuuuuuu, so we only ask questions with yes or no answers. She can still nod and shake her head.


If you ask me how my mom is doing, I might ask if I can share a story or two about her life — how she taught Japanese flower arranging, or how she was the popular girl in high school who eloped at nineteen, married the nice Jewish doctor (what a catch), got pregnant immediately, and had four kids. She wanted six.


She was the best of moms; she was the worst of moms. Aren’t we all?


When I see old photos of my mother, I am in awe of her creamy, clear complexion, and then surprised by the gray hair that appeared in her early forties. I don’t recall her being so overweight when I was a teenager. Now she is seventy-nine and has a crumpled, ninety-five-pound body that is shutting down, but her skin is still good. Go figure.


If you ask me how my mom is doing, I might wonder why you don’t ask how I’m doing. Is that selfish? I mean, she’s being taken care of, and she’s got good drugs. I sit home worrying. I don’t want to die, but I wouldn’t mind having some of those drugs.


I might share that my mother is delusional, hallucinating about my dad. He divorced her thirty-five years ago. She never got over the blatant rejection, but now she believes he’s back in her life. He comes into her bed at night and has put $3 billion into her USAA account. And his second wife? Oh, she’s there, too — one of Mom’s best friends now.


I really do want some of those drugs.


If you ask me how my mom is doing, I might say she’s scaring the shit out of me. We have the same genetic makeup, and I inherited the mutated gene for Parkinson’s disease. That’s what she’s dying from. I don’t like to hear the details.


I never can watch the side effects of her Parkinson’s, the times when she’s frozen and looks paralyzed and petrified, or the dyskinesia that manifests like a bicycle tire blowing out: kick, snap, fly. I’m surprised she never got whiplash.


If you ask me how my mom is doing, I might tell you about the article, complete with four full-color photos, that the Los Angeles Times published about her in 2011. They highlighted Sherri taking charge of the greenhouse at her assisted-living facility. The writer opened his story with Mom’s motto, one that I heard at least a hundred times more than I needed to: “Life is all about how you handle Plan B.”


I’ll tell you she might have two days or two weeks remaining. The body shuts down at its own pace. As long as she is comfortable, it’s all good.


If you ask me how my mom is doing, I might change the subject and ask how your mom is doing. I hope you can share a good story with me.


Or I might share some favorite lines of poetry from Lesléa Newman:




May she go light,


May her burdens release,


May she grieve nothing,


May she know peace.





If you ask me how my mom is doing, I might just say, “She’s okay. Thanks for asking.”


— Pamela Lear —


Excerpt from “Vigil” ©2015 by Lesléa Newman from I Carry My Mother (Headmistress Press, Sequim, WA). Used by permission of the author.
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In a mirror is where we find a reflection of our appearances, but in a heart is where we find a reflection of our soul.


~Author Unknown





Lying on our bed, I sank into the memory foam and took a deep breath, the deepest of the entire day. I exhaled all of it, trying to rid myself of the horror. Eyes closed, arms overhead, I commanded each muscle to relax independently while Peter showered. I basked in a few quiet moments until I would be called upon again to turn off the shower, hold the pajama pants open for his step, and help him brush his teeth.


I listened to the water hit the bathtub floor and heard my bald husband empty out yet another bottle of my coveted curly-hair conditioner into his palm. I knew it was running through his fingers. I took another deep inhale to remind myself it’s just stuff, just conditioner.


The shower curtain slid open, the rings screaming across the metal bar. It was followed by the usual blather. “Where is she? Hello? I don’t have anything!” Peter’s voice continued to grow louder until he realized he was not alone, and I listened intently to a new muffled conversation. Curious, I snuck a peek through the door to see who he was talking to.


The conversation was real to Peter as he bantered with the new person in the mirror. When he saw me, he jolted. “We were just talking about school.”


“Okay, let’s get you dressed.” I was not sure how to respond.


Peter no longer recognizes the reflection as himself. That memory, since he sees himself as twenty-something now, is gone. The man in the mirror is much older than Peter.


To watch, to immerse in this fantasy with Peter, has been gut-punching and heart-wrenching, yet comical at times. We’ve named our new friend Reflection Ralph — Ralph, for short — and sometimes Peter calls him “Raft.” Peter doesn’t know who he is or why he’s visiting, but Ralph is everywhere, in every reflection — mirrors, appliances, dark windows, whether we’re home, in the car, or out somewhere. Ralph is always with us.


When Ralph first appeared, Peter would sneak into the bathroom to speak to him privately. I’d ask, “Who are you talking to?” trying to understand this new phenomenon.


Then one day, it happened. Grinning and whispering, tiptoeing quietly and motioning wildly for me to follow, Peter summoned me to the bathroom for the formal introduction.


The blood rushed up through my face, and I tried to remain calm. After all, Peter was watching my every expression for any reaction, for confirmation. I assured him, “It’s you!” It was not at all what I was supposed to say because one should never, never, never argue with a demented person. Alzheimer’s 101.


Immediately, I backpedaled and told Ralph how nice it was to meet him. I suggested the two men get together sometime. Peter was perplexed when Ralph didn’t answer my invitation, so I suggested that perhaps Ralph was shy and just needed some time. Peter agreed.


Peter is often anxious, and we have learned coping skills to quiet his mind or distract him. Months ago, I constructed a basket of things, memories for Peter to find and riffle through at his leisure. It’s a marvelous way of finding forgotten treasures. He hasn’t paid much attention to the basket over the past season, but occasionally he will move it from one special spot to another, as he feels its value is great.


One day, when he was looking for a golf ball, he started searching in the basket. He spent almost three hours with the special things, wondering, searching, looking, fiddling, and questioning. One of the items is a small photo album I made for him ten or twelve years ago. It contains photos of our adventures. On the opposite pages, I wrote things I love about Peter. It was chucked aside after it was received, but who knew it would be so monumental now?


Peter brought it to me and said, “I need your help.” He was struggling to read the captions. I sobbed as I read, so I decided that one page was enough for the day. He settled for a long while on a picture of us on our wedding day. In the photo, Peter cradles me high in his arms on a beach in Turks and Caicos. The day is a glorious memory for me but new for Peter. I told him about our day in as much detail as he could handle, and he wept. And then he wept some more.


We held each other tightly and Peter said, “This sucks.” It was a moment of clarity, as if he understood what was happening but knew he couldn’t stop it. Then he disappeared, and after an appropriate amount of worrying time, I went to look for him. I found him in the bathroom, once again talking to Reflection Ralph in the mirror. He was sharing that wedding photo with his new friend. Tears streamed down his cheeks as he held the photo up to his reflection and talked through his tears about our magnificent day.


I didn’t care about what was right or wrong or how to properly handle the situation. I just ran to him with my heart bursting with an abundance of pride, grief and love. I fell into his arms, sobbing out loud, shoulders shaking, melting into his chest. Peter cried with me and held me tightly.


As he rubbed my back, he promised, “Everything will be okay.”


Ralph is in every reflection, and he is met with Peter’s delight each time he visits. Peter does not recognize his image in photos, videos or just-taken selfies, and my heart aches when I witness this behavior. Other times, I’m thankful. Ralph keeps Peter busy for long periods of time while I’m busy. This unlikely pair has the best time together!


One evening, Peter went upstairs and was absent longer than I liked, so again I tiptoed up to see what he was doing. As I approached our bathroom, I heard loud giggling. I snuck ever so quietly around the corner and slowly moved my head so I could just barely see what Peter was laughing at without being caught.


He was standing in front of the big bathroom mirror, doubled over belly laughing, with a grin sewn on ear-to-ear and the water running furiously from the faucet. Peter was taking hands full of water and throwing them at Ralph. The mirror and sink were soaking wet, and I slowly rolled around out of view, not knowing whether I should laugh or cry.


My husband, my child, my love.


— L.B. Marshall —
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Your story is the greatest legacy that you will leave to your friends. It’s the longest-lasting legacy you will leave to your heirs.


~Steve Saint





Last fall, my great-grandma celebrated her 101st birthday. With the arrival of my cousin’s baby boy three days later, she also welcomed the beginning of her fifth generation. Following a light giggle at the news, she bowed her head in prayers of thanksgiving, voicing hope for what he will see and do over his lifetime. Over and over, she has proven to me that she is still a dreamer full of optimism, with many yet-to-be-uttered prayers, which is why she believes she has lived this long.


“Miss Martha,” as she has become known at her senior home, has developed a reputation for being a storyteller, especially when knitting. I always enjoy listening because she is full of caring wisdom and wit, willing to share her life experiences with unexpected twists and turns. Now that she is nearly blind and her hands are gnarled, her life stories are like her latest knitting projects, interwoven with some do-over mistakes and a few knots, but her tenacity and attitude create a remarkable testimony. She still finds deep joy in presenting wheelchair wraps for veterans and baby blankets she has produced over the years, including the latest — sent to the Army base where her first great-great grandson was born. She couldn’t be any prouder of her grandson’s service to our country or her growing family.


Her hands that knit by memory also guide her around her studio apartment, which is dotted with family photos, bags of colorful yarn, an American flag, and mementos from her golden birthday party, which was the same weekend as my Eagle Scout ceremony. That was when I gave her the only gift she ever asked of me: an Eagle’s grandparent pin. Her attendant told me about Miss Martha’s tireless search for the misplaced pin last summer so she could wear it on her collar to supper on the Fourth of July, my sixteenth birthday.


My youth-led business provides care for rare breed rabbits and rescues, preparing them on Peacebunny Island as therapy animals. Whenever I come to visit with my “comfort bunnies” in a wagon, she lights up and starts telling childhood stories that relate to the animals. During our last trip, after the COVID-19 quarantine lifted, I moved her yarn project aside as requested and then placed Oreo Peacebunny, a spotted Mini Rex rabbit, onto a lap blanket. My great-grandma began gently cooing and then singing, bending low to whisper in the bunny’s ears, stroking its velvety fur in time with the lullaby.


She leaned in very close to see my face as she said, “Caleb, you must be healthy and stay alive to reach your goals and enjoy them. So, take care of your body and spirit, and protect your heart, or you’ll never reach your biggest dreams.” She knows a thing or two about goals: She still aims to keep playing the piano for the weekly senior home singalong and to have “five more years” — which she has been saying since she was eighty. Even though her delivery of life lessons sometimes includes a harsh tone, her heart is a gem, highly motivated to help others avoid the pitfalls she has seen. Her drive is to help us realize what is important and to hold onto those things she finds slipping.


The dining-room staff at her senior home has learned that her loud demands are the result of hearing loss and a fear that she is becoming invisible, which she dispels by requesting more hot water for her resting teabag.


“Being genteel is not my aim at this stage in life,” she quipped as she leaned in and clanked the spoon on the cup, signaling that she was still waiting. “Sometimes, the only things to look forward to are the simple things, like a good hot cup of tea with a visit from family, and I’m not ready to give up having them both at the same time.”


As the staff arrived with the mini teapot, she babbled on about playing organized basketball in the early 1930s on one of the first female teams in the country. This 5’2” trailblazer tried out for the team because she thought it would be fun to try something new, a sport she had never even watched! Her eyes sparkled as she described being presented her varsity letter, even though they did not make letter jackets for girls yet. “Those two years of basketball gave me confidence to shoot for higher goals and, as you know, things in motion stay in motion.”


Miss Martha never went to the Olympics, attended college, owned a business, wrote a book, or was nominated for any big awards. Her dreams were simple and sincere: to have enough food to share and still not be hungry, to be healthy and safe from war, to survive challenges, and to thrive in an ever-changing world.


She lived through both World Wars, the Great Depression, and the polio epidemic. She watched the assassinations of JFK and MLK, the Challenger disaster, September 11th, and the latest pandemic. But she quickly redirected the conversation to witnessing the Berlin Wall coming down, discovery of the polio vaccine, the first and 50th anniversary of the 1969 walk on the moon, Title IX, and Dr. King’s speech as he spoke the words, “I have a dream.”


As she leaned back from the table and started knitting again, she boasted about her family living out their dreams. “You know, members of our family are reaching their goals, and that’s enough for me.”


Great-grandma rattled off a list of family members’ accomplishments. After fifteen years of countless post-polio surgeries and therapy sessions, her daughter could live on her own, raise a family, and play piano for church into her seventies. Other family members went to the Olympics, graduated college, owned their own businesses, wrote a book, and wore a varsity letter jacket. Yet my great-grandma is most proud of seeing her family serve others, try to make a positive difference, and live out their faith.


Over the years, she has repeatedly challenged me to choose joy, to work on it like a personal discipline. She firmly believes that intentional optimism has kept her “from drowning during the deluge of personal tears and from giving up on daily goals like breathing” when her world felt like it was falling apart, like when her husband was killed by a drunk driver or she buried her eighty-year-old son.


“Altogether, sweetie, those moments have led me to appreciate each day,” she said with a warm kiss on my cheek. “Keep chasing those crazy dreams of yours, keep lovin’ those bunnies, and don’t forget to keep journaling so your grandkids will know how God has blessed you, too.”


— Caleb Smith —
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Love is having the courage of your tenderness.


~D. H. Lawrence





“Today, I threw the Christians to the lions, but I got away just in time,” my mother announces as I pull into the parking lot at Applebee’s. Later, I learn that she watched Ben-Hur at adult daycare, but today I don’t know that. I respond carefully, focusing on her lifelong love of grilled salmon. “I’m so glad you got away,” I say, “because I’m treating you to grilled salmon for supper. Would you like that?”


“Oh, yes,” she says. “I’ve never had it before!” As I help her out of the car, I marvel at her resilience and enduring beauty. She is ninety-six. Together, we have navigated the treacherous labyrinth of Alzheimer’s disease since her diagnosis eleven years earlier. Tonight, we are navigating the risk of an evening out.
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