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        “If my hands are fully occupied in holding on to something, I can neither give nor receive.”
      

      
         — Dorothee Sölle
      

      An estimated 26 million people worldwide and more than 4.5 million Americans have Alzheimer's disease (AD) — a progressive, degenerative brain disorder that leads to dementia and death. Although genetics and cognitive deficits earlier in life may play a role in Alzheimer's, it is the development of lesions on the brain, called “senile plaques” and “neurofibrillary tangles,” that signal the onset and determine the severity of Alzheimer's. Symptoms usually become noticeable between the ages of sixty-five and eighty-five but can arise as early as age forty-five, and the disease can take from two to twenty years to run its course. Alzheimer's has no known cause or cure, and so, at least for now, treatment consists of minimizing the symptoms and providing support to people with Alzheimer's and their families, who are often caregivers for at least a portion of their loved ones' journey with the disease.

      As prevalent as Alzheimer's is — and the number is expected to grow to 106 million people by 2050 — it is still a shock when it is your beloved parent, partner, grandparent, or sibling whose mind begins to fail or who is diagnosed with AD. As good as the medical and care providers; social services; and support of family, friends, and community might be, it is never enough to offset the emotional, physical, and financial toll on people with AD and their families. As promising as the scientific research is that one day we will have effective treatment and perhaps even a cure for Alzheimer's, today it is still a terminal disease.

      So it is understandable that most of us think of Alzheimer's with dread and despair. It is no wonder that, when a loved one is diagnosed with AD, we often cling to what was and fear what will be. And it is only human to become so overwhelmed with the heartbreaking realities and crushing responsibilities of this disease that we miss opportunities to comfort and to connect with our loved one with Alzheimer's. Sometimes we even overlook the joys and blessings they bring.

      The extraordinary essays gathered here in A Cup of Comfort for Families Touched by Alzheimer'sprovide an intimate window inside the lives and hearts of those who have gone before us and who are now walking with us on the journey through Alzheimer's disease. These inspiring stories focus not on the trials and tragedies of AD (though, neither do they whitewash those realities), but rather on the gifts that individuals have given and received during their personal journeys with Alzheimer's. I hope, and trust, that these stories will bring you great comfort and will inspire you to give comfort to your fellow travelers on this incredible journey.

      
         — Colleen Sell
      

    

  
    
      

      
      Only Love Remains
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      Who was this little old man hobbling along beside me? He may have been wondering the same thing: Who is this woman walking beside me? Yet, he seemed to know one thing for sure: I was going to take him to see his sweetheart, his bride of sixty-four years. So he was working as hard as he could to put one foot in front of the other as we exited the Alzheimer's center. He willingly — no, eagerly — eased himself into the passenger seat of my car, looking up at me hopefully through clouded, blue eyes.

      After I'd helped Dad buckle his seat belt, I wasn't sure what to say as we drove toward the hospital. I wasn't certain if his old ears could even hear me. And if he did hear, I wasn't sure how much he could comprehend. I decided to talk about Mom. I knew she was his only goal, the only person he could remember. The staff at the center told me Dad hadn't slept all night. Instead, he'd sat near the reception desk, hoping the front door would open and the love of his life would return to him. He couldn't function without Mom around.

      “She's doing okay, Dad,” I shouted, so I might be heard.

      The old man's face brightened, so I continued.

      “The hospital told me they're releasing her today because she has only a minor problem, gout, I think. They just wanted to keep her overnight for observation. But she sure scared us last night with those tremors, didn't she?”

      Dad just looked confused and stared at me fearfully. After a while he turned away, looking puzzled. I guess I shouldn't have said that. He obviously didn't remember last night — Mom's nearly convulsive tremors and our ride to the hospital. I shouldn't have mentioned it. I didn't want to upset him. He didn't need any more stress right now. It was stress enough to have spent the night without his bride.

      I never knew what to say to Dad. He said very little. When he did try to speak, his words came out slowly, a jumble of random thoughts. And he had to work really hard when he spoke. He worked so hard at putting words together and would be so satisfied at having said something. I'd learned to just nod and smile, as if I knew what point he was trying to make. Most of the time, I had no clue and I wondered if he did.

      I wanted to cry. I fought the urge by taking a journey back in time to a day thirty-five years earlier, when I'd volunteered to help Dad pick out a Christmas gift for Mom. As we walked the city streets at his athletic pace, one person after another would call out, “Hi, Judge!” Some greeted him warmly, as friends. Others kowtowed as if he were royalty. Regardless, Dad reached out to everyone with broad smiles, warm handshakes, and questions about their families. He seemed to know the entire population of this little city! I was proud to be walking beside this man, my new father-in-law, the “Judge.”

      He'd been on the bench as a superior court judge for more than twenty years at that point. Very few folks regarded Dad as an enemy because he had a way of winning their hearts with his outgoing nature and generosity. I nearly burst with pride when a man of about forty marched up and thanked Dad for throwing him in prison years earlier. “Judge,” he declared, smiling from ear to ear, “you really did me a favor. Getting locked up in jail was the best thing that ever happened to me. It gave me a new start. You knew just what I needed.”

      The “Judge” was the man I remembered, not this shriveled old man beside me who looked weak and vulnerable. Although his wife still insisted he be addressed as “Judge,” this wasn't the same man. An occasional grin would light his face and remind me of him, but the Judge was gone.

      His bride was in a similar condition. She still went about like the proverbial schoolteacher, correcting everyone's English and etiquette. And she played bridge marvelously, according to her old bridge club. Yet, her mind had failed to retain much else after her last surviving child, my husband, passed away three years earlier at age fifty-six from complications of multiple sclerosis.

      “John?” she often calls, “John?” — as if she could summon him back to her side.

      It had been difficult enough when John's older brother had drowned at the age of thirty. We hadn't been sure Mom would survive it. But when Mom lost John, she also lost her grasp on reality. So she and Dad lived in a room together at the Alzheimer's center. Day after day, they sat dozing side by side in their recliners in front of their television, only leaving the room for meals. It was very much the same as they'd been doing at home, except that they'd become a danger to themselves living alone. Now their lives were reduced to bare-bones survival and total dependence.

      I drove the rest of the way to the hospital in silence. I couldn't think of a thing to say that would comfort my father-in-law more than actually seeing his bride. I'd had to lock the car doors as we drove along, because Dad had begun to fuss with the handle. Maybe he hoped Mom was just beyond the open door. Once I'd found a parking spot at the hospital and released the lock, Dad immediately tried to escape. I unfastened his seat belt and eased it over him. Then we were off, at a snail's pace for me, but Dad was plodding faster than I'd seen him go in months.

      Once we'd entered the elevator, he fidgeted nervously with the buttons on his sweater. He hardly knew what to do with himself. When we arrived on Mom's floor, Dad nearly leaped to be beside me as we exited the elevator. His eyes were trained on me, so he wouldn't miss a turn as we wound our way around corners to Mom's room.

      “This is it,” I said pointing. “Mom's in there.”

      Dad virtually ran to her bed! The instant she saw him, she reached up with one arm to welcome him. Joy shone from her wrinkled face. Before I knew it, Dad had settled his cheek into Mom's upraised hand and was gazing contentedly into her eyes. For one long moment, those two were frozen in that posture, unblinking, as they looked with longing at one another. It was as if I could see decades of memories flying between them.

      Suddenly embarrassed, as if I were trespassing on a most intimate scene, I turned and walked to the window. As I stared blankly into space, I was trying to process what I'd just seen. I knew my in-laws had become closer as they'd grown older, but this didn't seem like the same couple I'd known for thirty-eight years. They used to fight like cats and dogs, used to pick at each other's faults, used to squabble over the rule of the home and remote control. So what was this? John and I had always hoped these two would declare a truce and realize the treasure they had in one another. What had happened? I wasn't sure, at first, but whatever it was, it was wonderful.

      Then I began to think back to the day when my husband had been diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. Suddenly, he became the most precious thing in this world. The very thought of losing John was unbearable. Our love only grew stronger during the thirty years of John's increasing disability. We focused intensely on the blessings we had each moment of each day, because we never knew when we would have to say good-bye. The last words we'd exchanged were “I love you.”

      Now, it was my in-laws' turn. Their bodies were failing, their minds were nearly gone, and their children had preceded them in death. Yet, at the end of it all, they'd discovered riches beyond comprehension. They'd discovered the value in one another.

      Still gazing out the hospital window, I smiled to myself as I heard Mom speaking softly to Dad with sweet, soothing words. I doubted he could hear her, but I knew he was watching intently as her lips moved. He loved those lips. He loved that woman as he loved himself — perhaps even more. That's all he knew. That's all he needed to know. Everything else in his life was gone, only love remained.

      
         — Laura L. Bradford
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      “I'm going to kill you!” he yells, drawing his arm back and forming a fist.

      I hurry to unlock the car, and suddenly he is yanking on my brown ponytail, jerking my head backward. “Stop! You're hurting me!” I yell as he pulls harder. Reaching behind me, I try to grab him and peel myself away from this skinny, gray-haired man. Instead, he takes my arm and twists it back toward him. I wince as I feel his teeth sink hard into the back of my hand. Using a force reserved for times when I am really feeling physically threatened, I sink my fingernails deep into his bony shoulder. Stunned, he drops his arms to his sides and looks at me like he doesn't know what to do next. A black SUV slows to a stop a few feet away.

      “Are you okay?” a woman who looks to be about fifty calls to me.

      “Yes,” I tell her, huffing, wishing she would just leave.

      “Are you sure?” she asks, sounding unconvinced.

      “Everything is fine,” I say, feeling heat rise to my face. It is bad enough when this happens at home.
“It's Alzheimer's.”

      “Oh,” she says and pauses, then drives away, leaving us standing there, spilled groceries strewn around our feet on the wet pavement.

      I hold my father firmly by the shoulders and look straight into his gray-blue eyes. “It's me, Laurie. I'm your daughter,” I say. “This really is our car. You're safe.”

      He stares at me blankly, and then I feel his body soften as he seems to experience some flash of recognition. I help him get seated on the waterproof pad and fasten his seatbelt. “Thank you very much,” he says with a grateful smile, as though nothing has happened.

      Waiting at a red light, rain patters on the windshield, and the heater has just started blowing warm air on our feet. My father has fallen fast asleep and is snoring softly. His tousled hair looks especially white against his royal blue parka. His head is bent toward his left shoulder, and his large knuckled fingers lay limp on his lap. A tiny pool of drool is forming on the seatbelt that crosses his sunken chest.

      My hand throbs. I trace a finger around the ring of purple teeth marks and wonder how we got to this place, my father and I. Where have the ten years gone since my mother died? When did this disease intercept his grief over her death so that he no longer remembers that she was ever here at all? When did I become the parent and he the child?

      At five feet eleven inches and 135 pounds and with eighty-five years of life behind him, my father is so frail it would seem that just a whisper of wind could knock him over, if not do him in completely. Yet, when he strikes out, it seems to be fueled by a fear so primal that no reason can quell it. When the world seems to be spinning out of control for me, I have to remind myself that for him it is spinning far faster. He is merely struggling to survive it.

      I hit the preprogrammed button on my car radio — “home of the oldies” comes on, and I turn up the volume. It's James Taylor, the Beatles, and the Stones. When did the music from my youth become that of the distant past? Did I really spend years at a university, complete a master's degree, travel the world, and have a career? I see the slight bounce of my father's knee out of the corner of my eye. Mick Jagger's singing, which years ago he would have shunned, now brings him to life.

      My father starts clapping and humming, hitting the dash in rhythm to the beat of “Get Off My Cloud.” Dad waves and smiles at people in passing cars, as if they should be able to hear the uplifting music too. I am laughing, caught up in his joy, when he grabs my hand from the steering wheel and pulls it toward his mouth. My stomach flips as I try to keep my eyes on the road. The sting still lingers from earlier, and I ready myself for what he might do next. Then he draws my hand to his lips and softly kisses the back of it. For a second, our eyes meet, and I have the father I remember back with me.

      “I love you!” he declares. “I love you, Laur-ie!” he repeats, sweeping upward with the last syllable of my name as he turns away and looks out the window.

      Anxious to ride this wave of carefree energy, I pull into a McDonald's drive-through and order a large strawberry shake. This sudden lightheartedness might make him feel like downing some serious calories. I scold myself for not searching out something more nutritious, but by the time I find it, this good mood could well have passed. Just get some food into him, I tell myself, anything to counteract the alarming effects of his dwindling appetite.

      “Would you like some ice cream?” I ask as we wait in line.

      “That sounds good!” he says with an innocence that makes me want to protect him.

      “Look here!” he says, pointing to his window as it lowers. He pushes the button on his armrest again, and the window goes back up.

      “Did you see that?” he asks, looking utterly perplexed.

      He pushes it again, and the window lowers again to the sound of his laughter.

      I drive forward, the blue-uniformed girl hands me the milkshake, and I pass it over to him. As I turn to ask her for a napkin, my father suddenly yells, “I don't want this. Why did you give me this?”

      “It's your favorite. Just taste it,”I coax.

      “I don't want it!” he yells.

      Resigned, I reach for the cup, but he won't let me have it. Drawing his arm back, his fingers squeeze the paper cup so hard it is starting to spill over the top. When riled, my father will sometimes pick up whatever is close at hand and throw it at me, and he will throw with all his might.

      “Please, let me take it,” I force my tone to sound as soothing as possible, knowing it is my only hope for diffusing this moment.

      “No! You can't have it!” he shouts back, venom in his voice, and takes aim. I grab for the cup, and he clenches it harder. Now we are engaged in a precarious game of tug-of-war with the slippery cup. My father wins and hurls the cup at me. The flimsy plastic lid flies off, and the milkshake explodes all over me. The pink liquid drips all through my hair, down my face and shirt, onto my lap and quickly forms sticky streams between the ridges on the rubber mat beneath my feet. The cloyingly sweet smell and the sadness of the situation turn my stomach.

      “Why did you do that?” I ask, unable to hide my despair.

      “I don't want it!” he repeats, his eyes wide with ire.

      The girl at the window stares at us, expressionless. “Alzheimer's,” I say, as she hands me a wad of napkins and turns away.

      I pull into the disabled parking space and pop the trunk. Pushing aside the extra Depends and pants that I carry everywhere “just in case,” I search around the damp grocery bags for my gym clothes. In the restroom, I lock the door and sink to the cold, brick-color tiled floor. Tears rise from a place normally forced into submission, and I fight the urge to let them keep coming. But now is not the time.

      “Breathe,” I say out loud to myself. I force myself to pull in some air and stand up. Leaning against the wall for support, I feel lightheaded and lost. Rinsing the sticky mess out of my hair and splashing my face, I watch the water turn pink as it swirls around the drain with my tears and disappears. I change my clothes and hurry back outside and feel relief when I see the white-haired figure napping in the front seat. At least it will not be one of those days when I let down my guard and he wanders away. It will not be one of those panicked times when the police and I search together frantically for this lost man. Yes, it could have been worse.

      “Let's go!” my father says, all smiles, when I resume my position in the driver's seat. “Go that way!” he directs, pointing with the authoritative tone of someone who once ran a large company.

      I turn to the right. What difference does it make to me? If it gives him a feeling of being in control while the disease continues to relentlessly steal what little he has left, then why not. My goal today, like every day, is simply to get him out of the house so that he can see the world and still feel a part of it. Even if he doesn't know that this is the city in which he has lived for sixty years. Even if he uses words I don't always understand. Even if he doesn't know that I am his daughter.

      Following my father's whims, we weave our way across town. We are stopped at a red light with cars driving fast across our bow when he yells, “Go!”

      “I have to wait for the light to turn green,” I say.

      “No, you don't. Go!” he shouts again.

      I lean my head back against the headrest, muster the energy to draw in another deep breath, and wait out the light and his protestations.

      Today he seems a little more unpredictable than usual, quicker to agitate. I could give him the pills that I keep in my purse for such situations, but I hate to use them because they make him so sleepy that we don't get to connect at all. I would rather put up with the difficult moments so that I don't have to miss the sweet ones, for those are the ones that keep me going. It is a choice that I consciously make even though I have the occasional bruise and the occasional meltdown of my own. I watch the window of our time together closing moment by moment, and I never know when a flash of lucidity will hit. I want to be ready to embrace it when it does, for it is all I have left of the father I once knew and the relationship we once had.

      Continuing on, we head out on a bridge that crosses a large lake behind the city. His head turns left, right, and up to the sky, and I watch him trace a plane as it fades into the clouds.

      “Look at that!” he says excitedly.

      I glance around and see water, mountains, boats — the usual.

      “What do you see that's so special?” I ask.

      “Look! All of it!” he exclaims, stretching his arms outward like a guide, showing me the magic of creation. He leans forward to get closer to the windshield to gain a better view. His eyes are bright, and his laughter fills the space we share.

      It is as if my father is five, not eighty-five, and is seeing the world for the first time. I think of my countless yoga and meditation classes, of all the self-help books I have read over the years, of all my attempts to “live mindfully” and to “be here now.”Yet, here is my father, bearing the burden of an insidious and devastating disease, fully alive in the moment. Unable to recall the past or to conceive of the future, he does not waste time on regret or worry.

      “It's beautiful! It's absolutely beautiful! Don't you see it?”

      While much of the meaning of the catch phrase “living in the moment” has been lost to triteness, for the Alzheimer's victim it is a way of life. My father resides in the present because it is all that he has left. While I cling to memories of how things used to be and reach out longingly with hope for the future, my father shows me every day that it is in the place between these two that life is really happening. Ironically, it is we who have the ability to remember who too easily forget this basic truth.

      
         — Laurie McConnachie
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      “Okay, Mom, I've had enough,” I say, standing up and crossing my arms across my chest. “Really, if you don't start paying more attention to me, I'm going to have to do something drastic. I'm going to have to find another mother. Mom, are you listening? Mom?”

      Mom is definitely not listening, which is, of course, part of the problem.

      I walk out of the Alzheimer's unit, my hands clenched and my jaw tight. Of course, I knew this would happen. I understand the progression of the disease. What I didn't understand is how much I would miss having a mother.

      I get into the car, feeling like a small child having a big fit. I realize that if I want any semblance of the sort of mother figure I am used to, I will have to go out and find her. I am not going to abandon my own mother; I just want to supplement her.

      I envision my personal ad:

      
        MAD desires OM for LTR. (Middle-Aged Daughter desires Other Mother for Long-Term Relationship.)Seeking bright, opinionated, literate, compassionate, older woman. Must be a good listener. A propensity for sweets preferred.
      

      I know there are wonderful adoption programs for older children who need good homes. Is there a venue for midlife women who are either orphaned or feel motherless? Perhaps some entrepreneurial Internet expert can put together match-dot-mom. Perhaps instead of the adopt-a-grandparent program in the schools, the retirement centers and nursing homes can advocate an adopt-a-daughter program. Wouldn't some lonely elder goddess-crone enjoy having me as her surrogate child?

      At the grocery store, I study the women as I push my cart down the aisles. What kind of mother do I want? Do I want a mother in the proper age range, or will a loving, motherly woman my own age or slightly older do? Is body type an issue? My own mother is slender, but perhaps this time I want a plus-size mom. And what of personality? My mother is a great listener, always eager to hear another person's issues and thoughts. Is that a requirement? Mom also has a lot of rules and opinions. Is a woman who likes to be in control a necessity?

      For the next few weeks, as I go to meetings and gatherings and run errands, I find myself gazing at older women and wondering, Would you like to be my other mother?

      Right away, I find several excellent candidates. One friend's mom, in her eighties, is an avid volunteer, card player, and reader. She is kind and thoughtful and also opinionated in a way similar to my mom. Another friend, who spent her seventy-fifth birthday camping in the Saharan desert, would make an adventuresome and outgoing mother. Yet another friend, only in her mid-sixties, has warmth and compassion as well as a gift for baking; I imagine what a cozy, comforting mom she would make.

      I decide to treat the other-mother-selection process like I am filling a high-powered job. I create an interview form featuring questions such as:

      What makes a good mother-daughter relationship?

      How many daughters do you currently have? (I didn't want too much competition.)What is your definition of success?

      What do you like to read?

      What kinds of topics do you like to talk about?

      What special qualities do you have to offer as my other-mother?

      I imagine inviting each potential mother figure to lunch, my questions at the ready. I imagine they all have excellent listening skills, compassion, wit, and appropriate interest in arts and literature. They each answer easily, forthrightly, with focus and thoughtfulness. They are nicely dressed, health conscious without being fanatical, and easy to be around. I would have no problem claiming any one of them as one of my most important relatives.

      “How's it coming with the search for your new mother?” a friend asks. Her own mother died some years ago, and she is watching me closely, in case my idea turns out to be a good one.

      “I have three amazing candidates, but something's missing. I can't figure out what,” I tell her.

      Meanwhile, I visit my real mom. I note the con-trast: instead of meeting a well-groomed articulate woman at a nice restaurant, I punch a red button and enter the locked Alzheimer's ward.

      Louise, a new patient, walks toward me.

      “Hello,” I say as she rushes up.

      “Oh, hello. I'm so happy to see you. I don't know what I'm supposed to be doing,” she says. Her cheeks are the flush of new roses. Her pink sweater is clean and properly buttoned.

      Is this my other mother? I wonder briefly.

      She walks to the dining room with me. Then I look around for Mom.

      My mom is in her room, asleep, angled across the bed with her feet on the ground. I watch her for a while, and then I tap her leg. She opens her eyes. I wave at her. She smiles. I wave harder.

      She laughs. The anxiety that sometimes grips her, causing her to rub her hands against her head or to yank at her clothes, has temporarily melted away. She is simply a beautiful, silver-haired woman on a summer day.

      I keep silent and look into my mom's eyes. She looks into my eyes. The air is pure and sweet between us. There is no misunderstanding, no lost thoughts, no forced or garbled sentences. We are two creatures gazing at each other with openness and compassion. I hear the nurse aides going about their work, the patients walking down the corridor. I hear the large cart that carries the lunch dishes rumble down the hallway. But those sounds are background music — I am connected only with my mother.

      As I look into her eyes, I wonder, What makes us walk away from our mothers and then run back? What makes us pretend we are not our mothers — that we have nothing in common with these women? What lets us imagine we are going to be so much stronger, smarter, and happier than they were?

      I have spent a lot of time separating myself from my mother. Now, I want to be closer.

      I sink into my mother's face like she is a meditation. We smile at each other for a half hour, something we have never done before, something that would be too intense, too personal, in our earlier, rational life together.

      Then her eyes gently flutter shut. I feel like I've been on a mystical retreat. I feel a rich sense of renewal and hope.

      As I watch my mother fall into slumber, I realize I don't really want another mother. I like the softer, less-controlled persona of this mother. I like her silly noises and ready laughter. I like the fact that she doesn't know who I am but smiles at me anyway. I am growing comfortable with her new, unorthodox style of motherhood.

      Mom's eyes are closed; her hands rest by her sides. I kneel on the floor and rest my head against her legs. I feel her warmth and the sureness of her breathing. Then I feel her hand on my head, tugging playfully at my curls, just like she used to do when I was a little girl. I smile, close my eyes, and rest.

      
         — Deborah Shouse
      

      This story was first published in the author's book, Love in the Land of Dementia: Finding Hope in the Caregiver's Journey, Creativity Connection Press, August 2006.

    

  
    
      

      
      You're Going the Wrong Way

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      Jim taps me on the face. “Honey, honey, you're going the wrong way,” he says.

      I open my eyes and glance at the clock. It is 4:00 A.M. Jim stands beside me, wearing his jacket, his shoes, and underwear. “You need to put on your jeans,” I tell him, squeezing my eyelids shut.

      “Honey, you're going the wrong way,” he tells me.

      “Let me sleep just a little longer,” I say. I may be whining a bit out of exhaustion, because he wouldn't go to sleep before midnight last night. My arms and legs feel heavy; my eyes are tired and gritty. Working full-time and being a primary caregiver for my husband shrouds my life with a fog of exhaustion. Stress is a small word to describe the physical demands of caregiving and the emotional drain of coping with the declining cognizance of my soul mate.

      I hear the buzz of the electric razor as Jim shaves.

      “You're going the wrong way!” Jim is back, and he sounds cranky.

      I open one eye. Now, he is dressed in his jacket, shoes, and socks, sans underwear, unconcerned with his nakedness. I toss the covers aside and jump out of bed to help him, because, obviously, today he is unable to dress himself.

      I yank loose the Velcro on his shoes. After Jim removes his shoes, I hand him cotton boxers, and he slowly puts them on. He pulls on 501 Levis, and I button them, which is not an easy task. I hand him his shoes, and he slides his feet into them. He is already wearing his denim jacket, complete with a Branson Veteran's Day nametag and scatter pins.

      Once Jim is fully dressed, it's time to make coffee and start the day. Now, it's five o'clock, so it doesn't seem so much like we're getting up in the middle of the night. In the kitchen, I discover Jim has already started the coffee. Coffee has run all over the counter and onto the kitchen carpet, because he neglected to place the carafe beneath the basket. I clean up the mess and brew a second pot.

      After breakfast, it's time for Jim's meds. I pour the correct dosage out of the bottles and place the pills in his hand. I open the refrigerator and reach for his water. Jim pops the pills into his mouth, and before I can give him a drink, he spits them back out. Jim licks the soggy pills from his hand and takes a tiny sip of water to wash them down.

      I feed our two big dogs and hand Jim a can of dog food for the beagle. He opens the door and heads outside carrying the can.

      “Wait!” I say. “You have to open the can.”

      Jim wanders back into the kitchen, clutching the can and looking around with a blank expression on his face.

      I open a drawer and hand him a can opener. “Here, use this.”

      He opens the can, and as he goes out the door, I walk into the bedroom to get dressed. I return to the kitchen to find dog food dumped into the sink. I scrape it up, spoon it back into the can, and feed the hungry-eyed beagle standing at the door.

      Jim opens the doors to the entertainment center and drags his Super Nintendo out onto the floor. He sits on his knees like a child and throws me a challenging look.

      “I don't want to play,” I say. I know the game will be Mario Karts. That's the only game I can even come close to playing. I'm no good at it, and Jim always wins.

      He ignores my protests and pushes the start button. I pick up a control as he zips through the game selections. As usual, he is Toad.

      “Who should my driver be?”

      “Princess,” he says. I smile, because this is always his suggestion. He used to call me Princess.

      The track is before us, and we sit on the start line. The game begins, and Toad zooms away while I fumble with the control, trying to figure out how to get Princess on the road. Finally, I get Princess started, and with my help she runs off the track and spins around corners, and soon a little guy perched on a cloud waves a flag with a big “X” on it.

      “You're going the wrong way!” Jim shouts with glee.

      “I know, I know!” I say, thinking it's not nearly as funny as he thinks it is.

      Toad crosses the finish line, and Jim clicks off the game, satisfied that he beat me again.

      After the game, he rambles restlessly through the house. As I dust, the front door chimes repeatedly as Jim opens it. I tell him to “come back” if he is outside or to “stay here” if he hasn't actually gone out yet.

      Downstairs, I remove laundry from the dryer and fold clothes. The phone rings, and my sister-in-law says, “Jim is on the road in front of our house.” Darn! I didn't know he was gone. Sometimes he doesn't close the door completely, and the chimes don't ring. I jump in the car and drive down the gravel road to retrieve him.

      After I finish the housework, I decide to take him for a ride. “Let's go to town,” I say. I walk to the bedroom to get my purse. The door chimes ding, but I ignore them because I know he will wait by the car. Outside, I don't see Jim, and I think he has wandered off again. I am relieved to find him sitting on the passenger side with his seat belt fastened.

      It is a hot summer day, and the windows are rolled up tight. Jim wears his denim jacket, and sweat pours off him. I start the car and turn on the air conditioner full blast, and we are off to town.

      Going to town is always an adventure. Jim is all smiles, because traveling makes him happy. The sun shines through the windows and flecks of lint float through the air and collect on the cloth seats, where Jim picks at the tiny pieces. He captures some lint between this thumb and forefinger and reaches over to roll down the window, but instead he grabs the door handle. I brake, pull off the highway, and park on the shoulder. I reach across Jim and close his door. Jim doesn't realize he's done anything wrong.

      We go to Ryan's for lunch. I order from the menu, because buffets are entirely too confusing for Jim. The waiter brings our food, and Jim looks at his plate without attempting to eat anything. I put sweetener in his tea and stir it. While I attend to cutting his steak, he drinks the entire glass of tea and wants more. I get the waiter's attention, and he refills the glass. Jim drinks that glass of tea, too, but still hasn't tasted his food. Once the tea glass is empty again, Jim picks up a spoon and attempts to eat the steak with it. I casually snare the spoon and replace it with a fork. I notice other people staring at us, but it doesn't bother me and it certainly doesn't bother Jim. People do not expect a person in his early fifties to have dementia, and many just think he is odd.

      We finish our meals and drive across the street to Wal-Mart, Jim's favorite store. Jim makes a beeline to the bathroom. I follow him to the back of the store to make sure he goes into the men's room. I wait and wait and wait. He finally emerges, Levis unbuttoned and belt unbuckled. I button his jeans and fasten his belt, and then we do our shopping.

      When we get home twenty minutes later, I park the car, open the trunk, and unload the sacks from Wal-Mart. I can't convince Jim to help carry the bags. Sometimes he will, but today isn't one of those times. Jim wanders to the front door and waits for me to unlock it. I grab the handles of a half dozen plastic sacks, carry them to the porch, and after a struggle with the key, unlock the door. Jim walks into the house, and I toss the first load inside. While I trek back to the garage for the rest of the sacks, Jim carries the first batch into the bedroom. After I figure out where he has put them, I lug them back to the kitchen.
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