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Preface
 

I
n the winter of 2011, my dear friend Beth and her sister Taisia were faced with the sudden loss of their mother’s caregiver. Since I was facing hernia surgery, which meant giving up my job as a camp caretaker, I gladly accepted the offer to take care of Mary.

Because of the dementia and extreme memory loss, she really didn’t remember that I had known her and the family for more than twenty-five years. This woman of great intellectual prowess was reduced to repeating the same phrases, asking the same questions, and living the same life day in and day out.

Historically, Mary did not like me. Mine had been the smallest of slights many years earlier; it had to do with a pork dish, but I digress. The simple truth was that she didn’t like many people outside (and some inside
)
the family. She tolerated all with vague, nondescript pleasantries and would criticize them when they were gone. This was my charge. However, there were a few advantages I had at the outset that immediately ingratiated me to this occasionally hateful old woman.

 

1)	I was a man—a man who knew the way to the heart of a narcissist.

2)	I was Italian, and I sang Italian songs that she knew.

3)	She and I were Pavarotti fans.

4)	Humor was—and is—my favored weapon of choice.

5)	Not being a normally patient man, I would have
lots
of time to practice.

I was not a professional caregiver. I was just a guy who knew enough to make the lives of my dearest friends a bit easier. The following is a short volume on how you, too, can care for a lost mind.

According to Taisia, Mary’s younger daughter:

 

Mary is my mother. She’s had this role for the last forty-seven years. I was a midlife surprise. She was forty-two when the doctor told her that she was pregnant.

She said, “Well? What are we going to do about it?”

He replied, “What do you mean? In nine months, you’re going to have a baby!”

Sheesh, Ma! No wonder I needed therapy.

But my mother was one of my best friends. And she was beautiful. I used to pore over pictures of her in her teens. A mane of blue-black, shiny, wavy hair; soulful brown eyes; a gorgeous figure; and an even more gorgeous smile. She still is beautiful to me.

In my teens, I put her through the prerequisite hell that a lot of moms may go through. I was rebellious. I stayed out too late, talked back, and disobeyed. I was always a cut up and a bit of a wisenheimer, so I’ve had my share of being chased around the house with various household items: her slipper, the fly swatter, and the ever-dreaded wooden spoon!

Her patience for and tolerance of my antics may have wavered at times, but her love for me never did.

I used to hide little love notes in the things on her dresser. She’s kept every one of them.

My father died of cancer in 1989. Popi and my mom were best friends, and his passing devastated all of us, but especially my mother. They were married for thirty-seven years. About six months after his death, I was offered a promising job with General Electric in Richmond, Virginia, over four hundred miles away. I was afraid of leaving the town I had grown up in, not knowing anyone there, and was afraid of the new job. I was also afraid of leaving my mother—to whom I had spoken every day of my life.

She said, “Tizzy, you have to do this! Nothing ventured, nothing gained! Give it a year, at least. If you end up hating it, just come home!” I packed my belongings—and off I went. We never went a day without talking.

I’d say, “How are you, Mommy?”

She’d reply, “Oh, I’m just fine, dear!” She was excited for me. My beautiful mother was my biggest cheerleader.

On every holiday, I’d make the long trek up I-95 to see my mom and Beth (Sissy). I later learned from Sissy that my mom had missed me terribly and had been very saddened that I had left. It always struck me that she never told me how sad she really was—out of fear I’d feel guilty.

Twenty-two years later, I’m still living in Richmond. I guess I didn’t hate it after all.

Around the end of 2009, things began to change subtly. Mom began to forget seemingly small things. Then she began repeating things—asking the same questions over and over—and would grow easily confused. My sister and I would compare notes on the phone about our conversations with her. We knew. It was the onset of dementia.

She said, “What is happening to me? Why am I like this?”

For me, the hardest part was that she was aware of this ever-worsening change in her personality, herself, and her life.

And we were all in for a heartbreaking, frustrating, devastating disease that would eventually invade and change all of our lives.

My mom could no longer live unassisted. She couldn’t drive, cook, bathe, or dress herself. A nursing home was not an option. Sis and I visited a few nursing homes. The dementia units (despite their glossy brochures and happy, smiling seniors on the cover) were tragic and depressing. We desperately sought another option for our mother.

Enter Nicholas Andrefsky.

Nick has been a friend of our family for twenty-five years. He was living with—and caring for—his elderly dad, but he did not need as much assistance as my mom. It came to be that it was a great fit for both Nick and his dad to move in with my mom.

Don’t get me wrong—at first, it wasn’t all “Skittles and beer,” as my mom used to say. She’d say, “Why is he here? I don’t need any help!”

But the acceptance came.

A year and a half later, she now refers to him as “Nick-a-nootz.” They sing opera together, he calls her sweetie, and his unwavering patience and grace with my mother seem to come from some other world. They have their routine: the Three Musketeers, regular jaunts to “Dunky” (Dunkin’ Donuts), great little restaurants, and outings. He recently sent me a picture of my mother grinning in a huge sombrero with a mariachi band gathered around her.

My mother has her dignity (yes, despite the sombrero!). As much as this disease allows, she has her dignity. She is clean, warm, well fed, well loved, and well cared for.

Nick’s father is a gift to us. Popi wakes up each morning and calls out, “Good morning, Mary!” He promptly gives her a loud kiss on the cheek. He is a jokester and makes my mother laugh.

I will eternally love these two men for the peace they’ve brought my family.

My wish for all who suffer from Alzheimer’s—and its evil, dark cousin, dementia—is that they are treated with love, tolerance, and acceptance. I hope that their families never forget that their loved ones were once young, beautiful, and independent. Treat them with respect—and remember that we may be there someday unless there is a cure.

We must all keep our humor. Flaunt it in the face of sadness—and tell the people in your life that you love them every day. I hope you enjoy this book as much as I have.

 

Introduction
 

A
s Mary’s older daughter, I wish I could boast and sing praises of this poor old woman who now requires full-time care, but there has been too much corrupted water under that bridge.

Legend says that my birth certificate said “Baby” for nine days because my parents had not yet decided on Beth. Not bad—after all, I was their first, why would they have a name? Although I’m certain no harm was meant, what a disturbing thing to have been told to one so young. My mother said, “Popi and I wanted to get it right.” Ah, thus begins a tale of the firstborn daughter!

Mom was a beauty. We lived in a small town in upstate Michigan where life was far from wonderful. My father drank. I spent many an afternoon in a bar drinking tiny glasses of Coke that tasted like warmish mildew. I’m not sure where my mother was while my father had charge. I don’t recall ever seeing my father—or my mother—drunk. The couple with whom my parents spent the greatest time (till my mother was slighted) were heavy drinkers. I remember my parents having a very good time with that family.

I greatly loved my parents—although my mother admitted to me eight years ago that she always suspected I loved my father more than her. She told me with great pain in her voice that I had turned away from her kiss and pushed her away with my chubby hand when I was two. That was when she decided that I was her “prickly pear”! Things changed for her with me with that action—or so she said. I couldn’t control my bodily functions, but somehow Mom reasoned that I was wise beyond my years. She safeguarded her heart from me from that moment on.

That’s not to say that she was mean or cruel. She was an artist of great talent and made beautiful things for me. I had a stage with tiny marionettes, a snowman with a painted face, handmade clothes, and painted mural walls. I loved my mother.

I moved a lot when I was young. My father used his position as editor of a newspaper to voice his personal beliefs, leaving us an outcast family more than once. That—and poor money management and two bankruptcies —caused us to move three times in three and a half years. The moving stopped when Mom put down her foot and told Papa that we would raise Tiz in one town—and not as a gypsy. I have said to Tiz many times that neither of our parents should have been parents because they were too self-centered. Who knows? One day my children may say the same of me! We all know so much more than our folks.
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