PAGE  
10

Stories of Hope and Courage-

By Joe Guse

Copyright 2006, Aardvark Publishing
To my mother Rosemary Guse, who instilled in me 

the values necessary to write this book.

Foreword

      A couple of years ago I thought I had it all. I had had some success in Chicago, traveled often, and seemingly had everything a young single man could need. Yet still I felt that something was missing. I would lie in bed thinking about the direction my life was going and always felt vaguely uneasy. One day I got a call from my mother informing me my father had died, and this marked a turning point for me both personally and professionally. I had never been close to my father, and returning home for his funeral I was filled with many conflicting emotions. 

      At my dad’s funeral the priest conducting the services read an excerpt from the book “Tuesday’s with Morrie” which was a book I was familiar with, but that really took on added meaning given the circumstances. Hearing the priest talk about regret really struck a cord, and something occurred to me at that moment which I’ll never forget. 

     The thing is I had forgotten something in my life that I used to believe very firmly. Martin Luther King’s quote that “Life’s most persistent question is, what are you doing for other people” were words that I had once pledged to live by, but somewhere along the way I had gotten lost. For several years I had been living almost exclusively for myself and I realized at that moment during my father’s funeral that that was what had been keeping me up at nights.

     When I arrived home I had made a decision, and shortly afterwards quit my high paying job and began working in a nursing home for the whopping sum of 8 dollars an hour.

    Walking onto an Alzheimer’s unit for the first time is an overwhelming site. Hearing the screaming and crying and seeing all the people lined up sitting next to each other simply staring straight ahead, you get the feeling you must be in an asylum. My first day on the job was miserable and I instantly regretted my decision to quit my job and thought about calling my boss and seeing if my job was still available. Two weeks later, I felt more fulfilled than I ever had in my life.

     What was missing in the lives of those people on the Alzheimer’s unit was social interaction. Without stimulation people suffering from Alzheimer’s disease simply wither away, and I quickly realized, with the assistance of a fellow entertainer (and my boss) Raphael De Ocampo that it was my job to provide this interaction. And so I got to work, and the results of this work are demonstrated by the stories that are provided here. 

     The people in these stories are all very real, and each of them touched me in ways that I cannot fully describe with words. Many of them have died since this book was written, but all of them will remain with me forever. 

Anna and the Bird
      "Look Anna, all your friends came for your birthday," a lady in a pink suit encouraged her. Anna looked up for a moment and saw a group of women with their eyes closed and shook her head. "Some birthday," she said while looking at the cake on the table. She saw the numbers 97 written in green icing and couldn't believe it. She was 97 years old. She couldn't see very well, and the only time she could hear very well was with her hearing aid which caused a terrible buzzing in her head. She looked into the mirror and saw the old lady looking back at her. "97" she said out loud, and closed her eyes, hoping that sleep would come and take away her thoughts for a while.
      She woke up in the television room and saw the bird in its cage and wheeled over to talk to him.
      "Hello" she said, and the bird answered her back with a series of chirping noises before flying to the back of his cage.
      "I guess you don't like company, I don't either" she explained to the bird.
      "You and I are both all alone, don't you see?" she asked the bird, and again the bird answered her and she was happy that he understood her. The lady in pink then returned and began wheeling her out, but Anna placed her feet firmly on the ground and took one last look at her friend. "I'll come back," she assured him, and then gave in and returned to her room.
     When she returned the next day she saw two boys next to her friend who were trying to make the bird talk.
     "What a crummy bird," one boy remarked, and the other laughed out loud.
     "Poke him with a stick maybe that will make him talk," the other boy suggested.
     Anna has seen enough and wheeled over to the boys and knocked the stick out of their hands.
     "He talks just fine," she scolded them. "Don't you see he sometimes doesn't feel like talking," she continued. "He's old and he's tired and he doesn't always think straight, so give him a break," she went on, now speaking very loudly. 
     And with that the boys went back to find their mother, embarrassed and even a little ashamed that they had upset the old woman like that.
     "No one understands us anymore," she said to her friend, who knowingly chirped back to her. "We're the last of our bunch, you and I," she sighed and the bird looked back at her with knowing eyes. 
     "People think we're crazy now, but we know better don't we?” she said, and again the bird agreed and she closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.
     Weeks went by and she and the bird continued their afternoon discussions. One day while coming to see him she saw a woman and a child taking the bird away and she became very alarmed.
     "Where are you taking him?” Anna demanded.
     "This is Paddy, and he belongs to my son," the woman patiently explained. "He's been part of our family for years, but we brought him here when we got a new dog, do you know Paddy?” the woman asked.
      "I think you're mistaken young lady," Anna replied as she wheeled herself over to the woman. "He belongs here now; you see he was no longer useful in the outside world so they brought him here." Anna said defiantly. "And now that he's here, I assure you he intends to stay here."
       The woman was take aback and thought long and hard about what the old woman was saying. She had dumped the bird in the nursing home when he became an imposition to the family, hadn't she? She looked down at the old woman and saw the resolve in her eyes, and came to a decision.
      "You know he does seem to like it here, so maybe it is better if he stays for a while," and with that she put the birdcage down and ran swiftly out to her car, thinking about the old woman and the bird, and what would happen to her when she got to be that age. She hoped her son would understand about the bird, and in her mind she rehearsed her speech. Hoping that he would have sympathy for the old woman and understand. Hoping that he would have sympathy for her when she was an old woman and that he would remember how she had taken care of him. 
Harold and Maude Revisited
      Romance in a nursing home can be a very sweet thing. The need for companionship and affection does not wane with age, and may in fact increase as people lose their ability to rationalize and more than ever feel a strong urge to hold on tight to another human being. That might have been the case with Francesca and Tom, had they not been nearly 50 years apart in age. You see Francesca was a patient in the home, while Tom was merely a young volunteer at the hospital
     Francesca had never been an affectionate woman, and as a Serbian woman who had seen a great deal of war, there had also not been much time for laughter in her life. As the years passed, Francesca eventually left Serbia after her husband died, and she had come to America to work as a seamstress until her mind had started to wander. At first she simply forgot little things like turning the sewing machine off, but eventually her condition worsened and she had been admitted to the hospital when she started a fire in her kitchen and had nearly burned her house down. As a shy and rather private woman, she had very few friends in America, and during visiting hours she often found herself wishing she had been a little friendlier to people.

     Tom on the other hand was outwardly a very friendly guy. He volunteered at the nursing home because he loved to talk and joke and share stories with the residents, and he often could be seen dancing and serenading the ladies in the home whenever he had some free time. But deep down Tom was a lonely guy as well, laughing on the outside but missing something on the inside that let him feel close to others.

     When Tom first met Francesca he saw how lonely she was, and perhaps even saw a little of himself when he looked and saw the sadness in her eyes. Immediately he knew he wanted to cheer her up and make her happy.  Francesca had been at first startled when this big, red young man had sprung up on her and begun belting out “Let me call you sweetheart” over a microphone. She remembered that song though, and she couldn’t help humming along as he sung, and soon she was lost in her memories.

     She looked up again and the boy was on a new song now and this time he was on his knees and singing right to her. She felt her face turning red and thought about how this was the first time she had blushed since she was a little girl. She began chuckling and continued to enjoy the song and this unusual boy’s antics, and drifted off to sleep thinking of the fun she had had that afternoon.

      The next time he came back Tom had found himself looking forward to seeing Francesca again, and had even practiced a couple of new songs for the occasion. The nurse had told him it was the first time she had seen Francesca truly smile since she had come to the home, and for the first time in a while he also felt the power of making a real human connection. When he got to her floor he saw her sitting and watching the door, and when her face lit up when she saw him it was now his turn to blush. He began his song, and this time when he got to “Let me call you sweetheart” he offered her his hand to begin dancing with him. She looked up at him and decided that she did indeed want to dance with this man. She placed her hands around his neck and they began dancing to the song, both enjoying the pleasure of the other’s company. When it ended, she became startled to realize she couldn’t remember the last time she had danced, but also proud of herself for giving it a try. Could she be changing, she wondered? At this late age? It was hard for her to think about though and again she nodded off, exhausted from the day’s activities and emotions.

     Tom and Francesca continued their weekly dancing sessions, and the nurses had noticed a significant change in Francesca since these visits had begun. It was as if she was trying on a personality radically different than the one she had lived with most of her life, and despite her dementia and agitation, it was obvious she still had the ability to experience joy in her life. The nurse found herself wondering about the restorative power of love and how long it had been since someone had danced with her, but then dismissing these silly thoughts and returning to dispensing her medications.

     Weeks went by, and Tom would come and sing to Francesca and, despite her health taking a turn for the worse, he continued to spend time with her although she was now no longer capable of dancing with him. The sadness would disappear from her eyes when he would come though, and, despite her responses getting considerably meeker, he knew his presence still meant a great deal to her. They had taken to watching movies together now, and, while watching an old movie featuring the song “Let me call you sweetheart,” she had slipped her hand into his and they had silently held hands for the rest of the movie. She was no longer good with her words, and taking his hand was her way of letting him know how much he meant to her. She looked up at him, and realized she had fallen in love in the 80th year of her life. She squeezed his hand and he looked over at her and smiled, two people, one at the end of life and one at the beginning, who improbably had each awakened something very powerful in the other one.

Zsa Zsa

     “Jane, Jane! get over here right now, it’s time for your insulin,” a woman in a blue jumpsuit yelled impatiently.  The woman was in fact a nurse from a neighboring facility helping out for the day, and had no idea she was in the presence of greatness. The woman continued to yell across the room until another nurse came over to clear up the problem.

     “Try saying Zsa-Zsa, instead of Jane,” she recommended helpfully. And with that the nurse threw her hands up in the air, and wondered why she had agreed to work in the Alzheimer’s unit for the day.

       “Zsa-Zsa, it’s time for your insulin!” and with that the woman in dark glasses turned and looked at the woman for the first time. 

      “Are you addressing me madam,” she sarcastically replied, appalled that someone would simply yell her name out and expect her to snap to attention like a dog. The woman was an American however, and she took this into account as she wheeled over to see what all the commotion was about.

       “What could be so urgent,” she asked, as the woman grabbed her by the arm and began preparing her for an insulin shot. But she let it go this time, and thought about the exotic life she must have led that she was paying for now. She couldn’t at the time exactly remember the exotic details, but she knew who she was and that was enough. Jane had in fact been born in Hungary, and was by anyone’s account a great beauty in her own right. But Jane didn’t interest her anymore and now she had decided that she was in fact the great Zsa Zsa Gabor.

        Following her insulin shot she began wheeling her way back to the television set, hoping to catch a glimpse of herself on TV so she could admire the woman she once had been. Before she had become Zsa Zsa, Jane had been a wife and a mother and had taken care of her family all of her life without ever worrying about herself. Now, at the age of 83 her mind had appeared to right this horrible injustice and she believed, with every fiber of her being, that she was in fact Zsa Zsa Gabor. 

    Her children, who came to visit often, were at first amused by their mother’s antics and then began to grow more concerned. She demanded they provide her with scarfs and wraps and jewelry and they had nearly cleaned out the costume jewelry shops trying to placate their mother’s demand that “diamonds are a girl’s best friend.”  

     You she Zsa Zsa had given up everything for her children, and they felt that they owed her at this late stage of her life. They knew they had often been selfish children, and even when their mother was working two jobs to support the family, they always demanded more from her and now it seemed they were getting their comeuppance. 

    Her daughter Karen was especially appreciative of her mother, and when the annual “King and Queen” contest in the nursing home began, she thought of a way she might pay her mother back. You see the nursing home had started a tradition a couple of years back where they announced a King and Queen every year from among the residents that was voted on by the staff, residents, as well as the family members of the people in the facility. The award was usually given to friendly and cooperative residents of the facility, and Karen new her mother had very little chance of being elected by those qualifications.

     So slowly she began to hatch her plan, at first slipping an entire booklet of ballots into her purse which she then brought home and filled out with her mother’s name on it. Over the next few weeks she continued to stuff the ballot box until she was sure she had at least given her mother a good chance to win.

     A couple of weeks later at the annual coronation, Karen had dressed her mother up in all of her favorites. She had on her oversized dark glasses, her scarf, a boa, and Karen had even bought her some flowers in the event that she won the contest. When the time came to announce the winner Karen was extremely nervous, and then, finally the announcement came, 

“And our Queen this year is, Jane Krackow,” the MC announced over the loudspeaker. But Jane made no attempt to move and she looked around with the other residents wondering who this person was. Karen laughed to herself and went and whispered something to the MC who then chuckled to himself and began again.

“It seems there was a small error, the winner this year is Zsa, Zsa Gabor,” the announcer boomed over the microphone.

And with that Zsa Zsa took the stage. As the MC wheeled her around the room for a victory lap, she threw flowers at the audience, and blew kisses, and even stopped a couple of times and offered her hand for the men in the audience to kiss. When it came time for her to make her speech she took the microphone from the MC and told everyone how she really just had “so many people she wanted to thank.”

Karen looked up and her mother with a sense of great amusement and pride, happy her mother had found some joy in her life after so many years of sacrifice.

Music has its Charms
     “What now?” Robert thought to himself as the nurse shook his shoulder. “Why in the hell don’t they let me sleep,” he wondered to himself. It wasn’t as if he had somewhere to be. He knew he was a patient in a home, but beyond that he didn’t know much anymore. He’d had a good life altogether, and now he just wanted to sleep, but the tugging continued and finally he gave in and sat up. He looked around the room and saw a man lying beside him, snoring, and he wondered for a minute if he was back in the Navy. He looked in the mirror and saw the white hair and decided that probably wasn’t it. A nurse with a very high pitched voice reminded him, “Time to get up now Robert,” and he wearily pushed his arm into the sweater they had picked out for him.
     At the breakfast table, the one with the squeaky voice was still hovering over him and he wished she would give him a little space. “Say hello to your friends Robert,” the nurse suggested, and he looked around and saw one lady asleep and two other men staring straight ahead. “Are these really my friends,” he thought to himself. He said hello politely and began to eat his breakfast, deciding that they must not be that great of friends if he couldn’t remember a thing about them.
     He woke up to a radio playing, and it was a familiar tune. “Baby face, you’ve got the cutest little baby face,” the song went along. And then he remembered. He closed his eyes and saw her fiery red hair and remembered how it took him a half-hour and three glasses of beer to go up and talk to her. “There’s not another one who’ll take your place, baby-face,” the song continued, and indeed for him no one ever had. They got married as soon as he got back from the war, and those first years together were the happiest memories of his life.
     Robert woke up, looked around and again wondered where he was. It seemed later now, and then, without warning a balloon hit him in the head. “Pay attention Robert!” a lady he had never seen before commanded. He looked up and there were people sitting in a circle tossing a balloon. He reared back and smacked the ball all the way to the other side of the room, “Bingo!” he yelled, thinking this might keep them off his back for a while. Then he heard the radio again. “You must remember this, a kiss is still a kiss, a sigh is just a sigh,” the song went along. And once again his mind wandered back. He remembered the song from the movie Casablanca, and how it reminded him of his wife. It was the first movie they had ever seen together, and it should be a happy memory, but indeed it was not. 
     Robert’s wife had been killed in a car accident 8 years after they were married. They had three young daughters together, and without her he was lost. But he was a father, and he had to put on a brave face for his kids. He knew next to nothing about little girls, but they learned together as the years slipped away, and slowly, slowly after many, many years, the void in his heart left by his wife had begun to heal itself. “It’s still the same old story, a fight for love and glory,” the song continued. Every time he heard that song he could remember her red hair like it was yesterday. When he looked up a nurse was wiping a tear from his eye, and consoling him. He joined the balloon game they were playing to avoid making a scene, and soon he was back asleep again.
     When he woke up again something had changed. He looked around his room, and saw a familiar face sleeping next to him “I wonder how long the good lord is going to let me lay around like this,” he said to no one in particular, and then he heard the familiar high voice and he began the morning routine once again. He seemed to be grasping things better today, and he said hello to a few people he knew. There was a spelling bee in the morning which he enjoyed, and he even managed to win a bag of chips in one of the bingo games. But now he was tired, and began wheeling towards his room. “Not until after dinner Robert,” a nurse reminded him, and he decided that he better just go along. 
     He put his head down on the table, when he heard the radio again. “When your heart’s on fire, you must realize, smoke gets in your eyes,” and he immediately remembered where he knew this one from. It was his daughter’s wedding song, and when he cut in to dance with her she looked so much like her mother he couldn’t help but feel incredible joy, sadness, and pride, all at once. His daughter had married a wonderful man, and he finally felt a little of the pressure lift from raising three young girls alone. They had done it, his family had made it, despite his thinking a million times they might not. He begun to sing out loud and eventually he got lost in his memories. Thankful for the radio that seemed so connected to the treasures of memory he wanted and needed to hold on to in his life

Stardust Memories
  Thomas heard a noise and wheeled himself over to the dining room to take a closer look. He heard a group of them singing the song “The old folks at home,” and then a man began to read. “Stephen Foster wrote this song about how no matter how far we travel or what sadness the world imposes on us, all our hearts ache for the best memories of childhood, the security of a family and parents, and the familiarity of a home.” 
      Thomas was very moved by these words but trying hard not to show it. That statement described exactly how he felt, and he often found himself springing up in bed in the middle of the night and calling for his mother and father. Most of the time he knew they weren’t around anymore, but it was just that he didn’t always feel safe. Something had happened to his mind but he didn’t know what it was and it often frightened him. He remembered his mother so vividly in the dress she wore around the house and how she used to make cookies for him after school sometimes. He shook off these thoughts and tried to stay in the present, he was a physician after all, and he had raised a family of his own, hadn’t he? He couldn’t exactly remember, but he did remember his brothers and sisters, and again he closed his eyes and drifted back. 

     This time he saw his older brother running though a marsh with his fishing pole and how he was doing his best to keep up with him. They had spent the day at the pond swapping stories and catching fish and it had been one of the happiest days of his life. Later coming back to their home he remembered how his brother had told his father how well he had done and how great he had felt that day.
     He snapped back to the present and he heard them singing another song and he couldn’t believe they would interrupt him like this.
     “You wandered down the lane and far away, leaving me a song that would not die,” they went on, and then the man began to read again. 
     “Hoagie Carmichael wrote the song “Stardust” about the pang of nostalgia he felt upon visiting his old college campus and seeing the old spots where couples used to go to steal those precious moments alone.” 
       And again he was amazed at how moved he was by this comment. He too got nostalgic thinking about those old college days and yet just now he couldn’t remember them. He closed his eyes tightly and tried to remember but again he was back in his childhood and saw her sitting across the room, Katie Callahan, his first love, and he remembered her so vividly he could truly see her. She had been the prettiest girl in the class and when she chose to sit with him at lunch that day he thought he was the luckiest guy on the face of the earth. He hadn’t thought about her in years, and now he couldn’t get her out of his head. What was going on with his mind, he wondered? But it was no matter; it had been a very pleasurable afternoon and one he hoped he wouldn’t forget. That night when he called for his parents in bed the nurse came and held his hand and he felt better. He knew the memories would come back sooner or later, and when they did he would be happy again. He drifted back to sleep, dreaming of his youth and the wonderful times he had had as a child.

Bernard and the Star-Spangled Banner
      Bernard has always loved baseball. When he was a kid he had an old tire in his backyard and he used to hit the tire with his bat and also try and throw a strike through the center of it. He could still go there in his mind sometimes, but not as much as he liked anymore, and it made him angry. He once heard the nurse tell someone he was a "discipline problem” and he vaguely remembered that that wasn't a good thing. It was just that he wanted to be alone, and didn't see how his withering away was anyone's problem but his. He had been a proud man, an officer in the United States Army and now he was in a wheelchair and couldn't even spit out a sentence without it sounding like gibberish. They told him he had had a stroke and he remembered the men coming into his house and then bringing him into the home, but there were huge patches of his life he just couldn't bring back anymore. He looked up from these frustrating thoughts and a woman was putting a white bib around his neck, and he angrily took it off and threw it on the ground.
"Now Bernard, if you keep that up you won't get to come to the Independence Day Party this afternoon," the woman scolded him. 
    He grunted back to her and begrudgingly let her put the bib back onto his chest. Independence Day? He thought to himself. Did she mean the Fourth of July? He closed his eyes and tried very hard to make his brain work correctly for a moment. And then he remembered, yes of course the Fourth of July! He remembered coming back from World War 2 and how that next Fourth of July had been the most meaningful of his life. He had met his wife at the USO and they had even bought a little house with the help of the GI bill. He thought about all of the friends he had lost during World War 2 and how God had somehow spared him. Why him? He had often wondered. What had he done to be spared when so many others didn't come home? These thoughts had come rushing into his head, and now he was tired and confused by all the activity his brain had conjured up. He nodded off to sleep in his chair and reluctantly gave way to sleep.
      When Bernard awoke, he looked up and he was in the middle of some kind of party. There were Red, White, and Blue streamers all over, and someone had put a party hat on his head. He looked towards the television and some men were throwing a baseball around, and he smiled and turned his attention that way. Looking around the room he saw that it was a party and he thought he might as well enjoy it. He began wheeling towards the television and got immediately exhausted. Bernard hadn't stood up in many, many years, and even a little exercise made him very tired. He heard a woman announce to the room, 
"Let's all listen to the Star-Spangled Banner"       And then he remembered, the Fourth of July!! He turned to the television and heard the words.
"Oh say can you see, by the dawn's early light!" 
  And he knew what he had to do. He summoned all of the strength he had and begun pushing himself up out of his chair. As he stood up he removed his hat and placed it over his heart, and the words came back to him like it was yesterday. He began singing the words out loud and as he did a single tear ran down his cheek, but no matter. It was the Fourth of July and he remembered what this day had meant to him, what he had done for his country, and the men who hadn't made it back. He continued to sing until the energy left his body and he slumped back down into his chair.

Edward and Frances- A love story
     She wheeled herself over to the T.V. room and looked around, looking for the flash of silver hair that would identify him. She spotted a nurse vacuuming on the far side of the room, and she thought she might as well ask. “Have you seen my husband?” Frances shouted, but the housekeeper just kept vacuuming. She supposed she shouldn’t be so demanding with people. She knew her husband was here somewhere and she would find him soon enough. 

     She wheeled herself over to the television and looked at the familiar face of Johnny Carson on the Television. She turned up the volume and they were saying he had died, and she thought that couldn’t be possible. It seemed like just yesterday she and, and who, she wondered? Who was that she used to watch Johnny with every evening? She suddenly became very tired thinking about it and wheeled off in search of her husband.
     Bernard was asleep and had no idea his wife was looking for him. He liked to sleep most of all these days, and couldn’t understand why they were always waking him up to do things. He did like her though, the gray haired woman who he had lunch with sometimes. She told people they were married, and he really didn’t see much harm in it. Maybe they had been married at some point, but the biggest part of him didn’t really think so. In the meantime he enjoyed the company of watching the T.V programs and having his meals next to someone he was comfortable with, so they went on believing. He sat up in bed, and looked around and decided he might as well get on with the day before they came for him.
     Edward picked up her picture on the nightstand and took a long look at it before setting it back down. It was a picture of the two of them in a rowboat on a lake, and it was taken on their honeymoon. They had been married for 63 years, and he knew he had to be with her no matter what. He gathered up his coat and gloves and headed for his car, but it took him a long while to start the ignition. He took a look at himself in the rear view mirror, and noticed he had started crying. “You can do this!” he admonished himself. “She took care of you for most of your life, and now you can do what’s best for her,” he thought angrily to himself. And with that thought he started the car and headed for the nursing home.
     Edward entered the nursing home and put on as brave of a face as he could. He reached the elevator and hit the button labeled 6, and knew that in a moment a little piece of his heart was about to break. He reminded himself again of all of the things she had done for him, and knew he had no choice in the matter.
     Entering the dining room, he saw them together holding hands and his heart jumped. He knew what he was going to find, but it still didn’t make it any easier. He walked up to his wife and said hello.
     “Well hello sir and how are you,” she replied, “you look very familiar, but I can’t quite place you, did we know each other?” she went on.

 “Yes Frances we knew each other very well, we even spent some time at Lake Geneva together many years ago,” Edward replied, knowing this would confuse her, but unable to stop himself.
“Lake Geneva,” she thought to herself, and then took a long look at his face. “Well, I’m sorry but I don’t remember that,” she went on, and then it came to her for a second. “Didn’t we used to watch Johnny Carson together?” she asked. And for a second Edward’s hope was restored. Was it possible that she was remembering him? He knew he had to be careful now, and allowed himself to quietly enjoy the moment. 
“Yes, we did,” he replied softly, and again he felt tears welling in his eyes. 
“Well in any case, nice to see you again, I’d like you to meet my husband,” she said gesturing to Bernard. 
“Nice to meet you sir,” Edward replied while extending his hand, but it was all he could take, and he politely excused himself and headed to the elevator. Torn up inside, but happy that she had remembered him for even a moment. Knowing that their love had not ended but simply been delayed until they met again in the next life. He knew their love had survived 63 years of every kind of human experience and emotion, and that they could even survive this disease that had taken away her memories. He knew they would be together again someday, but for now her happiness came first. He walked towards his car and began to cry again, thinking of all the sacrifices she had made for him and how he would always be there for her.


The Secret Sharer
     Helen didn’t like to come out of her room anymore. She knew something was wrong with her mind and it upset her very much, but still she had her pride. She hated it when the ladies tried to put food in her mouth even when she wasn’t hungry, and she especially hated it when they tried to get her to toss balloons in the air or other such foolishness. She had been a college professor in a time when women weren’t supposed to reach this stage, and this had been the crowning achievement of her life. Yet something else nagged at her, had she forgotten to get married? She couldn’t remember, but it made her very sad when she watched people come to visit the others when she sat there all alone. Once she had grabbed for a little boys sleeve she thought she recognized, and he had run from the room very frightened. Did I scare him, she wondered? He looked like a grandson, but my grandson? She couldn’t remember. After the little boy had run from her she retreated to her room more and more. They made her get up for the meals, and tried to make her eat, even when she knew her mind was no longer able to signal to her body that it had to eat. All the same, Helen had grown up during the depression and her father said food must not be wasted, so she began to save her food in her purse. She took the crackers, rolls, and cakes she couldn’t eat and put them in her purse while the ladies weren’t looking. It was sneaky, she knew, but it gave her a secret and sometimes a woman needed a secret to keep things interesting.
     It was very early in the morning the first time Helen had seen him, and at first she thought she might be hallucinating. It was the tiniest thing she had ever seen, and when she reached for her glasses she could see it was a mouse, and it was going for her purse! “There’s no need to sneak, young man,” she admonished the mouse. “You simply have to ask if you would like to have something to eat,” she continued. And with that she got her purse and handed the mouse a bit of plain white cake. The mouse was hesitant at first, but could see the resolve in Helen’s eyes, and took the cake and ate it quickly before scurrying out of the room. Helen was quite pleased with herself for being able to take care of another living creature, and went to bed happy and content. 
     The mouse came back again, and this time Helen was ready for him. She had a chicken sandwich and a cookie for him, and this time he came right up to her and ate right out of her hand, and again she was pleased with her parenting skills. Something else depended on her and it made her feel important and for now that was enough. The others could have their grandsons who ran off every time someone tried to talk to them, because she had a friend that totally needed her. She closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep, happy she had finally found intimacy with another living thing at such a late stage of her life.

Scent of a Woman
     Rebecca sat in her wheelchair waiting, her hand resting on her chin, which was the position she sat in nearly all day long. She didn’t have much concept of time anymore, but she did remember the woman, or more specifically, the smell the woman carried with her. She looked up at a bulletin board and the words “sensory stimulation,” appeared briefly in her head and disappeared. It was no matter though, sooner or later the woman always reappeared, and when she did she carried the smell which helped her remember.
     Rebecca was in the late stages of Alzheimer’s disease and could no longer speak to the people around her. Doctors assumed her cognitive functioning had completely shut down, but this was not completely true. You see there was the smell. The smell was carried by a rather henpecked woman, always very worried, who came to visit her mother once a week. Specifically it was the perfume she wore that seemed to wake up Rebecca’s mind, and when she sensed it in the air memories suddenly became unlocked again. 
     Rebecca looked up and knew that time had passed again. How long, Hours? Days? Years? She didn’t really know anymore. Suddenly something began filling up her senses. It was the smell! She closed her eyes, took a deep breath and remembered, remembered his dark eyes and mysterious face, and how they had looked at each other across the room. She inhaled again, and saw him approaching her and without even asking, whisk her onto the dance floor and begin to Tango with her. She was too swept away to voice her objections, and they danced for what seemed like an hour. The most dashing man in the room had picked her, and for that moment she felt like the most beautiful woman on earth. She hadn’t married the man, hadn’t in fact even seen him afterwards, but it was a moment she always remembered, dressed in her finest gown, wearing her mother’s finest perfume, and being chosen by the dark and handsome stranger.
     Rebecca awoke, feeling strangely depressed. There was a vague feeling of loss in her head, but her mind could no longer find the words to crystallize her feelings. She sat back in her chair, rested her hand on her chin, and waited for the woman to return. Unbeknownst to Rebecca the woman’s mother had died a few weeks earlier. She was so distraught after her death she told the nursing staff at the home to simply keep what few possessions her mother had left and use them as they saw fit. The nurses took her possessions, placed them into a large box, and forgot about them. The last thing they needed was more junk to store, and they shoved the box into a closet and forgot about it.
     Christmas came, and with it the annual Christmas party which every resident in the home attended. Rebecca had declined rapidly over the last couple of months and her expression had changed to one of almost constant worry. Many of the nurses felt like this would be her last Christmas, and with this in mind, they took great care in dressing her up, and even did her hair and nails. The only thing missing was a little perfume to make her smell nice, and one of the nurses remembered a box that had some leftover perfume in it. They decided to find the box and dab Rebecca with some of the perfume so she would be ready for the party.
     After several months, Rebecca had given up on the smell, and had become worried and frightened. Now women were pulling at her arms, and putting powder on her face, and she wondered why they would go to the trouble. One of the women lifted her wrist and sprayed something from a bottle, and without explanation her mind began to race. And then she saw him again! The dark stranger! A huge smile broke across Rebecca’s face, and the nurses wondered what had gotten into her. They began to push her onto an elevator, leaving the bottle of perfume on her nightstand as they left. She lifted her wrist to her nose, and again took a deep breath and remembered. Remembering the smell of the perfume she had worn on that night and how it made the words and pictures come back into her head again.

Love Conquers All
     Stefania was only 5 feet tall, and as she got older she was sure she was shrinking. She was an Italian woman from the Old country and she would often revert back to her native tongue when she got agitated, which was quite often. Stefania was always quick to voice her opinion, and, although she was now 94 years old she often remarked how she didn’t belong in a nursing home with all these “old ladies.”

     Aside from her distaste for the elderly, Stefania had also shown little tolerance for people of other colors throughout her life. When her daughter had brought a black friend home from High School, she had in fact become very angry and thrown the boy out of the house.  Although her daughter eventually forgave her mother for this outburst, it was clear that her mother was fairly “set in her ways” when it came to people from other cultures. 

      Henry was a Black man of the age of 87 who also lived in the nursing home. Henry had come to live in the home after his wife of 52 years had died and his family had decided he could no longer take care of himself. Henry was a very spiritual man who had led his church choir for many years, and was still taken to belting out songs around the nursing home when the spirit moved him. As an active participant in the civil rights movement, Henry had marched on Washington with Dr. King, and he had seen America change a great deal since he had grown up in the South where he had to use separate drinking fountains and bathrooms. Still, Henry had a general distrust of White people from years of experiencing discrimination, and even in the nursing home he preferred to be assisted by the black nurses when they were available. 

“Swing low, sweet chariot, comin for to carry me home,” Henry’s voice boomed throughout the halls. And at it was just at this time when Stefania came ambling by with her cane, walking very slowly and quite upset by the noise.

“Shut that racket up,” Stefania yelled into the room to no one in particular.

“A band of Angels comin for to me,” Henry’s voice continued to belt out. 

Stefania could take it no more, she began advancing on Henry and lifted her cane up over her head and smashed it against Henry’s wheelchair.

 The nurses came running over when they saw this and quickly escorted her away.

“It’s okay sister, God still loves you,” Henry yelled out to her as she was walking away.

Stefania looked back and made an obscene gesture at Henry as she did. Henry laughed heartily at the woman’s boldness and then yelled back,

“And I love you too.”

Stefania stopped walking when she heard this and again turned to look back at Henry, this time taking him in, and wondering to herself who could love an angry old woman life her.

      The religious services at the home were generally non-denominational but there were Catholic groups who came to deliver communion once a week, and also a Baptist group who came in to sing and share stories with the residents on Tuesdays. When Sunday arrived and they were passing our communion to the Catholic residents, Henry observed Stefania taking a wafer into her mouth and then making the sign of the cross and was instantly curious. 

“What you got there sister?” Henry yelled out to Stefania.

“This happens to be the body and blood of our lord and savior,” Stefania admonished him.

“Well hell, I guess that won’t hurt me none, give me one too,” Henry asked, and the volunteer did as requested. Stefania was impressed by Henry’s quick conversion to Catholicism and smiled for the first time in a while. This man was starting to grow on her and she decided she might want to get to know him a little better.

    A couple of days passed and Henry and Stefania were now sitting together regularly at mealtimes. Henry had taken to teaching her some songs, and when they finally got some time alone they began practicing “Go tell it on the mountain,” which they both liked singing very much. Beyond the singing though, they both had begun to develop a deep curiosity about each other.  At mealtimes they started inching closer and closer towards each other until eventually their shoulders were touching when they ate. Stefania enjoyed this closeness, and was beginning to feel something she hadn’t felt in quite some time. 

     It was a few short days later when they started holding hands during activities and the nurses were quite amused how this little couple had begun to look out for each other. Despite Stefania’s diabetes which prevented her from having sugar, Henry would hide his desserts under his shirt for her during mealtimes so she could have something sweet to eat when they were alone. She was very flattered by his bravery, and, when he had presented her with a prized piece of chocolate, she kissed him on the cheek in a show of appreciation. It was the first man she had kissed romantically other than her husband in 80 years, and she had forgotten how exciting it really could be.

     The next Tuesday was Christmas Eve which was always a huge visiting day at the home. Stefania’s large Italian family had all come down to the nursing home and were anxiously combing the halls looking for their mother. One of the nurses directed them into the recreation room, and when they turned the corner they were greeted by a rather surprising site. It was there 94 year old mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother, in a room full of Black people, holding hands with a well-dressed Black gentleman, singing “Nobody know the troubles I’ve seen” at the top of her lungs. 

     Her daughter looked on in a mix of fascination and wonder. Her mother, who had spent her entire life preaching to her that people should “stay with their own kind” singing Negro spirituals was such a shock to her she almost couldn’t process it. She looked back at her mother, and saw her smile at the old man and she was again amazed at her newfound happiness. Something had changed in her mother’s life and she wanted to know more about it. What was it? What force could she have found to undo so many years of bitterness? She grabbed her husband’s hand and began walking up to kiss her mother. Amazed at these new developments in her little mother’s life.

The Redemption of Sister Kelly
  Sister Kelly sat with her arms folded at the outskirts of the room and watched the others play a game of Go fish. A game for babies if you asked her and one that she didn’t want any part of. She listened to the radio and Frank Sinatra’s “My Way,” was playing on the radio and she thought to herself that she had done it her way. All the same she was a little curious about the card game they were playing and stood up to get a better look. “Come join us sister,” a man yelled over, and with that she got up and quickly walked back to her room.
     Sister Kelly always knew she was different than the others. She had hated the dresses her mother made her wear, and was more comfortable playing with the boys. She was in fact such a good baseball player that she played for the South Bend Blue Sox during World War 2, which was a woman’s professional baseball team. Her father was heartbroken she never married and had children, but it never seemed to feel right to her. She had joined the convent to escape the pressure her parents had put on her, and had eventually started her own school for men who couldn’t read on the South side of Chicago. She had been a nun most of her life, but now she couldn’t exactly remember why.
     She looked up and saw the others making the sign of the cross and it seemed a familiar ritual to her. When the lady came to her and asked her if she would like to receive communion, she said, “I don’t believe in it” and walked off in a huff. But she knew she was confused and later felt bad and wanted to take it back. She just couldn’t figure out why she was not the one handing out the communion service, and why they didn’t ask her to teach the classes for the others. She had spent her life teaching others and now, and now, well she couldn’t always remember and it made her very angry. She slammed her fist onto the table, and wondered why God had done this to her. 
     Sitting in her room she looked up at the statue of Jesus she had hanging in her room. She used to be able to talk to him in her head, but now she couldn’t get her thoughts straight and it made her angry. She remembered Jesus’ cry of “My God, My God, why hast thou forsaken me,” and begun to weep, thinking that she too had been forsaken by God when she needed him the most. She looked away from the cross and tried to think of something else.
     Days went by and Sister Kelly hardly noticed. The staff had grown concerned about her but couldn’t get through to her as she was unresponsive to conversation. One day a group of 5 men came to visit her, and she perked up a bit, although she didn’t recognize them at first, they handed her a plaque, which she held in front of her. It read, “To Sister Mary Kelly, whose patience and determination helped rescue so many men at the Brentwood school, your work changed our lives, and without you we would never have grown into the men we are today.” And one by one they came and introduced themselves, a lawyer, an engineer, a carpenter, and even a teacher. She was shocked that anyone still remembered her, and their presence overwhelmed her so much she began to laugh, not at them, but simply through the joy she felt at remembering her work. On the bottom of the plaque was an inscription that read “Only a life lived for others is worth living,” by Albert Einstein. She excused the men and continued to laugh, happy to experience however briefly the rapture she felt in doing God’s work.

Isabella
     Today she would show them. Today was the day she would get out of the chair and demonstrate to the ladies who made her swallow the awful pills how she could dance. Dance like the days back in Roma, when she was a young girl and the boys would wait for hours to have a dance with her, and there was champagne and beautiful flowers.
     Yes today she would show them. Show them that she was not just an old lady who wet herself and needed help eating and getting dressed in the morning. Once she had beautiful dresses and she loved to go out and dance and sing and laugh, oh how she loved to laugh. She began pulling herself out of her wheelchair but her arms were simply too weak and she collapsed back into her seat. She tried again, this time getting to her feet and standing up, when she felt a firm hand on her shoulder, “Sit down Isabella!” the one with the pills shouted angrily, and again she collapsed back into the chair. Then it began to happen again, “No, not again!” she thought, but it was happening again, where the picture in her mind began to fade and she was left with nothing but silence in her head.
     Isabella was in fact a great beauty at one time, and many men sought her company, but finally she found her beloved Niko, and her heart found what it truly had been looking for. Their life together was wonderful, and the only disappointment was then she was unable to have children due to an infection she had suffered during the Great War. She had in fact nearly died during the war, but God had spared her, and now at the age of 94 she had outlived almost everyone she had ever known.
     Isabella had always heard that long life was a blessing, and the part of her that wanted to dance still believed this very much. But it was just that she felt so helpless sometimes, when the ladies would come and change her, and when she would be lying there with no clothes on and men would walk by and not even notice or care. She thought of the time, the first time in Roma, when Niko had kissed her. She had wanted to go further with him, but her mother said she must make men wait, and so that’s what she did. 
     She and Niko had waited until they had gotten married and then she gave herself to him totally and completely. He was the only man that had ever seen all of her, and now men walked by her all of the time and could see her and look at her, and she felt very ashamed. Why don’t they shut the door or cover me, she thought angrily, am I not still a woman who wants that part of her to remain private? Many men back in Italy had wanted to see her, but she was a Catholic girl and this was strictly forbidden. “Don’t they know?” she thought to herself, “Don’t they know that her father used to chase the boys away when they would come to see her too late at night?” These thoughts suddenly made her mind very tired and she put her head down and gave way to sleep.
     When she awoke she was in the dining room, and someone had placed a big white bib on her so she wouldn’t spill. She looked to one side and saw a man, a handsome man, but very old, who simply stared straight ahead and paid no attention to her at all. She looked further and saw the one with pills, and decided that the time was now. She pushed herself up in the chair and got to her feet, and for a second she felt like a young girl again. She placed her arms around her imaginary partner’s neck and began shuffling her feet back and forth, imagining the grand ballrooms of Roma as she swayed back and forth. But then a hand came crashing onto her shoulder and she snapped back into the present. “Sit down before you break your neck,” the one with the pills shouted angrily. And she complied, but finally, at last she had a secret. She knew that at least for a moment she could go to a place in her mind that they couldn’t touch or take away from her. She slumped back into the chair, and soon these wonderful memories faded into silence, and Isabella’s mind grew quiet until the next time.
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