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forward: by Andrea
Inside each and everyone of us is a calling.
When we listen and respond, that calling can
guide us in our life's journey. If you're like
me, sometimes in life you listen. Other times
not. Truth is, when I listen and respond—
which can take enormous courage—I am
swept into a dimension of life where
everything is unknown, and yet makes
perfect sense. It is a paradox. In those times when I have not had the courage or
willingness of heart to listen and respond, it is like I flatten into two dimensions
and the richness of my life diminishes. There is a great mystery that lies within
each of us, ready to unfold at any moment, if we allow it.
This blog site is a response to a calling to do with my aging mother. It runs like a
current through my veins. We live in a culture where our seniors are all too often
not valued for who they are. They are left undiscovered in their final and precious
years. To me this is unbearable.
As the veil of survival gets thin in the life of my aging mother, treasures of the
heart appear. Treasures I never knew existed. The purpose of this blog site is to
find words to express those treasures.
I know there are many fellow boomer generation folks out there experiencing the
table turning as well. Judy, my dear friend of over 25 years, is one of them. She has
become my writing companion on this journey. We're in this together, sharing our
stories, opening to new perspectives, growing our own hearts and the hearts of our
mothers. We want to share this with as many of you who are on this journey also—
those who are full to the brim with every emotion possible. Not always easy. But
we're not alone, and that is the point.
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the gift of seeing
by Andrea
We live in a world that is all about change.
Grow. Change. Evolve. These words seem to
define some of the deepest values in
contemporary human life. While dear to our
hearts, it is also a popular belief
that we are the authors of our own
changes. "We can change ourselves, but we
can’t change others" is a common phrase.
But is this actually true? I don’t think so. In
fact, I think not only can we change others,
but we do so all the time—only we may not
always be aware of it. I’m not speaking about imposing change on others against
their will, but more about a change or influence that happens on a deeper and
more subtle level. A change that takes place through the interest and curiosity we
take in others.
That's right: interest and curiosity. For example, last weekend my husband and I
were away on Cape Cod. We visited an art gallery and later spoke with one of the
artists in his studio. He was unusually kind and generous with his time, and had a
warm sparkle in his eyes. He is a professional artist and makes his living painting.
During the summer, he also teaches art to kids at night. He does this because art
programs have been cut from so many school curricula and this pains him. He
teaches purely for free, no charge. When we asked more about this, he shared a
wonderful story. He told us that one day a mother and her 10-year old son came in
to the gallery. The artist noticed that the boy was looking closely and with
curiosity at some of the art. "Does your son have an interest in art?" he asked the
boys mother. "No, definitely not" she said. "He can’t sit still for 5 minutes." The
artist pursued, "He seems to be curious—would you like me to spend time with
him and teach him to paint?" At first she said no, insisting that her son couldn’t sit
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still, but then she reluctantly agreed. When the boy came the next evening to the
studio, the artist asked him, "What would you like to paint today?" The boy
showed him a pencil drawing he made, and when the artist asked, “what is that?”,
the boy answered, "It is light on the ripples of water." The boy then painted for
three hours without moving. When milk and cookies were placed by his side, he
didn’t even notice. When the mother arrived, he didn’t want to leave. So much for
not sitting still for five minutes!
This story illustrates the power we have to change each other’s lives, simply by
noticing and taking interest. By noticing and taking interest in someone else's life,
we can actually change those lives by reinforcing deeper gifts. All too often we seal
others in boxes of limiting ideas in our minds, sadly never really seeing who is
truly there. In this, we miss the potentials that are waiting like seeds to germinate,
waiting for someone to take interest, waiting to be set free to grow. It is quite a
powerful moment when we realize how often we are the keys to the growth and
fulfillment of others, simply through our interest. It is also shocking to realize how
the opposite is equally true. When we don’t take notice or interest, we can inhibit
the growth of gifts that lie in wait.
This realization has been life-changing for me in relationship with my elderly
mother and my sister who has Alzheimer's. I started to see how "noticing and
taking interest" toward them awakened something new, something so life positive.
This is beyond the strained and stigmatized cultural ideas that cloud our vision
and capacity to see inside. There are so many fears, stigmas and ideas toward
getting old, toward the elderly and toward people with dementia that blind us from
seeing who is inside and discovering what may be possible. I watched my own
relationships with my mother and my sister transform profoundly when real
interest was awakened. The longing for who they once were was replaced by who
they are now. Then a quiet happiness started to grow. It is a happiness that
includes sadness, which seems to be one of the mysteries of love. This guides my
life now. It guides my relationships with not only both of them, but also with
others who are elderly or with dementia. My mother and my sister have opened my
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eyes to the role I play in each of their lives, and the roles we all play in each others
lives. If I didn’t take interest, I might be contributing to their sadness, loneliness,
and perhaps even their forgetfulness. Thankfully they have each—in their own
ways—shown me the gifts of dignity, kind-heartedness, warmth and softness that
lies under the surface at all times.
One of the greatest gifts we have as humans is the capacity to "see" others, to take
interest in others, and through the power of our choices, to influence the lives of
others. When we wake up to this, when we see the degree to which we influence the
growth and fulfillment of others, it changes who we are inside, and we become
more conscious, caring and happy human beings. We create a better world.
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going gentle into that good night
by Judy
The thought came to me the other day that
my mom is going gentle into that good
night. That expression came to mind in
relationship to Dylan Thomas’s famous
poem that begins: “Do not go gentle into
that good night. Old age should burn and
rave at the close of the day; Rage, rage
against the dying of the light.” This poem,
that I always loved, was actually written
for his very sick father, but Dylan himself
lived raging in his own way against the
dying of the light. He ended up dying at the young age of 39 from hard living and
drinking and writing fiercely beautiful poems, but unfortunately not taking great
care for his own life. I don’t think he ever expected to live very long. The poem
symbolized to me living life to its fullest, living with intensity which also fit with a
time when poets and artists in general romanticized a life of extremes, a life
pushing against the norms of the day, but which could easily veer into indulgence
and self-destruction. They say one dies how one has lived. I don’t know if this is
always true, but certainly in Dylan’s case it was.
In stark contrast now is my 96 year old mother who has lived a long life and is
slowly fading in a very gentle way. She is still very funny, but mostly she’s quiet
and appreciates gentleness, kindness and humor; a shared laugh, an expression of
care. She loves hearing from Pat, her primary caregiver, about her children and
grandchildren. My mother has developed a real relationship with them; gives them
presents and they give her presents and loves seeing them.
It’s interesting to reflect on how my mom is going into that good night. During her
life, she was always a fighter, a survivor and very independent, but at the same
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time when she really could not change a situation, in her own way she
“surrendered.” I remember when my brother was dying at the age of forty and it
was clear that there was no hope, she still fought and would not give up on him,
until the last two weeks before he died. She finally accepted what was happening—
something of course a mother never deeply comes to terms with—but she accepted
it and when he finally breathed his last breath, she was the only one in the room
with him and he went gently, much to our relief. He went gently and for that day
and even during the funeral, she let go, as much as a mother can, and there was
peace.
After my brother died, she went into hibernation for months and didn’t do much. It
was almost like a hurt animal that knows it has to have a lot of rest and quiet in
order to heal. My mother instinctually did that and afterwards she began to paint
and didn’t stop painting until she was in her nineties. Painting was a real creative
outlet for her and she dove in head first. She did take courses but she had a natural
feel for color and design and developed quickly. She would paint for hours outside
on her terrace which gave her great satisfaction.
There is something similar in my mother’s relationship to old age and dying. She
knows instinctively that she can’t fight this aging or dying. All her life she was a
doer; got up early in the morning and was very active, going from one thing to
another, but now she doesn’t have the energy. She really doesn’t. And so she has
accepted her situation. She is in tune with this phase of her life. She still gets
dressed, puts on makeup and makes effort, but she’s not resisting and she’s not
afraid of dying. She doesn’t talk about it much, but I know she is not afraid.
Whenever she does mention death, it’s in a very simple and matter of fact way. For
example the other day after speaking with her first cousin, Leo, ten years younger
than her, she turned to me and said: “When I go, please call Leo and let him know.”
It was spoken without any trace of drama.
My mother has always been in many ways very simple and straightforward. A
pragmatist. And fundamentally she has been a positive spirit. In this way she is
aging and “dying” like she lived her life. She is not trying to hold on to what was.
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She is not in denial or avoidance. It’s not that it’s always easy for her. She can be
very uncomfortable at moments, just in the simple chores of living, but overall she
has spirit. In the same way that she lived her life, she is very simply facing reality
and is softly letting go in the most dignified way.
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a greater tenderness of heart
by Andrea
A primary characteristic of being human is
that we are always seeking meaning. There
is more to life than what meets the eye, and
we always want to know what lies beyond
our reach. Life pulls us to make sense of it,
asks us to grapple and at times to struggle.
Struggle can lead to noble understandings.
Life wants to make sense of itself.
I reflected on this last weekend when I did
the Alzheimer’s walk with several members
of my family. It was a remarkably beautiful
September day, and there were hundreds of people gathered together for the same
purpose. To walk. To be together. To raise awareness and funds to support
research. And most of all, to celebrate the life of their loved ones with Alzheimer’s.
My sister, who has Alzheimer’s, was not able to be there this year—but many of us
were there in her honor. As I walked and talked with my nephew who was the
fundraiser of the family this year, I was struck by his acute awareness of each
donor too. How each gesture of support and kindness meant so much to him, and
contributed to the spirit and purpose of the walk. In some immeasurable way, this
all meant something.
But how do you make sense out of a disease like Alzheimer’s? I don’t think the
disease is here to teach us some grand lesson about life. Not at all. And yet,
because of someone we love, we may be forced to go through painful and
confusing times, where the predictable is no longer a measure of the future. This
raises big questions about life and love and relationship. When memory fades,
what is the ground of our relationship? I have struggled with these kinds of
questions for years. And then one day, in a tearful moment, I realized that my
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sister's voice was still here. Tangible, recognizable and uniquely her life signature.
And inseparable from her voice was her life essence. Yes, her life essence was still
here, as plain as day. And from that moment on, through her voice, there became a
whole universe to connect with. Simple, playful and in the moment. Here I found a
new kind of memory—not the linear predictable kind of memory, but a memory
that goes even deeper. It is a recognition of the unbreakable ground that connects
all of us, and all of life. Alzheimer's may have taken away my sister's memory, but
it has not—and cannot—touch her life essence.
After the Alzheimer’s walk, I went to see my sister. My nephew came shortly after.
And then shortly after that, my other nephew arrived with his wife and two small
children. We sat outside together breathing the same air, listening to the same
sounds, enjoying the same warmth of the day. There was so much tenderness to
take in. A playful kindness from these hearts of gold.
No, I don't think Alzheimer's has a grand purpose or meaning—but if our struggle
to make sense of it leads us unexpectedly to greater tenderness of heart, then
maybe our own lives will make more sense. If my sister gives me or my nephews or
her husband or my siblings or her many friends greater tenderness of heart, then
she would have planted a piece of herself in all of us.
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seen from another angle
by Judy
Do we ever see our parents objectively? Do
we ever see anyone objectively? Do we ever
see ourselves objectively? You look at
another person and depending upon the
angle from which one looks, the view is
different. Also we are all changing; the other
person is changing; you are changing… what
we are looking at and who is doing the
looking is all in flux.
We are also all getting older and as I get
older, my perspective changes…I step back
and don’t focus on the particulars so much, the details, but more on the grand
panorama, the big view. And as I get older and more mature, what I value changes
as well. There is more understanding of where we have been historically and what
have been the major influences upon us.
And still, our view is and will always be partial. In this way, it’s very helpful to hear
from a second or third party. I was speaking the other day to my doctor. He spoke
about his son when he was young and went to a Rudolf Steiner School where they
have the same teacher for many grades. One advantage to this is that the teacher
gets to know the children very well. He gave an example of when his son, in second
grade, stood very enthusiastically on top of a school desk with arms extended out.
My doctor said he would have reacted with dismay at his son’s actions, but seen
through the teacher’s eyes, he saw his son’s actions, in part, as an expression of a
free spirit. Her view opened up his vista; including more in the picture and had a
positive influence on him and the way he responded to his son.
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I was reflecting on this as I received a letter from my first cousin, Matty, who in
response to my last essay said, “When I read this one, all I could think of was that
your Mom was a role model for each of us. She was truly there for every member of
our family. She understood what it meant to be a daughter, a mother, a sister,
sister-in-law, aunt and friend. She never failed to be there no matter what...In so
many ways, she is now receiving what she gave to others.”
Everything that Matty said was true but I realized I had never quite seen the
totality of my mother’s life like that, and even if I had when I was younger, I
probably would not have appreciated it, focusing on other details. But now I could
value what Matty said realizing as well that it’s only by looking back that one can
have a more objective view.
I also recently had a conversation with a friend of mine who was asking me about
my mother and wondering why she surrendered so gracefully to the whole aging
process, unlike others who don’t. This is also similar to Andrea’s mother who is
surrendering in such a graceful way to her new situation in an assisted living
home. She asked me if my mother was religious and I said no. Then she asked me if
my mom was a giving person and I said yes, she was and that gave her a lot of
satisfaction. “Yes,” she said, “that’s it, that’s why.” I didn’t exactly understand but
on some nonverbal level it made sense to me. It had a click. The way she expressed
it was that my mom’s life had a kind of completion about it because she had
always cared and given to others. Again I was seeing my mother through someone
else’s eyes and it validated an aspect of my mother that was so true, but not
always fully appreciated by me.
My mother is no saint; nor is she an Eleanor Roosevelt in the sense of having a
huge impact on so many people, but in her own way, she has left her mark in the
world. She gave generously on many levels and was fiercely loyal to those she
loved and cared about. She was always a solid force in the world…that solidity has
softened, but is still there. At the end of one’s life, the particulars, the small details
fade and what is left is the essence of that human being. We all make a stamp on
the world stage and it’s either for good, bad or somewhere in-between, but we
15
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leave our stamp. And that stamp gets passed on. As I get older, I see that my
mother left me with this essence of caring and fierce loyalty and that caring
deepens even now as I am spending time with her. In retrospect the perfume of her
essence has left its mark.
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where did that barrier go?
by Andrea
I was speaking with a colleague yesterday. He
is someone who works in the field of
Dementia and Alzheimer’s research, and who
reached out to me recently to redesign his
organization’s website (which is what I do
for work). Whenever we get together for our
meetings, we often share a little about what’s
happening in our lives. Almost immediately
we are in a conversation that we never could
have predicted, the depth and subtlety of
which is always a surprise. He quickly sees
into and beyond what I am saying, and unlocks new perceptions. And it works the
other way around as well. It is like little sound bites of life experience that turn
into gold, and leave a deep impression.
So it was when we met yesterday. I shared with him that I had just come from
seeing my mother, and how sometimes the sweetness between us is almost
unbearable. I was saying how I never imagined this kind of relationship happening
with my mother as she has become elderly, and how grateful I feel for it (and why
of course I write about it). I told him that when I went to see my mother yesterday,
I noticed how deeply and instantly she relaxed as soon as she saw me walk in the
dining room where she was having dinner with her lovely dinner-mates. How her
eyes lit up with surprise, even though she knew (but probably forgot) that I was
coming. She grabbed and kissed my hand—and proudly re-introduced me to her
friends, who by now I know very well. But it’s always so sweet how my mother
does this. Later that night when she was tired and I was rubbing her back she
purred like a cat with happiness and would say things like “I’m so happy you’re
here” and “I feel so lucky that we are this close.” She then drifted off to sleep, and
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I sat for a few more minutes contemplating the pure sweetness of this moment
with her.
My friend/colleague listened with enlivened interest, the kind that pulls more out
of you than you realize you even have in you. He responded by saying that what
my mother and I have is rare and that we have “broken the barrier.” That motherdaughter barrier (or parent-child barrier) that keeps the mother on the one side and
the daughter on the other. He said that for many people that barrier is only broken
in the last 10 minutes of the parent’s life, if at all. He even shared for himself that
it is not yet broken with his own parents.
This response was completely unexpected. How amazing to hear his words, how
precisely he cut to the point. So simple. And I saw right away that it was true.
There is no longer a barrier between my mother and me. It is just not there
anymore. I even forgot that it was ever there at all, until he mentioned it. And then
I remembered. I remembered that feeling of a thin veil between us at times. Maybe
sometimes a wall—and the inexplicable inability to get closer than close, and to
give and receive with ease. What happened? Where did that barrier go?
As I look back and reflect on this, what I see is so simple. The barrier seemed to go
away when I stopped having expectations about how this relationship with my
mother should be. I stopped imposing on it, catering to it, idealizing it, or wanting
anything from it. I stopped pushing or pulling even in subtle ways. I just let it be,
kept my eyes open, and listened deeply, between the words. Then the heart took
over.
What remains is this almost unbearable sweetness. Still me, still my mother, but
beyond the barrier.
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could I have done more?
by Judy
At one point in my last blog post I wrote about
contemplating whether I had left any stone
unturned, words unsaid with my mom after
taking leave of her for six days with the sense
one never knows what the future brings. One
woman whose father had recently died
responded, “No matter how aware you are of
the fact it 'could' happen, it is still a shock and
you still feel like you didn't do all that you
wanted to do with that person.”
Her response struck me. I reflected on the
truth of what she said that no matter how aware we are that death could happen at
any time, it still is a shock. Yes, in a split second, the life force is gone and it’s so
absolutely final, irreversible. And then I thought about how you can never feel like
you did enough. That made sense to me too. Thinking of a time when my mom
would no longer be alive, I could imagine feeling that I could have done more. And
then I thought perhaps that is just the way it will always be. But the point is “Did I
do the most important things?” For example, did I let my mom know how much she
means to me, how much she gave me and how much I love her? And did I do my
best to make her life more bearable, more comfortable, and even more enjoyable?
The answer would be definitely yes.
There is another side of the story as well. Certain things that I might want for my
mother—want to see her more awake, sleeping less, more engaged, is not
necessarily what she wants. She is getting ready for a different kind of transition
and her wants and needs are different from mine. There is a kind of acceptance
being asked of me; a letting go of my agenda as reality keeps revealing itself. And
that picture is ever changing as mom changes, I change and more is apprehended
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about what adjustments need to be made. For example, after I had been up north
for a few days, I felt this deep exhaustion inside and realized I was under more
stress than I had imagined. With no walls in my mom’s apartment to separate me, I
hear everything. I hear when my mom screams from being touched too strongly or
when she is sitting in her wheelchair and starts to cry because her head hurts from
holding it up…she has gotten weak…and wants to get back into bed. No matter
what I’m doing, she is in my awareness. So it all takes its toll. Clearly I needed to
take better care of myself and made certain changes to give myself more space.
One has to have such a big heart for oneself and the whole situation.
Delving into this question of whether I could give more brings up a real reckoning
with life on a philosophical level. How much can I really give to another human
being? Can I really make another happy? Do I have that kind of power? I don’t
mean to diminish in any way what one can give. Particularly with someone at my
mother’s stage of life, one can give a lot to ease and relieve her daily life
conditions, but still…there are things we can’t change. My mother has real physical
limitations that at times affect her emotionally and there is nothing I can do about
it. She is also getting ready for the last phase of her journey on earth and that has
to be fully respected. Just last night my mom began to speak about death. She said
in a very matter of fact way she would not be around for much longer, mentioned
things she’d like me to do and what she wanted to give away and even said out of
the blue that she wanted to be next to her sister, Alice, who died awhile ago. Even
though this would be impossible since her sister was cremated, it was very
touching and I responded.
So as much as I can give to her, some things I can’t change. At the same time
because of who she is, how she has lived, her basic resilience, heart and endearing
sense of humor, she is still able to live with dignity, care and give to others and for
that I am deeply grateful.
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seeing beyond filters
by Andrea
What does it mean to really see each other?
To see not just the surface of who we are,
but to see more deeply into the interior of
who we truly are? And what does this mean
when it comes to our elderly and loved ones
with memory loss? To see beyond the
cultural filter of ageism? The question of
who we are has interested me since as long
as I can remember. Who am I? Who are you?
Who are we? I feel these are truly important
questions if we want to live a full and deep
life. I’m not talking about a self-centered narcissism, but rather a philosophical
inquiry that changes how we live and interact in the world, and enables us to see
beyond the many filters that keep our view of the world and others fixed and
known.
I learn about this continually through being with my 95 year old mother. Not that
she knows it, but in spending a lot of time with her during this aging phase of her
life, as she has softened and become more vulnerable herself, she has enabled me
to see through many ideas about getting old—to see beyond so many filters. I see
in my mother a pure delight in the simple fact of being together, without expecting
anything back. Even as her needs are real, her demands are few. To me, this is
incredibly refreshing, almost disarming. How many relationships can we say this
about? But through my mother's aging process, I've also witnessed the pathology of
cultural filters like ageism, and how the elderly are all too often avoided, not taken
seriously or treated with inferiority. Ageism, like racism and sexism, is brutal. It is
tragically crippling, especially in light of what is possible.
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I am learning the same from my sister who has Alzheimer's. Completely unaware of
teaching me anything, my sister is living so much in the present moment that it
takes a lot of inner stillness and surrender to be with her. Because she lives so in
the moment and her ability to string words and events together is diminished, we
are free to speak about many things and they don't have to make cognitive sense.
There is plenty to speak about when just responding to what is happening in the
present moment. The sky, the trees, the flowers, the people around—things that
are always changing and ever new. Even if it doesn't make sense sometimes, we
don't need to string our conversations together for us to be together, for us to be
engaged. It's lighter than that.
When I was visiting my sister the other day, I saw beyond another filter. As my
sister and I were walking the halls, we walked by an elderly woman in a wheelchair.
At first I thought this woman must be very strange. She caught my attention
because she was mostly bald, but with many strands of long gray hair around her
ears. She looked like Yoda from Star Wars. At first I didn’t know if she was a man or
a woman. But when we said hello, she lit up and started to speak. She was very
animated and spoke a lot with her hands. To my surprise she was speaking French.
I was instantly humbled when I looked into her eyes. Her eyes were full of light and
presence, and even though I had no idea what she was talking about, I felt fully
engaged with her. Engaged and immediately interested. Who was this woman?
Through her mannerisms, I felt a brightness and an intelligence in her, and I
imagined that she must have lived an interesting life. That filter of strangeness fell
away immediately and underneath our difference there was something that was the
same—an energy and a life force that is incredibly positive. We didn’t need to
understand the words because that force was felt from within.
As I have more experiences like this with my mother, my sister and the many
people I’m meeting through them, I feel I’m becoming richer and fuller inside.
They seem to give something that others can’t. Maybe it's because they help us see
beyond filters which keep us small. Or maybe it's because we have to slow down a
lot to be with them. Whatever it is, it's good. And honestly I don't want to miss a
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moment of this. As our loved ones become elderly or slowed down with some form
of dementia, our relationships can grow in surprising new ways. We can still learn
from them and be together in a way that is rich and beautiful, and yet still includes
the feeling of sadness and the losses.
To me, this is a future worth pursuing.
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reaching for a higher possibility
by Judy
I recently re-read “Fireweed” a political
autobiography by the late Dr. Gerda
Lerner, who was a pioneer in women’s
history. She was also a courageous woman,
a refugee from Nazi Austria who in her life
and writings “fought” discrimination and
fascism in all its forms. At the end of the
book, she writes; “We know we must die;
we know the world is bad; we know we are
corruptible, and yet we act as if it were not
so. And as we act, we actually are in the
process of changing ourselves and those
around us. We are making a future.”
I was very struck by this quote. It doesn’t deny the “bad” in the world; it doesn’t
deny our own imperfection but at the same time it says we can act “as if” and
change ourselves and those around us. We can make a difference by how we are.
It’s a perennial message in many ways. And it speaks to that part in us that has a
vision of what could be and reaches for it.
I thought of this quote in relationship to a caregiver I wrote about awhile ago
named Albert who is an occupational therapist and is one of those rare individuals
who loves his work, loves people and really cares. He was able to get my mom to
walk, after she had a stroke, when no other therapist had been able to. Well, that
was over six months ago and since that time, my mom who had begun to take more
and more steps, stopped. The final straw was when she was sick for over a month,
became too weak and didn’t want to do it anymore. Now it seemed she was just too
weak to even attempt to walk.
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Recently because my mother was finding it so uncomfortable to sit in her
wheelchair, I decided to have an occupational therapist come and see if they could
help. To our great surprise and delight, Albert came. It was like seeing an old
friend. The first day, he spent almost an hour and a half working on my mom’s
wheelchair to give it a higher back.
The next evening he came by so that we could sign Medicare papers but in the
process of being here, he told my mom he had envisioned her standing and taking
two steps. Then he asked my mom, was she up for that and she said “Yes.” Only
Albert could have induced my mom to stand and walk. And so my mom not only
stood but she walked about five steps. Knowing how much resistance there has
been in my mom to stand or walk, that was a small miracle. He then set up a plan
for my mom to stand and take steps every day with the goal of eventually walking
into the bathroom.
What strikes me about this is not only Albert’s warmth and care, but also his vision
of possibility…and reaching for it with his patients. And my mom responded to
that vision. Now I don’t know in reality whether my mom will follow through on his
vision and succeed. My mother may not be motivated enough at this point in her
life. But nonetheless, just by Albert’s positivity and reaching upward, it does have
an impact. One might say it adds to a collective momentum to go for the highest
and best in us as human beings; it brings more light into our hearts. We affect each
other so much more than we realize.
I know in my “role” as caregiver and more than that, in my role in life, I feel how
important it is to keep reaching for a higher possibility. In the case with my mom, I
do many things like reading to her even when I know she will quickly fall asleep,
joke and laugh with her and just hang out with her with nothing in particular to
say. I try to make her life as comfortable as possible. But I think the biggest way is
for me to keep spirited, not letting myself get pulled down by my mom when she is
going through so many changes—at times suffering, withdrawn and even grumpy.
She needs the space to be all that and more and at the same time I need to keep my
own well being intact. This is for my own sake and for the sake of everyone else,
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including my mom. When I asked her the other day, how can I help her, she said,
“Just be yourself and don’t get stressed out.” I was touched when she said that.
I find it a never ending source of inspiration to contemplate the power each one of
us has to make a difference. By reaching for the highest and best in ourselves as
human beings and what’s possible, it really does create a “new world.”
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growing through relationship
by Andrea
Since my last essay, content to just be, I've
been thinking more about the relationship
between our own fear of aging and the sad
reality that elderly people are too often left
uncared for in our culture. When Judy and I
started this blog site, I sent it to someone I
respect very much. I wanted her review. Her
response hit the mark, especially this
paragraph...
"...My husband's father just turned 90 and has
been in a nursing home for over 2 years. The
family doesn't go to see him very often because "he's not the dad we know," and to
me, that attitude makes me feel very sad; yet I am aware that many many people
are afraid of the aging process. If your blog inspires one person to reach out to an
aging parent—to be less afraid—then the work that you put into this is very well
spent..."
What is it? What is it about the aging process that frightens us? Is it that old bodies
grow tired, weak, and less capable? That old skin gets wrinkled and thin and less
beautiful? That old hair grows gray or white and loses its luster? Or is it that old
minds are not so sharp, and become forgetful?
I’m not so sure it's any of these things. I mean we may feel a little intimidated by
the inevitable changes to our minds and bodies as we age, but I think there is
something even deeper at work here. I think that we’re afraid that as we get older,
we stop growing inside. And when we stop growing inside, we fade away into the
shadows of life. Nothing is more terrifying than that. But it happens. All too often,
it happens. Look around. Re-read the quote above.
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So the question is, does it need to be this way? Does it need to end this way? Is it
really inevitable that as we get old, we will stop growing inside and will fade into
the background of life? The answer may not be so comforting.
I think the answer is, it depends.
Human beings grow through relationship. When we are babies, kids, teens, adults
we grow through relationship. And yes, when we are old we still grow through
relationship. Relationship with others, with work, with activities, with pets.
Relationship is like the air we breath. When we don't have relationship in our lives,
we stop growing inside.
My mother was not someone who had many extra activities in her life. Her work
was raising her nine kids. She never had pets. She always loved to read, and that
has kept her very informed and engaged. But a few years ago, when I saw my
mother fading and losing interest in life, I made a very conscious choice. I decided
to deepen my relationship with her, and go beyond the stereotypical "daughter
becomes the parent" role. I had a hunch that if I spent enough genuine time with
my mother, in real relationship, she would have to come out from the shadows,
and that she would grow. She would have to. It's just how life works. Even when
we're old.
Well if you have read any of my other posts, you all know what happened by now.
This entire website is about what happened. Of course it worked. My mother has
become more loving and lovable, dignified and more adaptable than I could ever
have imagined she would be. She is growing inside again. My siblings and I spend
sweet time with her, no longer having to worry about her falling or if she is eating.
In fact, I just came back from seeing her. I had an email from a friend, asking how
she was doing? The words flew out of my fingers, "She's getting younger."
My friend sent me back a smiley face :)
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old age: foreign country in an unknown language
by Judy
I recently came across a quote by the late
poet May Sarton about old age. It read: “The
trouble is, old age is not interesting until one
gets there. It’s a foreign country with an
unknown language to the young and even to
the middle-aged.”
I find this quote so strikingly true. Of course
even the concept of “when one is old” has
changed so much. Not that long ago,
someone in their sixties or seventies would
be considered very old and certainly
depending upon who is looking, one still might be considered that. But here I am in
my sixties and I don’t feel old at all and I don’t think I’m alone in this. And here I
am with my ninety-seven year old mom, helping to take care of her, and still there
is a sense in myself that I will never be old. Isn’t that fascinating? We know it’s
coming of course but at the same time it’s hard to imagine one would be so slowed
down, so changed physically and mentally.
I asked my mother the other day if she feels old and she said no. She has no
connection to being ninety-seven years old. When I asked her what age she would
choose for herself, she said sixty. This is also an interesting phenomenon that I
have observed over the years. Often one doesn’t “feel” one’s age. I know for myself
it doesn’t have much meaning and at the same time one does know, just as my
mom does, that we’re not young anymore. Years of experience are “under our belt;”
we have changed, hopefully matured and we do know conceptually the clock is
running out. What does it actually mean to not feel one’s age? I think it points to
this sense of oneself that has nothing to do with age or for that matter any
identification. We live with our ‘self’ all our lives and of course that self is also
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transforming and doesn’t have any age attached to it. There is a kind of essence of
who we are that goes untouched by the changing landscapes of our personhood.
Going back to the original quote about old age being a “foreign country with an
unknown language” and “not interesting until one gets there”—as I reach the outer
edges of getting old, I am curious about it especially since I’m in such proximity to
it now. In observing my mom, it’s definitely not always an easy time on the
physical/emotional level and yet I do see a certain dropping away in a positive
sense. For example, when my mom smiles now, it’s so sincere, so simple—there are
no “put on” smiles anymore for the public. Potentially, in other words, it’s really a
time when the “veils” of the persona can drop. No longer engaged in the world of
endless doings and responsibilities, what can emerge is someone very authentic
and relaxed. Without idealizing this time in life or the elderly, because getting
older does not necessarily mean being nicer, wiser or less self-centered at all—we
can even be worse—and it certainly isn’t always an easy ride, but ideally as we age,
we let go, are more real and perhaps even sweeter with an awareness of our limited
time on earth.
I read in a book called, “Gifts of Age,” about a woman who lived to be one hundred
and five years old. When she was one hundred, she said, “I realize I am always
adapting to the next lesson in life….I thought I was old at seventy, but then thirty
more years have just flown away. I’ve had a lot of adapting to do with each
decade.” Amazingly even when she was one hundred, she said she had one last
lesson. She expressed the need to learn how to adapt to the fact of death. This last
lesson to learn, this final letting go, a letting go which levels the playing fields for
us all, can bring a heightened poignancy to our life right now. I find that reflecting
upon the aging process that most of us eventually will go through, whatever our
age is now, potentially can bring us to a deeper place within ourselves, help to
strip away the nonessentials and allow our humanity to truly flower.
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listening between the words
by Andrea
I was moved by Judy's essay, “could I have
done more?”. It is a question that is on my
mind a lot. It's probably on a lot of our
minds. In a way her essay touched the
essence of why I wanted to create this blog—
to reach more deeply into my heart and
experience, to understand and give voice to
this impulse that wants to leave no stone
unturned, no words left unsaid, and to open
up this conversation with Judy and others
who share this similar life circumstance with
elderly parents (or others). It was also important for me to give a voice to my
mother, maybe because she never had the chance to cultivate her own voice in the
same way that later generations of women were able to. I wanted to acknowledge
her simple but hard working, committed life, and thank her for the many sacrifices
she made on behalf of my father and all of her kids. It simply has to be said. And
can't be said enough.
As I think about this question of "could I have done more" I'm aware that part of
me panics. Of course I could have done more. A lot more. But I don’t think this is
the most useful response. I think Judy's question is aimed to a deeper place within
us, a place where there is no panic at all—even if we could have done a lot more.
There are times in my life I’ve felt tremendous regret for not being more available
for others. For example, as a parent I couldn't be there for everything. And yet my
daughter turned out great. For all that I missed, there are some things I didn't miss,
and for those I missed, others managed to catch. So even though I wasn't able to be
there for everything, what seemed to matter most was being "awake" for the time I
did have.
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I’m not saying that I was always awake, but more that I realized that being awake is
what mattered most. I remember one time picking up my daughter from
kindergarten. She was only 5. When I saw her she looked terrified. Through her
frightened sobs she told me she had been playing near the woods on the periphery
of the school grounds, and then the older kids said there were killers in those
woods. Silly as it sounds, this was probably one of the most important moments to
be awake, to listen fully, and extricate her terror through whispers of love and
reason—so that she would never be afraid to play near those woods again. And she
wasn’t.
So I realized it's not necessarily about being
there for everything. It's more about being
awake for the time we do have. To be awake
and to listen. I think so many of us go crazy
trying to be there for everything, and then
we're hardly there at all. Probably a lot of us
feel that way about our elderly parents. It’s
hard to be there for everything.
With my mother, I can't be there every day,
and I can't be there for everything. I wish I
could, but I live 2 hours away. So I go once a
week, usually for about 24 hours. This way I have good solid time with her. Time to
really be with her, time to get a sense of how she is doing. Time to paint her nails
or wash and cut her hair. Time to eat with her and her new friends or read the
paper together. Most important of all, time to listen. Listen to not only the words,
but to what’s between the words. That's where I listen most. What's between the
words, what's the quality? That's where I get most of my information.
I think this is really important as our parents get older. To listen between the
words. This takes stillness, openness, and not wanting to hurry anything. I have
found there is a lot of joy there, and other sweet surprises. The words are a small
part. They really are. There is another place I am learning about this in my life, and
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that is with my sister. I have a beautiful sister who has early onset Alzheimer’s. I
haven't written about this yet. It's been hard, and I haven't quite been able to
begin. But I am learning through being with my sister the art of listening to what's
between the words. That's where I find my sister now. It's not in the words,
because they’re mostly pretty scrambled. But between the words, in that space
where we laugh, hold hands, where we smile, where she lights up when she sees
me (and when I see her)—that's where she is. Yes, parts of her are gone, but her
sweet spirit has not gone anywhere. There's just a different way to listen.
It's listening to whispers of love that live in the space between the words.
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change: in the stream
by Judy
Since I started writing this blog, I notice a
theme I keep returning to is about change:
changes in my mother, myself, in our
relationship and in the whole situation.
Being in such proximity to my mom every
day and also writing so often, I can’t help
but be reminded about this. I will read
something I wrote only a month ago and
realize this is no longer true…yet again the tables are turning. For example these
days my mother isn’t laughing as much in that abandoned way that I wrote about
and the joking she was doing with Nickey in speaking “pretend” Chinese seems to
have run most of its course. Occasionally my mom seems depressed even though
she says she is not, but then the next day it’s gone. It’s like things pass through
her and then they are over. They don’t have a lasting effect one way or the other. Is
this unique to my mom or is this part of being old? I don’t know.
My mom said to me today she wished she didn’t have to be in a wheelchair. This
was first time she ever said that. It came out of the blue and then disappeared.
She still laughs…she still has spirit and a sense of fun but it’s not as often.
Because I am with my mother so much, I can easily observe these on-going
changes. In contrast, it’s more difficult to see change in myself—to be objective.
And certainly change takes so many forms—physical, emotional and then more
subtle forms to do with one’s whole relationship to life and with what might be
called one’s inner core or ‘maturing’ self. It’s quite easy to be aware of physical
changes, like if I don’t consistently exercise, I definitely notice the difference in my
flexibility and strength. That is quite evident. But what about those changes in how
we respond, perceive, think or just how we are? That’s more subtle and often can
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only be seen in comparison to what was. For example with my mom and in general
I can see change by looking back: “Hey, I’m not reacting to this as I might have in
the past. There’s more space, more perspective…there’s more understanding. How
did that happen?” I didn’t literally “do” it and yet I have changed.
Sometimes it’s only after time has passed that the picture comes into focus. On the
day to day level, clarity is not always possible. For example, right now it does look
like my mom is losing more and more interest in life; in food; in what’s happening
around her and she also has a bladder infection which could be affecting her
dramatically. At the same time just today she was obviously excited about having
her two “adopted” grandchildren, the children of Nickey, a six and one and a half
year old, come for July 4th. She already was planning for it, asking me to buy ice
cream and cookies, buy some toys etc. That generous mom who loves to give
abundantly starts to bubble up.
So with my mom, the picture isn’t totally clear. It will only get more defined as
time passes—in hindsight. And that applies to so much of our life, to ourselves and
to whatever we are encountering…the picture gets bigger and clearer in time. In
some ways, death, that final end, can clarify, can elucidate certain questions. With
that finality, one can look back and reinterpret what was happening. But even then
it’s not the end. Time “marches on” and with that more is seen: the understanding
widens and deepens.
It makes me think how much humility one really needs in this life when we are often
so sure of ourselves and our view. How much do we really see and take in? We are
in an enormous life process being influenced by so many factors. When we are
literally in the midst of the stream, it takes a lot to get a bigger view on what is
happening. None of us have the whole picture. We can, as a human being, always
strive to take in, understand and see more and at the same time keep that space
inside, that humility, that knows it is impossible to grasp it all and always will be.
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far more beautiful places
by Andrea
After my last post, "another small victory for
love", one of our readers (and a close
personal friend) told me that she didn't want
to stop reading it, that she didn't want it to
end. She wanted to read more about my own
process of letting go. "Another small victory
for love" was about the letting go that I
witnessed in my mother as my mother aged,
and the softening and sweetening that
emerged as she let go of her need to control
her life (and the lives of others!). I realized
that my friend was right, that there is more to say about my side of this story. And
so in response to this, there are two stories to tell. One from 38 years ago (the
topic of this post), and the other more recent (to be the topic of a future post)—
both to do with my own letting go of control in relationship to my mother. And
both are fundamental to why I wanted to start this blog site.
The mother daughter relationship can be a complex one, and there is an enormous
amount written on this topic. Most of us have our stories. I could write a lot about
this, about the hardships, the dramas, and the frustrations throughout the years.
But what I find most interesting at this point in my life are not so much the
dramas, etc., but rather those times when something was liberated in the midst of
it all, where a letting go happened, and when life changed course in a way that
could never have been predicted. My relationship with my mother took one of
these turns when I was about 18 years old (above pic). It was an unexpected
opening through the back door. Through it I learned that facing a difficult truth
can open a new world, and that how we grow has everything to do with how we
respond to what may at times feel impossible.
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I was a sophomore in college, living away at school in Vermont. Through my own
fault, my mother read something which was not meant for her eyes. After visiting
home for the weekend, I called home and asked if I left my green English notebook
in my room. In my mother's diligence, she searched until she did finally find a
green notebook, buried deep in one of my desk drawers. That notebook
unfortunately was not my English notebook (which by that time I found and didn't
call to let my mother know) but was a journal I had written when I was 15. The first
page opened with: "This is my journal of truth—meant only for me—and no stone
will remain unturned." I wrote a lot in those days, to help with the confusion of
adolescent life. When my mother opened the journal she landed on a page about
her. This was not something any daughter would want her mother to read. This
was not meant to happen. It was not meant for her, only for me. But once seen,
there was no turning back.
I came home a week later, unaware of her finding my journal. When my mother
opened the door, I felt a chill run through my body. Not her usual warmth. Hm, I
wondered. The stress of my dad's cancer...? But in my room a few minutes later I
found my green notebook in an unexpected place. I dismissed the thought, "What's
this doing here?" and curiously opened it up. As I lay on the floor to relive a
chapter in my life which was long gone and felt like decades ago, my mother
opened the door. "I read that" she said, and in that moment I understood the chill I
felt at the door.
It was a defining moment. Only to be saved by my best friend, Patti, who was
honking her car horn in front of the house. Spared of having to respond to my
mother in that moment, I went out, not knowing if I would ever go home again. In a
heart to heart with my best friend there were only two options. Buy a one way
ticket west, or go home and face this. With the help and good reason of a true
friend, I chose the path that felt more frightening and unknown.
At midnight, I went home. When my mother opened the door this time, I didn't
hesitate. "Mom everything you read in that journal was true. It was how I felt then.
I can't change that, as much as I wish I could. But it's not how I feel now, and it's
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not who I am now." I don't remember the details of what happened after that, only
that we sat in the kitchen until morning. I think we released unknown hurts from
unknown places, buried in each of us from this lifetime or others. I think in that
moment I learned what real love with a mother could be. Facing and owning that
both of us are far from perfect, we didn't have to pretend anymore. The masks we
didn't even know we were wearing melted away. Our sobs turned into laughter, and
when the sun came up, we were living in a different world. Our relationship was
never the same after that. I felt I could always see more deeply into places in her
life that others could not see. Far more beautiful places.
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when or when not to tell
by Judy
I’ve been thinking about a question that I’m
sure comes up for many people with regard
to telling or not telling an elderly loved one
that a dear person close to them has died.
Especially when someone is very old, it’s
not always an easy answer. You know of
course the person will be very upset to
hear the news and yet it's important that
they know. Are there times when it would
be better not to tell them? This question
for reflection came up recently with my
mom. She had a cousin six years younger than her named Leo who she felt very
close to. Leo would call periodically to talk with my mom—not very often, but at
least once every two months. He was always very chatty and of course they went
back to their childhood together.
About two weeks ago, my mom, who can be “psychic,” awoke from a dream, or so
it seemed, where she saw Leo very vividly gasping for air. She wanted me to get in
touch with him right away. When I tried, his phone had been disconnected. Not a
good sign for someone in their early nineties, but I didn’t want to jump to
conclusions. About two weeks later, my mom again mentioned Leo and wanted me
to contact him. So like a sleuth I did some digging into my mother’s long lost
relatives…first in California and then, as it turned out, with a first cousin, Barbara,
in New York. This took a bit of time but finally I connected with her. She was close
to Leo and I found out that Leo had died just a month before. Barbara had
consciously decided not to tell my mother knowing her age and that she had had a
stroke a year ago. She was, no doubt, trying to shield my mom from the pain of
loss. After my mother found out, she cried and cried like a young child. I lit what’s
called a Yahrseit (memorial) candle, which one lights in the Jewish tradition when
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someone dies and which burns for over twenty-four hours. We talked for awhile
about Leo and then things subsided. I’m sure my mom still thinks about Leo, but
she’s not crying.
So this brought me to a reflection on when to tell an elderly loved one about the
death of someone they care about. I knew in this situation it did make sense to tell
my mom, although I can understand the decision Barbara made not to. She doesn’t
really know my mother or what condition she is in. But there was no way my
mother was going to let not knowing about Leo slip by. She already was making
comments inferring she felt Leo had died and my mom is not someone who puts
her head in the sand when it comes to death. She knows, as she always says, we all
have to go at some time. She would want to know and of course would wonder at a
certain point why Leo wasn’t calling her.
I thought there are, no doubt, situations where one would decide not to tell. I could
imagine, for example, if one’s loved one had advanced Alzheimer’s Disease, this
might preclude letting the person know or if a person is really on their death bed,
it might make sense and be kinder not to tell. Of course it depends on so many
factors. We want to protect our loved ones from suffering and pain and at the same
time we know we can’t totally protect anyone from this. It is part of living. I think
perhaps the hardest death to bear would be an unexpected death in a relatively
young person. I personally have not had to bear such a shock—the combination of
someone dying young and unexpectedly—but in that case, to not tell someone who
is near their own death could easily be the most compassionate decision.
It does bring up this larger question about wanting to protect others from pain by
holding back information. We so don’t want our loved ones to suffer and of course
we don’t want to suffer either, but suffering based on being in touch with reality
can lead to growth—give one more heart, compassion and understanding. I don’t
feel there are any pat answers to this question. I can imagine many different
scenarios that include taking into account how one’s loved one has lived their life
and considering what they would want to know or not know. It's a big question—
one that opens your heart to the complexity of the life and death experience that
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we are all going through. It makes me think about how much sensitivity and
respect is asked of us to really listen to another human being, to who they are and
let that "listening" guide and inform us.
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power of touch
by Andrea
Some say that touch is the most powerful of
all the senses. I’m not sure if that’s always
true, but it probably depends on the
context. Our senses seem to work together
in concert, and certain senses come to the
fore depending on what is needed. As I
reflect on my elderly mother and one of my
sisters who has Alzheimer’s, I am aware of
how important the sense of touch has
become in my relationship with each of
them. It seems that touching in whatever
form, whether it is holding hands, combing hair, stroking the forehead, rubbing the
back—when motivated by a deeper intention to connect—does have a power to
reach inside the other, and strengthen the human bond in a way that is different
from the capacities of the other senses (of taste, smell, sight and hearing). In
strengthening the human bond we seem to influence and change each other. In
this, we become more part of each other, more stitched together inside.
I see this with my mother. While I call my mother every day—and those calls are
important touchstones—it is when I spend time with her that I notice the biggest
effects. Over the phone a lot can transpire through the quality of voice. Qualities of
warmth, concern, upliftment all travel through the sound of the voice. Also, in
hearing her voice I get a sense of how she is doing. Is she ok? Does she feel well? Is
she bothered by something? But when I am physically with my mother, even more
of the senses are engaged (sight and touch) and more is communicated. It is like
the senses collide and there is a mini explosion of excitement in that first moment
of seeing each other! But as we spend time together, so much of what we do
involves touch. When we go out, I hold her close to me so that she doesn’t fall.
Practical things like painting her nails or washing her hair involve touch. When her
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back is sore or itchy, a good back rub gives some relief. So many ways we
communicate through touch, and when we do, the deeper qualities that make up
our relationship are engaged.
With my sister, it is similar. My sister cannot express what she wants so easily
anymore, and so a lot is up to me to figure out when I’m with her. When I’m with
her we walk, and hold hands. We never did this before she had Alzheimer’s. But we
do now, a lot. And through this simple act of touch something deeply human and
familiar is communicated, and the sisterly bond is engaged. It’s a place where we
don’t really need words—but we’re communicating anyway. We’re communicating
warmth, togetherness, familiarity, affection, safety, and happiness. It is through
this form of touch that I feel my sister’s beautiful and timeless spirit. In this, the
sadness and anguish that I also feel because of the Alzheimer’s fades more into the
background. What comes to the fore is the quieter joy of our life long connection.
This surprises me every time. It is a joy that is bigger than the Alzheimer’s.
And so as I reflect more on the ever changing relationships with my mother and my
sister, I see how much is communicated through the warmth and power of touch.
As other mental, emotional or sensory capacities diminish, this window of sensory
communication seems to remain open. Through this window a new way forward
can be discovered. The heartache of loss is met by the quieter joy of continued
relatedness. As we find this balance, I think a new order of human strength takes
hold.
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what my mother taught me
by Judy
After my last essay I received an email from
my cousin who wrote at the end “While
reading your latest essay, I kept thinking
what would your Mom say if she were in a
different place and she was able to see
clearly how you have dealt with life? It is a
tribute to her that you are who you are.”
After reading this I started to think about
what my mother taught me and what it even
means to be taught, in this case, by one’s
mother.
I had always considered myself very different from my mom—she was, in my eyes,
dynamic, out-going, down to earth and self-confident. I, on the other hand, was
quite introverted, head often in the clouds and not particularly self-confident. We
were different and although I admired my mother immensely, I also wasn’t aware
that she was having a strong influence upon my character. Family dynamics can
often perpetuate ideas of oneself and other in very set ways.
It is only really now as my mother begins her 97th year on this earthly plane, that I
am becoming aware of what an influence she has had on me. It’s particularly
interesting for me to notice it now when, as my cousin said, my mom also is not in
a place to even see clearly who I am, what I am doing and in some ways appreciate
what she instilled in me. She doesn’t even quite remember herself in a funny way.
When the memory fades and what one is most aware of is now, then those ideas
and past memories of oneself also fade. These days I often remind my mom about
who she was. She may respond by saying, “Oh, was I like that?” It doesn’t mean
that her essence is still very much there, including a great sense of humor, but she
has also forgotten a lot including her ideas of herself. She is always deeply
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appreciative of my presence and recognizes and appreciates sweetness and
kindness in others, but in other ways she doesn’t totally “see” me or others in the
way that she might have in the past.
I think a parent communicates by what they say, but more importantly by how they
are. Perhaps now more than ever, when the barrier between me and mother has
been broken—what Andrea so beautifully wrote about in her latest essay, “Where
did that barrier go?”—that my mother’s influence can be more deeply felt,
appreciated and embraced. The walls between us have dissipated and that allows
for an opening, an ability to receive, in a sense, the best of my mom’s essence.
What did my mom teach me? She gave me many things but what comes to mind
first and foremost is a basic positivity to life. It doesn’t mean that there weren’t
ever expressions of negativity, but fundamentally she has a positive spirit and
actually my sense is, as my mother has gotten older and lived more her “own” life
without as many responsibilities, that positivity emerged even more. She taught by
what she said, but most importantly by her example.
There has always been a fearless quality about my mom…a willingness to try new
things, to not be afraid of venturing into new territory. Perhaps this comes, in part,
from that pioneer spirit of having a mother (my grandmother) who came over to
America when she was only seventeen, all alone, with only the address of a distant
cousin. I think that kind of courage and vitality passed on to my mom who was not
afraid of change and not interested in holding onto the past. Her interest was in
the present and future. She was always enthusiastic about trying new things or
going to new places. She always jumped in head first with no hesitation.
And most remarkably my mother really did change over the years—became more
tolerant, soft and open. Her horizons widened rather than the other way around,
which can so often happen.
Right now my mother’s life is very different. She needs a lot of security—no big
changes, but nonetheless even the way she has handled her aging, facing it without
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grumbling or without holding on to what was, is congruent with this basic stance
to life.
Of course I have changed through the years and am no longer the character I
described at the beginning of the essay, but still I never thought I actually had that
fearlessness and resiliency, but I can feel it seeping into my bones and
simultaneously wanting it to seep into my bones, inspired by my mother’s spirit.
It’s a fearlessness that doesn’t want to dwell on what was, but move forward with
strength and dignity. It really is a profound positivity toward life.
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no more falling
by Andrea
My mother moved into an assisted living
community last November. If you have been
following this blog, you will know that I
fought like crazy to prevent this. I did
everything possible to keep her at home,
where she wanted to be and where I felt was
the most natural place for her to live her
remaining years. The idea of assisted living
frightened me. I had all sorts of ideas that
my mother might never adapt, that she might
feel betrayed by her family because we
moved her away from her home. My mother had become so fragile, that I didn’t
know if she had the strength to make such a transition. Just exactly a year ago, one
of my mother’s friends, who was 97 years old, had a fall and died after only about
8 months after moving to an assisted living community. So I fought to keep my
mother at home. Fought like crazy even as the odds were stacking up.
So how was this decision made?
In Judy’s essay “moments of decision making” she speaks about how as caregivers
of our elderly parents, we are always having to make decisions, and some of these
decisions are very difficult. Dealing with a decision about a medication which
could have negative side effects is really difficult, which is what Judy is dealing
with right now. And the decision to stay at home or move to Assisted Living is also
very difficult for a family. Difficult because there are no guarantees. No matter
what decision is made, there is going to be a risk. It is a risk to stay at home. It is a
risk to move. But there was one compelling statistic I did learn along the way that
caught my attention. I learned that the rate of falling is six times more likely for
elders who live at home (unless there is full-time live-in care). Because my mother
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had 2 serious falls in the past 2 years (see an unsettled heart), this statistic
grabbed my attention. If you’ve ever witnessed an elderly person fall, you’ll know
this is not a matter to take lightly. And after this, you will likely do everything
possible to prevent it from happening again. You won’t want this to be the end.
And neither will they. I will never forget what my mother said to me the night she
fell down the stairs. In the ER, not yet knowing the extent of the damage, or if she
would make it through the night, she looked to me at one point and said, “Let’s
face it Andrea, I am very old, and coming to the end.” She paused, my heart
stopped. “But I don’t want it to end this way.” “That’s right mom, that’s right.” I
said. “So we just have to make it through the night. Just tonight.” I felt that if we
made it through the night, the odds would start to turn in our favor. One night at a
time. And they did.
So while there were many factors that led up to the decision to move my mother to
Assisted Living, the fear of her falling again was a huge one. And it was not an
unfounded fear. So now that my mother is several months into her new home, and
has beautifully transitioned with lots of love and support of her kids, I realize,
despite all my ideas, we did make the right decision. Her new home is surprisingly
delightful, and those surprises will be the subject of my next blog :)

48
Essays from WhenTheTableTurns.com

mornings with mom
by Judy
There is such a sweet time that happens
often with my mom...it's the window that
opens between the time she wakes in the
morning and has breakfast—that interim of
time when she is just opening her eyes and
I'm there to say good morning and give her a
kiss. Sometimes she just smiles with such
innocence and may ask me a simple
question like, “Did you sleep good last night?” And then I'll ask her about how she
slept. The other morning she asked me to get into bed with her—it was 8 am on
Sunday morning. I crawled into the narrow hospital bed on my side—somehow I
can always fit no matter how small the space—and cuddled with her. She is always
so warm in the morning and soft. That morning she said to me I was the best
antibiotic in the world—an interesting use of that word. I said to her that was the
nicest thing I had ever heard. And then we just chatted about this and that—
nothing in particular—and in our own familiar way, laughed together. At those
moments in the morning I feel like the luckiest person in the world. Where can one
find such sweetness in this world?
One morning I decided to film her when she was particularly alert. This is a little
bit of how that “ film interview” went:
Judy: What's it like being 97 years old, Mom, having had a stroke 15 months ago
and not being able to move a lot. What's it like at this point in your life?
Mom: Well, I've had better times. Naturally this has to be a low down—low point.
Judy: It's a low point in your life?
Mom: Yes, I would say so.
49
Essays from WhenTheTableTurns.com

Judy: What kind of things do you find difficult?
Mom: Walking and I miss being able to work around the house.
Judy: What else?
Mom: I miss cooking. I liked cooking.
Judy: So you never thought this was going to happen to you?
Mom: No, nobody anticipates something like this.
Judy: Did you think you’d ever be this old?
Mom: Yes, I did because even though I was older, I didn’t feel that old.
Judy: Right, that makes sense. Do you feel old now?
Mom: No.
Judy: I didn’t think so.
Mom: No, I didn’t and I don’t.
Judy: So it must be hard when you actually don’t feel old and you can’t do the kind
of things that you did before?
Mom: Right.
Judy: Is there anything positive that is happening for you right now?
Mom: Well you become more of a listener. And you let in the words—they become
more pronounced.
Judy: Were you a good listener when you were younger mom?
Mom: Not particularly.
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Judy: And you feel you listen well now?
Mom: Yes, I feel it’s more important. ((A little later) I always felt I could do more
than I did and I enjoyed making different things just like I enjoyed doing different
paintings.
Judy: So that makes it harder now because you can’t do those different things.
Mom: That’s right. The only thing I could do at this time is paint and that too is
taken away BUT I survived. I love having people around. I enjoy people.
The conversation segued into talking about the boat trip we took together on the
St. Lawrence River about a year before everything changed. It was a small intimate
group of mostly Canadians and hardly anyone was under the age of sixty—most in
their eighties and nineties. My mom loves to reminisce about this trip. It wasn’t a
fancy boat—looked more like a riverboat and there was literally one room where
everything happened—dining, playing games, dancing, hanging out. Almost
everyone on the boat was just happy to be alive and be with everyone else. There
was a deep sense of relaxation.
We often end up laughing about the various characters on the boat who we made
friends with and especially Harold, the same age as my mom in the early nineties,
who I befriended and who formed an alliance with my mom in their shared
experience of feeling sleepy on the "rocking" boat. All this unfolds in these
precious early morning hours when we talk often about nothing in particular and
anything can be spoken about or when no words come, we just snuggle and kid
around. This is the time when I find her the most relaxed, the most free from
discomfort or tiredness. It’s the time before anything has happened and the love
and joy between us permeates our being together.
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about Judy and Andrea
Longtime friends Andrea Hurley and Judy Fox met more than 25 years ago through
their mutual interest in spiritual inquiry and meditation. Both have pursued
entrepreneurial professions. Andrea, a mother of one, lives in the Boston area with
her husband and owns her own web design firm, Elytra Design. Judy, single, lives
in Lenox, MA, is an artist and is currently staying in Florida to care for her mother,
along with a professional caregiver.
More about Judy and her mother: Almost five years ago in 2006, when Judy's
mother was 93 years old, the tables dramatically turned. She went from living
independently—shopping, cooking, driving and playing bridge—to needing a livein Nurse's Aid after she went into the hospital with a restricted aortic valve. Almost
two years ago in 2012, Judy's mom suffered a massive stroke and since then, she
has been living with her mom with occasional short trips up north. It was after the
stroke that she started to write with Andrea on the blog site, "When the Table
Turns." It's been an unbelievable journey. As she wrote on the blog site when
introducing herself, "I feel like I'm on a journey with my mom and it's a journey
that touches on the bare bones of the soul; it goes to that ineffable heart that
speaks only one language and that changes us forever."
More about Andrea and her mother: During the summer of 2011, Andrea took
care of her 93 year old mother in their big family cottage on Lake George in the
Adirondack mountains of NY. Andrea’s worst nightmare was that her mother could
fall down the steep cottage stairs. Keeping a vigilant eye on her mother’s nightly
ascent up the stairs, one night Andrea turned away for a brief moment—and in that
moment, the nightmare came true. Overcome by gratitude that her mother
survived this incident, Andrea experienced a wake up call that broke open her
heart to a vast new dimension of the caregiving experience. This became the core
of her writing, and the inspiration for the blog, “When the Table Turns.”
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