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From the Chair: Focused on Love
by Kay Johnson, MCDES Chair

Chair continued on page 11

“Love is our essential nutrient. Without it, life has little meaning. It’s the 
best thing we have to give and the most valuable thing we receive. 

It’s worthy of  all the hullabaloo.”        
~ Cheryl Strayed

Dick is an 82-year-old man, in good 
physical health, a kind soul, a fun-lov-
ing guy, a mechanical engineer who 
retired after a successful career, a great 
provider for his family, a gadget guy, a 
survivor of  child loss (16-year-old son) 
and a loving family man. I have been 
so fortunate to call him my father-in-
law for the past 31 years. This sweet 
man was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s 
approximately 9 years ago and is now 
a part of  the 5.8 million Americans 
experiencing the gradual deteriora-
tion of  a lifetime’s worth of  wisdom, 
experience and personal relationships. 
Overall, I would say that Dick and our 
family slipped into acceptance of  his 
slow descent into memory loss and 
confusion. The grief  has been present, 
real and raw throughout the years.

Dick and Ginny just recognized 59 
years of  marriage and continue to live 

together in their own home, despite 
the increased demanding caregiver 
challenges. They have one surviving 
son, daughter-in-law, and three grand-
children. Time together throughout 
the years as a family of  seven included: 
countless meals together, bleacher time 
cheering on soccer/football/volley-
ball/baseball/softball/gymnastics, hol-
iday and special occasion celebrations. 
We are a small family but one that only 
knows our time together as one unit. 

Due to Dick’s illness, we have got-
ten used to: not being able to have a 
conversation or even understand what 
he means when putting a few words 
together, monitoring his whereabouts 
when he decides to stand up and walk 
away, not being recognized by name, 
answering his never-ending pointing to 
the TV and question of  “Do you know 
him/her?,” interpreting what he needs/

wants and trying to stay ahead of  that, 
monitoring him in public as he doesn’t 
seem to have a fi lter or inhibition 
controls any longer, and assisting him 
at restaurants. My husband has lovingly 
taken on the responsibility of  caring 
for his dad every Saturday at our home 
along with stopping at their home 
during the week nights. The expecta-
tions of  our ability to assist both Dick 
and Ginny have been unrealistic and 
yet we continue to be committed to 
contribute while knowing we are falling 
short.

My healthcare experience has ex-
posed me to patients at varying stages 
of  dementia, and their families at-
tempting to cope with the endless list 
of  losses. Family members working to 
maintain their loved one’s dignity, inde-
pendence and also honor their wishes 
often related to remaining in their own 
homes. Family members who become 
physically and emotionally exhausted 
meeting all of  life’s responsibilities, 
advocating for their loved one, navigat-
ing the healthcare system, attempting 
to stay afl oat with the fi nancial drain 
of  illness, and making the necessary 
decisions about the type of  care need-
ed. I realize all of  that and yet, nothing 
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heimer’s will not defeat us. We take one 
moment at a time and we use humor a 
lot. One of  my favorite moments was 
when Dick was asked who I was and 
he responded, “the good one.” Believe 
you me, I have gotten a lot of  mileage 
out of  that response.

Gratitude is an important part 
of  my life and it is present even 
during diffi cult times like this. These 
caregiving experiences have provided 
the gift of  allowing us to feel that we 
made a positive difference in how our 
parents lived and died. Alzheimer’s is 
a thief, stealing everything it can and 
yet what it cannot take from us, is 
our love. Dick is not the person that 
he was, but he is still our person. We 
are grateful that his personality and 
sweet demeanor has not changed. The 

prepares you for your own story of  a 
loved one with a chronic disease. So 
many variables to navigate.

At this point in time, Dick is attend-
ing adult daycare during the week and 
spending Saturday at our home. I have 
never heard my husband complain 
about his caregiving duties and giving 
up one of  his precious weekend days. 
We’ve had a lot and I would even say, 
“too much caregiving experience” after 
having cared for both of  my parents as 
well. We know the road ahead will be-
come even more diffi cult to travel. The 
history of  Alzheimer’s disease has been 
defi ned by heartbreak and loss, courage 
and perseverance. We have found that 
to be true with our family’s story. Alz-

Sundries
Caregiver Conference

September 26, New Richmond, WI, 
Best Practices in Dementia Care: Learning 
to Give Care, Without the Fight. This is an 
in-depth intensive workshop that will 
help learners use effective strategies for 
helping people with dementia during 
interactions, care delivery, and daily 
engagement. The goal is to help reduce 
resistance to care and foster participa-
tion and use of  preserved skills. The 
workshop will help learners develop 
better observational skills to recognize 
and intervene effectively when behav-
ioral challenges occur. It will emphasize 
the value of  matching helping behav-
iors to the person’s needs and retained 
abilities to promote a sense of  control 
and self  direction. 

The speaker is Teepa L. Snow, MS, 
OTR/L, FAOTA. She is a Dementia 

Kay, “The Good One,” and Dick enjoying “forbidden” sodas.

Chair continued from page 3 Johnson family has responded with 
the purest and deepest form of  love 
imaginable for our beloved dad, father-
in-law and grandfather. 

Care Training Specialist, a Consulting 
Associate, Duke University School 
of  Nursing, and is on the Clinical 
Faculty at UNC-CH, School of  
Medicine. More information about the 
conference, and registration is at 
https://www.witc.edu/continuing-
education-and-training/conferences-
and-events.

MNHPC  Celebrates Forty Years 
in  2020

Their history will be highlighted at 
their Annual Conference, Honoring Our 
Past, Celebrating Our Future, April 5-7, 
2020. Registration begins November 29 
at https://www.mnhpcconference.org.

MCDES Spring Conference
Mark your calendars for the MCDES 

Spring Conference, April 24, 2020. 
The speaker is Dr. Wendy Lichtenthal, 
Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer 

Center. The conference title and more 
information will be available by mid-
October at the MCDES website, 
www.mcdes.org.

MCDES Conferences Scholarships
The Dorothy Geis Scholarship 

provides small scholarships to 
individuals who wish to attend 
MCDES conferences but who 
are unable to afford the entire fee 
Scholarship recipients also receive a 
one year membership to MCDES.
Application information is at 
www.mcdes.org/scholarships.html.

Call for Future Event Listings
We welcome grief-related event 

information from our members. If  you 
have an upcoming event you would like 
included in our Sundries newsletter 
listing, please email details to sdardis@
aol.com. Note quarterly deadlines of  
Feb 1, May 1, August 1, November 1. 


