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A year ago tomorrow I began a journey into a foreign land. At the time
I was too full of sadness and busyness to know that my dad's death
would take me somewhere new and strange.
Weeks later, in a grief support group, someone labeled it for me:
Death ends a life, not a relationship. Makes sense, doesn't it, I told my
son, Cody, now 7. I have known my dad all my life, six times longer
than I have known my son. Just because my dad is dead doesn't mean
he has left my life.

The talking and doing things together had been slowly ending for
several years. As my dad's Alzheimer's disease progressed, his words
were nonsensical and trips to familiar restaurants ended in anger and
frustration. Times together were simply that. I would sometimes lie
next to him on the bed and rub his balding head. "I used to put curlers
in your hair, when I was little and you had hair," I would remind him.
Of course, he didn't remember I had moved away, much less our silly
times together. In many ways the lucid moments were the hardest.
"Does the disease make people not want to be around me?" my dad
asked one day. Eventually he quit asking. "The ship has sunk but the
captain is still out," he said. My son explained it another way. "He's
like a storybook with some pages missing."
Eventually chapters started to fall out. He thought I was my mother.
We weren't sure who he thought my son was. "But he still loves me,"
Cody said.
We began praying his suffering would end before we would have to
move him to a nursing home. Pneumonia finally ravaged his body and
he was admitted to a hospice. I never imagined I would be with my
father when he died, having always assumed that I would get a phone
call after the fact.

My brother and I were at his bedside, standing side by side holding his
hands as he sighed once, then again and again. I never knew dying
could be so peaceful.
We yelled out names of people who had already died - his parents
Alma and Ben, his best friend Muzz. "They're waiting for you. Don't be
afraid. We'll miss you."
No more than five minutes and it was over.
As families do, we threw ourselves into making the funeral special. We
put together a huge collage of photos, found a musician to sing "An
Irish Blessing" and reminisced with old friends about the times when
Tommy was at his best.
Before the casket was closed, my brother put in a horse racing
program. Betting on horses was a fondness the two of them shared. I
added a newspaper article I wrote years ago about a mysterious
vagabond woman, one of my dad's favorites.
After that, and for a long time afterward, it was all downhill. I cried a
lot, but grief comes out in other ways. Sleepless nights, wanting to
just be left alone. "Let's pray that Mom isn't cranky anymore," Cody
said one night at dinner prayers.
Gathering memories
I joined a grief support group, coincidentally comprised of almost all
adult children who had lost a parent. Together we came up with great
ideas for keeping our relationship with our parents alive. Twin
daughters said they lit a candle at family gatherings in honor of their
mother. Another daughter said she was making a pillow out of her
dad's ties.
Someone suggested a memory box. I liked that idea and gathered all
of the condolence letters, holy cards and such from the funeral, then
added special mementos to it. I have just one letter from my dad. He
wrote it the summer before I started college and it was full of love,
confidence and encouragement. The faded yellow-lined note went
inside. So did one of his favorite caps, his watch, the ID bracelet he

wore after his memory left him.
My dad was impossible to shop for, so it was always great success to
find something he actually liked and would wear. My mom gave these
clothes back to me - a white jacket, a gray sweat shirt, a navy blue
polo - and I began wearing them around the house.
One gift I knew my dad would always like was a box of candy from
Brummer's in Vermilion. Toward the end he would hide the box so we or whomever he imagined in the house - wouldn't steal his candy.
Eventually he would forget where he hid it. I don't mean to make it
sound dismal, it was actually something the rest of us could laugh
about. For families dealing with Alzheimer's, you look for such funny
moments.
Gifts for others
Why stop buying candy now, I decided. For his 79th birthday I brought
a box of candy to the support group. Since then on special occasions I
have bought candy to give to others with Alzheimer's, sweet tastes
being one of the last senses to go. The last man I visited, just before
Christmas, reminded me a lot of my father. I held his hand. It felt a bit
familiar.
Like a lot of people, after my dad's death my mom began talking to
him, often and about almost everything. After nearly 50 years in the
same house, I could understand why she did that. It just didn't work
for me.
What did work was kind of a weird thing. I would hold out my hand,
cupped as if to hold his hand. I don't know why, but it felt like a
natural thing to do. My son has helped a lot, too. One night in his
dreams my dad came out of the sky and hugged him. His Alzheimer's
was gone, Cody said. Once he said he had seen Grandpa.
"Really?" I said casually.
Well, he continued, he hadn't really seen Grandpa but he felt him. Like
when he got dressed, Grandpa was sitting in a chair. I was jealous. Still
am, though I am slowly finding my way.

It's amazing what you start to remember. I knew I would never forget
all the crazy things my dad did in the end. Talking to pillows. Reading
aloud every street sign as we drove. Walking out of the house in the
middle of the night.
I was so afraid, though, that I would forget the man who was my
biggest fan. If a day or two went by and I had nothing in the
newspaper, he would call to find out why. His pride for my work paled
after I gave birth to his only grandchild. Then he called to find out why
I hadn't brought his grandson by.
He was a simple man, prone to grumpiness but easy to make laugh. In
later years when the family gathered for holidays and other special
occasions, he would say aloud a personal prayer, mentioning us all by
name. By "Amen" he was crying. My teddy bear, I called him.
Thankfully, those happy memories have come back. Tomorrow I will
open the memory box with my family and tell them about my new
relationship with my dad. Later, alone, I will hold out my cupped hand.
I know my dad will probably never squeeze it. But that doesn't mean
he isn't near.

