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Preface



As we look at the caregiving experience, I would like to take some time reflecting on my parents.  Each experience was different, although connected.  When you follow my journey as a caregiver, you’ll see a lot of similarities, although your experiences may be different.  As a caregiver, it helps to remember when your loved one was once independent and vibrant.  These memorable moments constantly reminded me and inspired me to remember my parents and their love of life.  I was able to push through difficult situations and give them the best care for each situation.  Your passion and love for those who you care for catapults you to levels of strength, resiliency, and determination to ensure that your loved one has respect and dignity.  You are their advocate.  Your responsibility is to fight for them and make the best choices for them.

I wish all who read this book, love, peace, and many blessings.  Do your best in your caregiving journey and the best will come to you and your loved one.  They will tell you how much they appreciate you and demonstrate their appreciation for all you do.  Caregiving is not for “the faint of heart,” but for “the strong in spirit.”
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Chapter 1- Green Leaf- Up to Age 35

My mom was a beautiful woman who took one day at a time.  She worked hard and loved her children, and her siblings.  My mom loved music and had a stereo entertainment center filled with 45’s, 33’s, and 78’s, 8-tracks, and DVD’s.

As a single mother who was divorced, she provided much love and compassion for her two children and family.  She was a faithful friend, sister, mom, aunt, and employee.  She was loyal, and worked hard as a maid, hairstylist, waitress, and cashier.  Starting off at the age of 16 and ending her days of working at the age of 67, she never believed in taking off, except for her designated days off.  Her perfect attendance gave her bonus pay, and the tips from waitressing, being a maid, and hairstylist was the money she used to live off of.  The salary was used for her household bills. My memories of my mom at this “green leaf” of her life are that she loved humming and singing along with the records.  I was told by one of my cousins that my mom loved dancing and that she was good at it.  During her days, the dances were the Bop, Watusi, Jerk, Cha Cha, and Swing.  

As a child, I remember the special occasions such as Christmas, besides the new clothes and gifts, she would give us a check from the bank Christmas Club she paid for all year.  My brother always looked forward to having that $50 check to spend.  For Easter, we always received a large Easter basket with the large chocolate bunny, the marshmallow chicks, rabbits, jellybeans, hollow eggs, and the scrumptious huge chocolate coconut egg. Valentine’s Day was special as well because she shared her huge Valentine box of candy with us.  During the summertime, in the evening, we would ride to Dairy Queen Ice Cream with my mother. She would take some neighborhood kids along with us or just our cousins. What a great time!  Other family times were my mom treating us out at a restaurant or just having fun playing Monopoly or watching television.  On Sundays, we attended St. Monica’s Church, and afterwards, we could walk on the boardwalk, go to the movies, or just come home to a delicious Sunday dinner.  

During the “green leaf” of my mom’s life, she did everything for my brother and I and was a lifeline for her sisters and brothers.  She loved her sisters and did everything with them.  My mom’s youngest sister and her were like symbiotic twins, and her oldest sister was like their mother since both of my mom’s parents died at an early age.

My mother’s daily routines, I still remember.  She would wake up early before 6 a.m. and would be in bed by 10 p.m. Around 8 p.m., she’d start putting her hair in curlers, while watching television.  We would settle down in bed by 9 after our bath ritual.  

I kept mementos from my mom like perfume to spray in the air just to feel her presence.  I also kept some of her pocketbooks, coats, and furniture pieces. My mom was my best friend, and I loved her oh, so dearly.  This was my mom during the “green leaf” of her life......Vibrant....Independent...Loving.

Chapter 2- Green Leaf- Up to Age 35

Sonny was the name that my family called my father.  As a taxicab driver working for himself, his customers either called him “Sonny” or “Abe,” his name.  He worked long, hard hours, and enjoyed expanding his business.  He would drive customers at the Atlantic City casinos, at the local grocery stores, and he was hired privately to take customers to work, and children to their private schools.  There were times when the customers would go shopping during their lunch hours, and then my father was paid to drop them off to work, and then to take their groceries home.  

When my father first started his business, he worked 12 hours a day, from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. If he had lunch, it was while he was waiting for a fare.  He built up a clientele who was loyal to him.  Because there were times when his customers may not have had the money, and my father trusted them to pay him later, he built trust with them. Those passengers wouldn’t drive with any other cab driver.  Once a customer sat in his taxicab, he knew exactly where they lived and the quickest route to their home.  This allowed them to just enjoy the ride and catch up on what was happening in the city or in their lives.  My father was personable and he enjoyed flashing his bright smile.

He drove his taxicabs for 60 years greeting customers and being the ambassador to Atlantic City sharing all the happenings in the city.  This is why his neighbors signed a petition for him to have a street named after him, “Abraham Smith Way.”  He was an honorable resident of Atlantic City who loved his family, his city, friends, serving in the Army during the Korean War, and especially his church of 82 years.  He always told me that he’s done the best he could in life.  He married a couple of times, had children, was a devoted church member, a supportive son, brother, and father.  He said in his life that he never wanted to say, “That I Couldah, Shouldah, Wouldah.”  He did his best and lived a good, clean, honest life.

Chapter 3-Red Leaves- Ages 35-45-50

The “Red leaves” time of your life is the fiery and live experiences of one’s life when you learn life lessons.  This was the time when my mom had to raise my brother and I as a single parent.  My mom had me at a young age, so she had to become independent quickly after my parents divorced.  She didn’t get her driver’s license or buy a car until she was in her 30’s or early 40’s. In the meantime, we walked or took buses to our destinations.

At this stage, I just remember how fashionable my mom and her friends were.  They were always well kept with their hair and clothes always looking stylish.  My mom bought clothes in the city, or her younger sister would send her clothes from New York where she lived.  I loved the way my mom looked!  

I remembered my mom talking to my cousins.  This was the time when I was a teenager and my mom was considered the favorite aunt.  One of my cousins worked at a peanut shop during the summer.  He would buy my mom peanuts and a Pepsi weekly because he knew that she enjoyed it.  My cousins would come from other locations to spend weekends or short vacations during school breaks or summer with us.  The older cousins would earn money to buy their school clothes from my mother by being my brother and my babysitter. We’d hangout at the beach, the boardwalk, or just in the neighborhood.  As my cousins grew up, they would visit my mom whenever they came to Atlantic City to go to a concert or to the casinos. My mom was a great cook! Everyone loved her fried chicken, glazed ham, mac n cheese, potato salad, candied yams, collard greens, cornbread, banana pudding, and sweet potato pie.  

During the “Red Leaves” of my mom’s life, she was healthy and happy.  She was independent and still doing well with her job.  She was able to take care of her children who were her number one priority. We would go school shopping for clothes, Christmas shopping, and summer shopping. One of my childhood friends loved going shopping with us because if my mom wanted to buy me certain clothes that she liked and I didn’t like, my friend would tell her that she liked it. Then, my mom would buy them for her.  That’s how kind and generous my mother was.  Also, there was “Layaway” at the time.  That’s when stores would let you purchase items, after paying some money on it.  Then, you would have to make payments until you took it out of the layaway.  This is how my mother was able to buy us what we needed and more.  So, since my mother was a hairstylist, she would always have my hair neatly styled for school, and any special occasions.  She would always tell my childhood friend to let her style her hair for the first day of school and for school pictures because she was raised by her dad, and her elderly aunt.

With my mom’s waitressing jobs, she would always save her tips.  These tips were wrapped in coined wrappers and cashed at the bank whenever she needed them.  Mainly, after a year, she would place her money in a savings account.  Because my mom was wise with her money, she sent us on vacation to visit my aunt in New York City, and cousins in Upper State, New York.  We visited them during our winter school breaks and summer breaks. I believe this was to give her a chance to get a brief respite to take care of herself, and sometimes a chance to work extra hours.  It also gave us a chance to be with cousins and to experience a different environment. 

During this “Red Leaf” time of my mom’s life, she found special joy when she had grandchildren.  She enjoyed being around them and spoiling them and feeling their appreciation and love.  This was a chance to spread her love to them all, especially those that came to visit and were around her.

Chapter 4 – Red Leaves- Ages 35-45-50

It was great during this period for my father because  his taxicab business was established in the community, and then, he was able to take short vacations. He only allowed himself two to three days for vacation.  His favorite place to visit was in the States to Puerto Rico.  His favorite part was lying on the beach, with white sand and blue water.  I’m sure he loved the food, drinks, people, and music as well.  My dad’s other place to vacation was Paris, France. He probably loved France for the people, food, and language, and he always talked about Paris’ landmark, the Eiffel Tower.  With the years of building his taxicab business, he was able to live as he wanted.  He was proud of what he had established.  He was able to help support his children, and most importantly to him was to give back to his mom.  He would say that I made it.  I did pretty good for myself, and the Lord had brought him a mighty long way.

My dad’s friends looked up to him.  He was able to get friends jobs because of his influence, and he helped some of his friends get in the taxicab business.  He even hired some friends and people from the community to become his taxi drivers.  With the casino industry doing well because of the many tourists and conventions coming to town, he was doing just fine.

My father said that he was selected to attend a college in the South, but he didn’t accept admission.  He said that he felt obligated to help his mom and siblings be able to survive to have food on the table. He enlisted in the Army immediately after high school to support his mom, his newlywed, and his daughter.  He wanted to go to college, but that wasn't his career path.  When he saw that he made the right decision by becoming an entrepreneur, it made his life much sweeter and more fulfilling. This living “A Dream Life” was an experience and mindset that he worked hard for all his life.  He would say that he didn’t mind hustling to achieve his goals. Which was how he enjoyed his “Red Leaf” stage.  He learned that it takes hard work and grit to achieve success, and that it doesn’t come overnight.  

Chapter 5- Orange Leaves of Life- Ages 50-65

It’s time to truly enjoy the fruits of your labor.  This
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	Have legal counsel to help you navigate your loved one's affairs.

	Notify creditors, financial institutions, and doctors that you have power of attorney or medical power of attorney.  Your loved one must inform their counsel of their decision.

	File tax preparation for parents through their accountant or yours.

	Pay your loved ones' bills electronically.

	Ask your parents for information that you may need from them.

	Most important is to journal everything that you do. You’ll need this to protect yourself as a caregiver if anyone questions your decisions.  Take pictures of whatever you need.  Document phone calls by saving your phone records with dates and times and frequency of calls.

	Take time for yourself to be healthy for your caregiving responsibilities.

	Know that you’re doing your best and don’t let the noise of others and how they would handle your loved one affect your decisions.   If they were supposed to be the ones who were to care for your loved one, they would have been chosen.  You were!  I can guarantee that you were the one who saw a decline in their health or a change in your loved one’s disposition.  You were the one who asked for help.  

	Make appointments with doctors for your loved one as well as for yourself.  
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	Alzheimer's’ Association

	Local Caregiving Group meetings are given by churches and nursing homes.

	AARP website on caregiving

	Counselling by ministers of churches

	Intergenerational Services for Seniors in your local area

	Veteran Affairs locally and federal departments

	Trusted Friends and Family

	Local Adult Daycare Centers

	Social Security Administration 
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