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			Dedication

			To my husband Chris, my fellow cat lover. We lost each other and then found each other again seventeen years later. How lucky for me!
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			Chapter One

			Our Decrepit Mothers

			“You’re fat!” my ninety-two year old mother loudly informs my husband Chris one morning.

			“Yes Mum, I know I’m fat. Now do you need me to do anything else for you before I go to work?”

			My husband is a saint. Every morning he spends the first three hours of his day doing crosswords with her and taking care of everything that needs doing in the household because I am already at work. He feeds cat, brings the newspapers and mail in, takes out the garbage and recycling and serves her tea and breakfast.

			“Just a little bit more milk, if you please.”

			“Ok Mum, and then I’m off. See you later,” he dutifully replies.

			She will only be alone for a few hours because he works the afternoon shift and I will get home from my teaching job just down the street soon after the three o’clock bell.

			Now he is on his way to work as a city bus driver, but he will stop in at his own mother’s house on the way and complete five other little jobs for her. She lives near us and is virtually bed-ridden after beating cancer. Her husband died two years ago so she lives with Chris’ schizophrenic brother, Terry, who is able to help with some daily routines, but not others.

			“Hi Mom, how are you feeling? I only have ten minutes so what are the top priorities that need doing this morning?”

			She can see that he’s in uniform and already knows the drill, so she has a list beside the bed.

			“Honey, could you please bring me the leftover fruit salad from the fridge and the newspaper and change the dog’s water? There’s a bottle of blue pills on the kitchen table that I need, and please grab the kitchen garbage on the way out. Thank you, Dear.”

			“Okay Mom. Is Terry taking his medication?”

			“Yes, I’m reminding him now that you showed me how to schedule an alarm on my phone.”

			“Okay I love you, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			He is finally off to work, which will be a nice eight-hour reprieve from mother care.

			Meanwhile, I am helping autistic children finish their schoolwork so they can take a break in the sensory room. Now we have finished math and are jumping on two mini-trampolines while throwing sponges to knock down the standing stuffed doll targets lined up along a bookshelf. The timer is set for five minutes, after which we will be playing Lego for five and then walking on the balance beam and then back to class.

			I get a text from the secretary that my mother would like me to call. The boys are happy and busy, so I do this right away.

			“Hi Mum. What’s up?”

			“The tree man called, and he wants to come this Saturday to prune the back garden. Is that okay with you?”

			“Sure Mum, but you don’t need to call me at work for that. You can just make the decision or wait until I get home. I’m not really supposed to take personal calls unless it’s an emergency, like if you’ve fallen down and broken your hip or something.”

			She reluctantly agrees to respect my boundaries with some muttering under her breath and hangs up. Chris texts me that his bus broke down, so he’s waiting for a mechanic and playing Tetris on his phone. Meanwhile, the boys are complaining that the timer is beeping, and I haven’t got the Lego box down from the top shelf yet. I can’t wait for lunch hour at this point. Just shoot me.

			After school, I go home to find that Mum has pulled all her old files out of her desk one by one to reorganize, however she cannot lift them back in because she is worn out, and they are now spread out all over the floor.

			“I am too tired to deal with this now, Mum. Let’s take a break and have a cup of tea.”

			If you are English, then you already know that a cup of tea is the answer to everything. Even if somebody dies, a cup of tea will fix it.

			I start cutting up veggies for dinner, and this is one job Mum can still manage and feel like she’s making a useful contribution so I move the cutting board and compost bin beside her while I prep the meat and rice. I desperately want to distract her from the pile of papers in the next room, so this is a good interim solution.

			After supper, I would love to watch Entertainment Tonight, but she can’t stand anything to do with popular culture, so we are watching a Masterpiece Mystery until Chris gets home from work. Then she will ride the electric stair-chair downstairs to watch her own programs. She respects the television needs of the man of the house, but not mine. I heat up his supper in the microwave while he gets changed into pajama pants and a T-shirt. Then we get a couple of hours of sanity together before it starts all over again on repeat.

			He tells me he’s worried about his forty-four-year-old brother not taking his meds. Terry has been known to hide them before and is showing signs again. He has been talking to himself more and has forgotten to walk the dog twice this week. Despite his mother reminding him, he may still choose to ignore her. It’s very difficult to enforce unless she watches him take his cocktail of pills, but this makes him angry. It was easier when he lived in the group home.

			As Mum rides up on the stair-chair, we usually loudly sing the 1960’s TV theme song, “Rollin’, rollin’, rollin’ Rawhide,” which makes her giggle like a little girl. Then we always turn off the TV and chat with her for fifteen minutes while she has her usual bedtime snack of half a cup of milk and two crackers with hummus. This has all been laid out during the commercials, of course. Chris tells her bus stories about his day and tries to make her laugh. The cat appears and likes to be part of the conversation. His name is Orange, and he is a shaggy beast, weighing in at twenty-six pounds. He once fought off a raccoon and then went to the vet to have his wounds stitched up. He is ornery as hell, and when we moved in, both our cats ran away within forty-eight hours to get away from him, but Mum adores him.

			I make our work sandwiches and pack the lunches into the fridge. Then we bid her good-night and watch one more show just to make sure she gets into bed successfully without any mishaps.

			At three o’clock in the morning we are jolted awake from our deepest sleep as the Homecare alarm screeches. Our hearts are racing in panic. A man’s voice yells through the loudspeaker, “Joan this is Homecare. Are you okay? Please respond.”

			“She’s fine, she just rolled over and hit her alarm bracelet by accident!” I yell into the telephone box.

			Mum apologizes profusely for waking us up. After much swearing, we fall back asleep.

			It’s finally Saturday, the blessed weekend has arrived at last. Now we commence the blur of activity that will see us through the week. Go to the gym for our only weekly workout, groceries, liquor store, gift for whoever has a birthday coming up, kitty litter, drugstore, recycling sorted. Sunday is reserved for doing as little as possible, mostly drinking coffee, watching football and napping. However, Mum will often badger me into tending her huge garden that is falling into desperate disarray.

			“Can you please prune the lilac bush today?”

			I groan and reluctantly agree to give her an hour. She wheels her walker across the grass to bark orders at me while I do all the work.

			“Not those secateurs, they are too dull. Use the loppers for the bigger branches. No, go lower on the branch to where the first shoots are growing. Take off everything higher than your shoulders. Now wrap the wire mesh around it. Push the stakes back into the ground to secure it. Roll the green bin around to collect all the branches. Go kill yourself.”

			After she totters back into the house, I shove the surplus branches under the back bushes to avoid making three more trips to fill up the neighbour’s bins with our overflow. She will never know. I curse the fifteen other jobs I will never get away with ignoring out here. Every Sunday the nagging will resume until the end of time or until the snow falls, god willing.

			Meanwhile, things are deteriorating over at Chris’ mother’s house. Her kidney function keeps getting worse at every check-up and it looks like she is heading for dialysis. One day we get a call that she is too weak to get out of bed, so we call an ambulance. They decide to keep her in hospital for a week until her “numbers” are better, and we have serious doubts that she has been eating properly or taking her medications on schedule because she is often asleep for long hours of the day.

			Now my husband has to go over and check on Terry because we aren’t really sure if he is taking his medication either or looking after the dog properly. When Chris arrives, Terry has locked the door and won’t let him in. After some angry back and forth through the door, Chris gets a ladder and nearly plunges to his death trying to get his fat middle-aged ass through the upper bedroom window. There he finds that Terry has spread frozen tortellini and grapefruit slices all over the kitchen floor for the dog. Obviously he hasn’t taken any medication for a while. He is on his bedroom floor eating cheese doodles and playing Mortal Combat on an ancient Nintendo system. When Chris finally pushes the door open, Terry starts yelling at him to get out of the house. He is a huge guy, and Chris has never seen him angry like this.

			He decides to call his sister to confer on the best course of action, and they agree that they need to get the police to remove him and “section” him to the psych ward to get him stabilized. His sister and her husband come over to offer support. After a long discussion with the police at the front door, they finally convince the officer that they are the sane representatives of their mother’s best interests, so the police call in special duty back-up with psych training. After a while, three more giant officers appear. After a long, tedious discussion with Terry, they end up carrying him from the house crying like a little baby. It is a very upsetting scene that no family should ever have to endure, but it is happening.

			The next day, my poor husband has to retrieve the dog and drop him off at the SPCA to find him a new home. Shortly after this, my mother-in-law is placed in a full-time care facility near our home. Her kidney function stabilizes after a short time since she is finally eating and dosing properly. Chris feels a huge weight lift off his shoulders.

			Back at our place, things aren’t much better. A few weeks later, the alarm wakes us up again screeching in the middle of the night, and mum is actually in distress. She is sitting on the toilet with a pained expression and announces to me, “I can’t pee.”

			“How long have you been sitting here for?”

			“About twenty minutes and nothing is happening. It’s painful. I can feel the pressure building up in my abdomen.”

			I turn on the tap as you would for a child, but this doesn’t help. She agrees to let me put a Depends on her and go back to bed, but then she is clearly still very uncomfortable. An hour later she wakes us again using the “bells of doom,” which are some old brass bells she jingles to call for help. She is moaning in pain and agrees to let me call an ambulance.

			After we secure the cat in our bedroom, we watch them carry my frail old mother down the front steps straddling a seated back-board. This will recur three times over the next six months, as her bladder infections become more frequent. She has insisted that she doesn’t want us dealing with her toileting issues and that this will be the final straw towards moving to a care home. We set up a commode beside her bed in the interim, but she doesn’t like me emptying it in the morning. She feels embarrassed and hates imposing on us. I tell her it’s not a problem every time, but it’s becoming clear that we need to find a care placement imminently. The system requires us to set up home care for several months first, so we will have a woman coming in every day to empty the commode, wash and dress her and set up her coffee and snack.

			After three months, Mum asks me suddenly one morning, “Why do I need these people coming in every day? I can get dressed by myself. I’m just really slow.”

			She has no memory of going to the hospital three times and denies vehemently that this ever happened, at which point I realize that her short-term memory is failing. I start watching her pills to make sure she is taking them, and the reminders become more frequent. I dread having the talk with her about moving into a care home. She might get angry and accuse me of being an ungrateful fifty-four-year-old child, even though we have been doing this for nine years now. I pray that my sister doesn’t weigh in on her side and tell me it’s unnecessary. Maybe she should step up and put her money where her mouth is or butt out, I think.

			The cat dying is the last straw. The mangy old decrepit thing went out one night and never came back. After that, Mum couldn’t take it anymore. She crawled into bed in the fetal position, feeling way more morose than when my dad died. She emerges three days later and finally agrees to the care assessment we have been discussing. I coach her not to make things sound all rosy and wonderful or she won’t get onto the wait list for a subsidized residential bed. At ninety-three, god knows she has been paying taxes long enough to deserve one. She worked full-time throughout my entire childhood.

			When the case worker arrives, I pull her aside for a private conversation. I try to impress upon her that my husband and I are feeling fairly fried after nine years and that Mum doesn’t remember all the trips to the hospital. She seems sympathetic to our cause, but you never really know.

			Mum answers all her dementia quiz questions—what day it is and who is the prime minister is—rapid fire, so this won’t help her qualify. However, her physical impairments seem fairly obvious once the case worker asks her to move around the house. She can’t carry things from the microwave and should not be lifting a kettle. She can’t bathe herself or get to the phone, and sometimes she needs help just standing up from her chair, so it’s fairly obvious to me that she needs full-time care. But who am I to say?

			This lovely case worker leaves us hopeful after an hour and a half of meddling and tells us we have twenty-four hours to accept or decline a bed and move her in should we get the call. No pressure.

			So, after a few days, when Mum is in a happy mood, I broach the issue of preparation. She once again denies that all this is really necessary, but I persist as cautiously and tactfully as I can. She finally agrees to let me sort through her clothes and shoes with her and find out what’s essential and what can go to charity. She allows me to bag up the items that are out of season. On another day, I approach toiletries in the same manner. I decide not to get into the household knick-knacks with her, as this would create an endless sea of troubles. I will make a command decision when the time comes, as I’m sure the space will be very limited.

			I realize how lucky I am to have a mother who has allowed me to plan ahead. We have already done the will, power of attorney, representation agreement and “Do not resuscitate” order. We have already divided up all her assets and antique household treasures between my sister and I. We have already minimized her carbon footprint by giving away her car that she can no longer drive. Most adult children can’t even broach these topics with their parents without fear of conflict. My mum has been a rock of stoic practicality à la Winston Churchill since forever, and I only hope I can be as decent with my children when my time comes.

			When we do get the call a month later, Chris and I are out driving. We pull over to talk safely when we see the number on my screen. Miraculously, we are offered a bed at the care home closest to our house and right next door to his own mother’s facility. We cannot believe our luck, and we immediately accept. We are sitting in the car looking at each other gobsmacked. Suddenly, all the possibilities of living on our own flash before us. Travel, entertaining guests and even daytime sex become options. Letting the garden grow over into wild disarray seems like the obvious first order of business. Getting rid of fifty-year-old ceramic clowns and decorating the place in our own style will be delightful. Listening to the Cranberries instead of Frank Sinatra and the Tijuana Brass will be a welcome change. Even though I love my mother to bits, the whole world becomes new and exciting in that one phone call.

			When we get home, Mum surprises me by accepting her fate with grace. I was expecting a huge fuss and some tears. She allows me to pack up her things, and we choose her favourite armchair and a small bookcase to organize her necessities, like her TV snacks and lotions and stationery, within reach. We even agree to bring the full-size electric piano along shortly with a rental truck so she can continue to play every day.

			The next day I am expecting tears on all sides, but we are all surprisingly calm and efficient. Once she is settled in, we accompany her to her first dining room meal and meet her table mates. She has clearly been placed at the lucid table because all the other tables are what my mother-in-law calls “the drooling zombies” who require feeding and have no idea where
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