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				Praise
			

			
				Finding Mary Smith is a beautifully written, heartfelt journey about identity, loss, and the courage it takes to search for the truth. The story unfolds gently but powerfully, drawing you in through authentic emotion rather than shock value. What made it especially meaningful for me is that I found a cousin I never knew I had before reading the book, which gave every page a deeper, more personal connection. A touching reminder that sometimes books don’t just tell stories, they resonate with our own.
			

			
				—Marc Mero, WWE/WCW Champion, Founder and CEO of Champion of Choices
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				Truly an epic of love, luck and longing for identity, Finding Mary Smith is at least a four- or five- (maybe even six-) cry read. Tears of joy, passion, pain, laughter, and ultimately deep satisfaction as one man’s modest life on Long Island turns into a first-person thriller, with all the ups and downs of a classic Hollywood story (complete with an unabashed happy ending). Except this story is achingly real. 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The tale is told in a voice as sure as a voice can be — because it’s so authentically his, and clearly the only voice that could be telling this story. Easy, conversational, hilarious, and poignant AF, as the kids say these days, once you start reading, expect to stay up late. I know I did, and I could read it all over again.
			

			
				—Robin Steele, Writer/Producer/Director
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				Dedication
			

			
				For Theresa, my anchor; Nick, my compass, who lived through this with me; my newfound family, who turned names on a laptop screen into family and filled in the missing pieces; and for anyone who’s ever discovered their origin story came with a few asterisks, may you find what you’re looking for.
			

			
				…and for Mary.
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
			Introduction
			

			
				As the song says, you can call me Al.
			

			
				It’s not that I really have any problem with the name Albert. My parents named me after my grandfather, who tragically died years before I was born. But growing up in 1970s Long Island, New York, I was constantly hearing the echoes of “Hey, Hey, Hey!” at school—the theme song from Fat Albert—despite being a pale Jewish string bean of a kid. It was low-hanging fruit, there for the picking.
			

			
				Besides Albert’s name, I was told that I also got his height (nope), his eye color (nope nope) plus whatever other gifts his Russian DNA would bring (nyet). So I was told. Many, many, many times.
			

			
				I’ve lived a bunch of lifetimes in 50 years. Besides my current position as husband and dad, I was a comedian, pro wrestling journalist, graphics artist, web designer, and a teacher of improv comedy (or “Professor of Whimsy” when it’s at a university).
			

			
				Unlike what came next, those were by design.
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				In the Middle of the Night
			

			
				In life, there are different levels of “knowledge.” You’ve got your gut feelings, your beliefs that you develop over time, and then there’s the stuff you just know. They are the things embedded in your core which need no reinforcing or reassuring, because they are simply the truth.
			

			
				A few examples of things that I knew for the vast majority of my life include the sun coming up in the morning, gravity holding me down, and Lucy and Sheldon Isaacs were my parents.
			

			
				At 1 AM on December 5, 2019, I had strong feelings about three things. I had the feeling that the dropping temperatures on Long Island, New York meant the sprinkling of snow coming down was going to begin to stick. I had the feeling that I would not be showing up for the comedy show scheduled for Pennsylvania the following night. And the feeling that my mom was probably dead, since nobody had seen or heard from her since she got in her car nine hours ago, and the “Silver Alert” was turning up nothing.
			

			
				Too dark too soon? Agreed. Let me start this way…
			

			
				Dementia is a really, really, really terrible, horrible thing. Double that when it hits both parents simultaneously.
			

			
				There, I said it.
			

			
				Aside from altering someone’s personality, dementia can arrive with a side order of hallucinations, paranoia, and depression. Dementia can make it very difficult to distinguish when a person suffering from it is speaking from a place of clarity or if it is something… else. Like when my mother gave one doctor a list of surgeries that she never actually had, then minutes later told a nurse in the same office that she never had any procedures at all, including the ones that were real. To a physician’s assistant, she listed multiple daily symptoms, but on the next visit, she told the same person that my father was the one who suffered from them. Or the one occasion that Mom told her oncologist…
			

			
				You know what? Just forget the start of that last sentence for a minute.
			

			
				In early November 2019, my dad, Sheldon Isaacs, had surgery for a broken shoulder he sustained in a fall at home. A little background: in his mid-70s Dad had a series of minor strokes over a couple of years. While there wasn’t much of an obvious physical toll per se, his mental acuity suffered greatly. What didn’t help was that he avoided doctors, like fear was easier to manage than certainty. The same way I would, say, avoid going to the men’s room after cutting up fresh habanero peppers without thoroughly washing my hands first. Between his crazy morning cough and my mother’s multiple bouts with cancer, Dad was terrified of hearing that particular “C” word out loud. But not going for regular checkups was one thing. Falling and breaking his shoulder wasn’t something he could just sleep off at home.
			

			
				So, my father had the surgery on his injured shoulder. After a few days in the hospital, the staff admitted him to the Massapequa Rehabilitation Center for short-term inpatient care. The center was a quick 15-minute drive from my house. Every night after work I would leave my beautiful wife Theresa and our 16-year-old son Nick at the dining room table, pick up my mom from her house, and go see Dad. Some afternoons around lunchtime she’d get in her car and drive herself to visit for a couple of hours. But in the evenings, it was the Al & Lucy Isaacs Traveling Jamboree. Dutiful only child at your service.
			

			
				Rereading the previous paragraphs might make this sound like my parents were in an ideal relationship, a “romance” if you will, that time never changed. Let me assure you that although the marriage had been on the books for well over 50 years, I’d never seen two people who pushed each other’s buttons in such a spectacular fashion. Without hesitation or a moment’s thought for the comfort of the general public around them. The screaming matches were legendary and raged whether they took place between floors of their two-story Long Island home or just behind a flimsy curtain that hung between them and a family trying to enjoy a Thanksgiving hospital visit with their grandpa. If scientists had the ability to harness the energy from Sheldon and Lucy Isaacs’s arguments, like say solar or wind power, there would be enough juice from just one of their battles to light Portland for three months. Some nights I had to drag my mother out of Dad’s hospital room fearing that one or both of them was going to suffer a major cardiac event, only to get back into the car minutes later where Mom would turn to me and cheerfully say, “He looked good, didn’t he?”
			

			
				Instead of driving me to drink, years of living adjacent to the Isaacs’s war zone drove me to the parking lot of East Side Comedy in Huntington, NY at the age of eighteen. If you stop reading to wonder why I turn to humor, even at inappropriate moments in this book, now you know. I’m sure that many people in similar circumstances will tell you that laughing in the darkest of hours is infinitely better than curling up in a ball and ceasing to function. In a 1957 Cosmopolitan magazine article, comedian Steve Allen is famously quoted as saying “Tragedy plus time equals comedy.” I give you permission to leave out the “time” part of that equation and laugh right in the middle of tragedy. By all means. I’m sure that many people dealing with some bleak circumstances will agree with me and tell you that laughing is infinitely better than curling up in a ball and ceasing to function.
			

			
				Wait, did I say something about driving?
			

			
				On the evening of December 5th, I called Mom’s house on my way home from work to tell her I was going to be late to take her over to see Dad. The traffic around holiday times on Long Island can be BRUTAL, especially when there was snow expected. When nobody answered the phone, I figured she was already at the rehab center. I arrived home, greeted my family, ate, and then went to my Mom's. The house was dark, with no car in the garage.
			

			
				Speaking of driving…
			

			
				On the evening of December 5th, I called Mom’s house from my car to tell her I was going to be late to take her to see dad because of holiday traffic. When nobody answered, I figured she was already at the rehab center. I got home, said hello to my wife and son, had a quick bite to eat, and drove to Mom’s place. The house was dark, with no car in the garage. Okay, I guess Mom and Dad didn’t have another epic brawl, and she stayed for dinner?
			

			
				I made the 15-minute trip to the center, walked into the lobby, and signed in a little after 6 PM. I proceeded to Dad’s room and found him sitting up in bed, alone. Must’ve just missed her.
			

			
				“Hey, Dad, how are you doing today? Is Mom still around?”
			

			
				“Your mother was never here today.”
			

			
				Let me pause again so you may question what was just said. When Dad’s dementia reared its ugly head, it created profound short-term memory loss. Yes, Dad had been officially diagnosed with “sundowning” at this point, so being told by him that that my mother wasn’t there today meant: a) she’s in the bathroom, b) she left ten minutes ago, or c) she was never there today. 
			

			
				Dad was able to disguise his failing memory with EMTs and physicians using his superpower, rage. Whenever they would ask him a basic question like “What year is it?” or “Who is President?” he would begin a tirade of expletives and insults with a volume and ferocity you can scarcely imagine. The questions would stop, and his condition would go untreated. And right now I was left not knowing where Mom was.
			

			
				Time for some detective work, pronto.
			

			
				I didn’t want to leave Dad alone so quickly, but I also had to make sure that Mom was okay. I asked a few of the nurses on the floor, but they had just started their shifts and didn’t know if Shelly had any visitors. I went back to the front desk and asked the folks there. My question to the man at the front desk was met with an incredible degree of concern. Just kidding. It was actually an impressive level of indifference, which surprised me considering the panic I was showing. The medical center had a new electronic sign-in system. No more antiquated physical books where I could just look for her left-handed signature on a previous page. So, now there was just the person on duty, who told me they were unable to access anything.
			

			
				“Sorry.”
			

			
				Through the glass windows in the front door, I could see that snowfall had increased. The temperature rapidly dropped into the low 30s. I headed back to Mom’s house on the off chance that we just crossed paths, but there was no answer at her door, and the car was not in the garage. I scrambled back to my house, where my wife and I called Nassau County hospitals and the police. No reports of accidents. Nobody admitted or in the emergency room with Mom’s name. Several officers met me at Mom’s house to take a report.
			

			
				On the helpful side, one officer went back to Dad’s rehab center in Massapequa to see if he might have better luck with the front desk clerk. Nope. Same answer from the attendant, who added that he had no way to access records and we’d have to wait for the manager the next day. However, the officer found a nurse who had worked the previous shift and identified my mom from a photo. The nurse said she saw my mother leaving Dad’s room around 4 PM. She remembered because they were screaming at each other at full volume. How about that? Their penchant for acrimonious arguing came in handy after all!
			

			
				On the somewhat disturbing side, as the one officer went to the medical center and another got pertinent info from me for the record, a third uniformed officer searched Mom’s house— all the rooms, closets, and cubbyholes, flashlight in hand—just in case I had murdered her and squirreled the body away somewhere. I’d like to think that after years of watching Columbo and similar entertainment that I would have better sense than to stash a body in the same house where I just summoned the police. Wait. Maybe I should have led with I wouldn’t murder anyone, but you know what I mean. It was really off-putting to stand there while that was taking place.
			

			
				The policeman finished gathering information, took from me a recent photo of Mom, and issued the Silver Alert to the general public. Her Light Beechwood Metallic Buick from the 90s had no GPS or OnStar. When my father got lost several times before we took away his car keys, at least the kind folks at Cadillac were able to help me contact and track him with an assist from his onboard OnStar. No such luck with Mom, who refused to get GPS of any sort (back when that tech wasn’t standard in cars). She also refused to carry the cell phone we bought for her. To be fair, she never charges it anyway. In short, she was flying blind and we couldn’t get in touch.
			

			
				And without taste buds, I might add.
			

			
				Yep, another major sign that things were terribly wrong revealed itself as I left the house, I grabbed a handful of Ruffles potato chips from an open bag on the kitchen table. They weren’t stale. They passed that stage weeks before. Maybe months? Honestly, this could have been a bag of the prototype chips the fine people at Frito-Lay gave out to the test market before going wide in 1948. Another huge red flag that my mom was really good at hiding her dementia. Until now. 
			

			
				More on the taste buds in a bit.
			

			
				A pattern was established late into the night. I drove for an hour or so, each time further down Sunrise Highway by the hospital, then swung back home for some coffee and an update from the 8th precinct. During the first journey, I scoured the parking lot at the rehab center. Initially, my fear was that Mom and Dad had an argument; in an agitated state, Mom stormed out to her car; and hours later I’d find her slumped over the steering wheel. But there was no sign of her car in the now sparse lot. I finally needed a break around 2:30 AM and spent a few minutes posting some pictures to social media, for whatever that was worth. Then it was out once more into the snowy night before returning home to the couch for a desperately needed nap.
			

			
				The ringing phone jarred me awake at 4:00 AM. A man with a thick accent was on the other end. The only words I clearly understood were “Mother here.”
			

			
				The kind Middle Eastern gentleman was the manager of the Badshah Farmers Market near Northrop Grumman in Bethpage, the place where they built the Apollo lunar module. It was a source of Long Island and personal family pride, as my father-in-law was one of the lunar module’s engineers. It was about four miles from Mom’s house but ten miles from the rehabilitation center in the wrong direction. Minutes before the manager called, my mom had wandered into his store as he was getting things set up for the day, and she asked him to call her son. It had been twelve hours since she left my dad’s room.
			

			
				I found Mom seated near the entrance of Badshah’s, wide awake and frantically talking about “the guy who hit her and took off.” I walked outside to see her heavily damaged car and was immediately met by a police officer, who called for an ambulance. In a completely different version of the story she told me about some crazy driver hitting her, Mom explained to the officer that she had left Dad at the rehab center only an hour before. A paramedic checked her out and found no injuries. Mom just wanted to go home. She grabbed her pocketbook from the banged-up car, which was going to be towed to an auto repair shop. As the tow truck driver handed me paperwork, he assured me that it would be in the shop for at least seven to ten business days. This much time was needed to get parts and repair extensive damage to the side, the missing mirrors, and blown out tires. The police officer took me aside and confirmed what I already thought: there was no other car. He was sure the damage resulted from scraping against a wall or, more likely, a barrier. She was lucky it wasn’t worse for the car or her. At the very least, Mom would have no car.
			

			
				Fast forward for a second - two months later, I received a letter from EZ Pass with a photo of my mom blowing past a toll booth without paying on a bridge heading into Manhattan 37 miles from her house around midnight.
			

			
				The morning after her adventure—just a couple of hours later—I headed off to work and checked in with Mom to make sure she was all right. She assured me she was fine and that I shouldn’t worry. She insisted I come home on time so I could take her to visit Dad. I asked a neighbor to check in on her and called Mom a couple of times during the day, keeping the calls brief so she could rest. I made my last call on the way home to tell her to get ready. 
			

			
				She never answered.
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				Mom’s car wrecked. Side mirrors gone, tires shredded
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				And Then...
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				First, this…
			

			
				That’s a picture of my wife and me from our honeymoon. Partly to brag, partly so you can envision her as you read, partly to show how lucky I can be, and mostly to show how way out of league she is for that smiling goof on the left. But I digress.
			

			
				Here’s a brief story that will make things between me and my folks, and just me as a human being, clearer. At a family gathering in 2012 or so, we were in my parents’ backyard sitting around the table in the afternoon sun when unprompted my mom mentioned that she used to “boo” my son Nick when he was little. Just mentioned it. Not “Boo!” as in friendly jump scare from grandma; “boo” as in “You suck.”
			

			
				“What?” I asked, confused and a bit rattled.
			

			
				“We would boo him!” She pointed over at the stoop, “We have that little basketball hoop over there, and Nicky would play…”
			

			
				“When he was three?!?!”
			

			
				“…and when he would get the ball in once in a while, we would say, “Yay!” And when he would miss, we’d look at him and go, “BOOOOOOOOOO!”
			

			
				“You booed my son?”
			

			
				Mom’s confusion met mine. “What? He missed!”
			

			
				“You booed my three-year-old son?!?!?!?!?”
			

			
				“What’s the big deal? We booed you all the time, and you turned out just fine!”
			

			
				Just then, my wife Theresa swooped in and casually, if not clinically, gave clarity to my entire existence in a single sentence. “Yes, you booed Al, and now he gets on stage in front of 500 strangers every night looking for unconditional love and acceptance with jokes.”
			

			
				My mind was blown. 
			

			
				Of course, if this was a Hollywood movie, the music would swell a bit, and the mother and son would look into one another’s eyes, which were welling with tears of remorse. “I’m sorry,” would be whispered, followed by a long overdue embrace.
			

			
				Nah.
			

			
				I stood there with lucidity it would have taken years of therapy to achieve, while Mom, no doubt, tucked away a moment of seething resentment against her daughter-in-law for disrespecting her out loud. It was the way it had always been. I can’t say that my years growing up in that environment were normal. After all, who can say what “normal” is? I’m pretty certain they weren’t healthy. “I’m sorry” was never uttered in our home. To me, or to each other. My folks screamed and cursed each other. I never witnessed physical violence, but the shouting, door slamming, and toxic profanity were not followed by “I was wrong” or “I shouldn’t have said that.” Mom and Dad never missed an opportunity to miss an opportunity to heal. They simply became tired from shouting, retreated to another room for a smoke, then emerged remorseless at the next meal. Nothing resolved, the air thick with tension and the smell of nicotine, the doomsday clock was reset to 11:58 for whatever would trigger the next brutal verbal onslaught. After I got married and moved out, they had new parts of their great big empty house to retreat to when things didn’t go their way. A house, I might add, where nobody picked up the phone one day after my mother went missing for fourteen hours.
			

			
				In the shower, maybe? While the phone just rang and rang, you may recall Mom’s hatred of technology, like cell phones and GPS. It extended to answering machines, as well.
			

			
				Slightly panicked, I ran across the street to Mom’s house and knocked on the door. 
			

			
				Oh, did I not mention I lived across the street from my parents? It’s Everybody Loves Raymond, except it’s me. And without the laugh track. (To be fair, the television show had a live studio audience, but it would be weird and creepy to have a live studio audience following me in real life and “laugh track” flows better.) As far as living across the street from them, I’ll leave it to you to determine why the universe kept us in close proximity.
			

			
				There I was, repeatedly knocking on Mom’s door. I didn’t bother checking the garage because, as I reminded myself, the car was totally wrecked and at the mechanic’s for the next few days. So, I let myself in the house and called out for Mom a few times. One half of my brain rationally assumed that she probably went to a neighbor’s home for dinner, while the predictably paranoid half of my brain continued to quietly scare the hell out of me. Maybe there was an injury the paramedics didn’t notice or another medical event? I calmed a bit after a brief search of the house turned up nothing unusual. At least I knew (again, not a “gut feeling” or “belief” but solid hardcore KNEW) that Mom’s wrecked car was in the shop.
			

			
				It was time once again to break out the detective hat. I found Mom’s little phone book. Her older model landline phone had no call history, so this was an old-school exercise. Neighbors knew nothing. Taxi services? Nothing. Mind you, these were pre-Uber times, so no need to ask about those, unless you can order an Uber with a rotary phone on a landline? I was getting ready to alert the police that the worst son on the East Coast had lost his mother for the second night in a row when I caught a glimpse of my wife through the front screen door running across the street, waving her arms madly, a phone clutched in her hand.
			

			
				Turns out, rather than resting quietly as planned, Mom spent the day repeatedly harassing the body shop, telling them it was imperative they fix her car and get it back to her immediately. She played the sick husband in the hospital card nonstop for hours. They finally relented, slapped on some new(ish?) tires, and left the vehicle in her driveway.
			

			
				And yes. Without telling anyone, Mom got behind the wheel again and drove for three hours in the wrong direction towards the east end of Long Island. Fortunately, a kind off-duty nurse was coming out of a convenience store and witnessed Mom drive over the curb, blow out her tires and stop inches from the store’s brick facade. The nurse got my number from Mom’s purse and called me. For the second time in two nights, someone was watching over us. It was a miracle that no one was seriously injured or killed.
			

			
				Once more, I picked her up miles from home and inches from tragedy. To be honest, I don’t remember the nonsensical excuse she gave me on the ride home. The mixture of anger, frustration, desperation, and relief I felt was too much. I had Mom’s car towed back to the same garage that had released it to her. I can only assume they didn’t realize whose vehicle it was, or they wouldn’t have accepted it. However, I’m sure recognition dawned when it was dropped at their doorstep. The following morning, I stopped by the shop and spoke with the owner. I filled him in on the current situation. He was mortified. He, too, had elderly parents with health issues. I informed him that the mechanics could take their sweet time repairing the car. (I think I might have even winked to emphasize just how much I wanted them to stall.) Later, I told Mom the car had gone to a different shop on the other side of town. I claimed I had left the receipt at home and couldn’t remember the name. She called me a couple of times to get the information. I told Mom I’d call to follow up and changed the subject to something she would go on about, thus derailing her train of thought. At least it gave the shop relief from her tenaciously harassing phone calls and the possibility of a “three-peat.” No way we were tempting fate again.
			

			
				The next month was a blur of doctor appointments, visits with Dad, and running errands. I had to cut way back on my show schedule and missed a few comedy bookings. My wife and son cheerfully helped me and were patient with my frayed nerves. They made the best of a compromised holiday season, or as we like to call it, “Chanabirthmas.” It’s an old joke I used to make about my birthday being so close to Chanukah and Christmas, thus annually screwing me out of gifts. That was never the case with my family, but I liked the joke. This birthday was my 50th, and any plans had to be put on hold.
			

			
				Dad’s decline was much more noticeable. While his actual personality remained mostly the same, the mental sharpness that gave him a celebrated Wall Street career was quickly disappearing. The frequent car trips that culminated in my father getting lost had been a stark example prior to his accident. One time I got a call just around dinnertime that he went out for a haircut appointment and never returned.
			

			
				“What time did he leave, Mom?”
			

			
				“A couple of hours, maybe?” This estimation was clarified by a neighbor who saw him leave at eleven in the morning, some five hours earlier.
			

			
				This example illustrates two things simultaneously. First, my parents covered for one another’s cognitive impairment. And second, Mom’s terrible flair for the dramatic, where she would either drastically blow an episode way out of proportion or just not tell you about an issue that needed immediate attention. Like that time in 2008 when Dad suffered in bed with pancreatitis for five days (with symptoms that present like a heart attack, from what I understand) before she called me to ask if I thought he needed to see a doctor. 
			

			
				Mom was thrilled when I took away Dad’s car keys. More control for her. He put up a fight, and she didn’t defend him. Thankfully, I thought. I was honestly terrified of the accident waiting to happen that might end tragically. It was equally likely that he’d get lost some weekend when I was out of state performing, and either Theresa would be with me, or she’d be alone and have the responsibility of finding him. Or the worst-case scenario that the phone call would come in, not from my mom, but from the police that there had been an accident with tragic circumstances.
			

			
				Another jarring moment came one afternoon a few weeks before Dad’s fall, when my folks were potential victims of a common phone scam, where someone calls a senior and says their grandchild is in financial trouble. In this case, the con artist claimed that my son Nick had been in a car accident 1,500 miles away in Florida. And Nick needed money from his grandparents, because he was too scared to call his parents. It’s a common scam, and I can see how it might work on some people. However, less than an hour earlier, Nick had been visiting in their kitchen. Mom came over to our house and asked if we had heard about the accident. I ran across the street and found Dad on the phone, ready to give his credit card information to the goniff.
			

			
				This was not going to get any better. 
			

			
				Until early February, I was in a daily cycle of going to work, driving Mom to doctor appointments (a complete waste of time, in her opinion), and nightly visits to see Dad in the hospital. Since her cognitive decline was no longer in question, I clearly saw all the signs. Every evening, specific sights on the drive triggered the same stories. Every night. Same stories. Sometimes details of the stories, sometimes big ones, were vastly different. One night her brother, who tragically died when she was only ten, found
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