
There’s No Place Like 

(Nursing) Home – 

Stories of Dementia, Dying, and Peeing on the Christmas Tree

Paul E. Tedesco

Copyright © 2025 Paul E. Tedesco

All Rights Reserved

Dedication

The Catholic Church has a protocol, 

steeped in tradition,

for officially recognizing ‘saints’. 

It’s called canonization. You need miracles, investigative panels, theologians – 

you get the picture.

There is another protocol, 

equally steeped in tradition in the pews –

all you need is a life spent living the Gospel. 

My parents did that.

Saint Laura of Carroll Street, 

and Saint Herb of South Wheeling.

Enjoy their story.
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THE YEAR 1983 PRODUCED one of Hollywood’s most-hyped and bloodcurdling films, a made-for-TV movie entitled The Day After. Jason Robards starred. A young John Lithgow co-starred. Produced during the throes of the Cold War, it jolted unsuspecting living-room viewers with the ghastly and grim realities of the consequences of a nuclear war, here, in the United States. Mushroom clouds over American cities. Blindness, radiation sores, people dying faster than they could be buried. Life as they knew it had changed forever in an instant, profoundly. 

In a scene subsequent to the leveling of Kansas City in one of the saga’s nuclear blasts, the Lithgow character, a university professor in nearby Lawrence, Kansas, site of an accompanying blast, finds a ham radio. In intermittent scenes throughout the remainder of the story, including the ghostly sound of his voice over a black screen at movie’s end, he repeatedly and feverishly twists the dials and utters the same cryptic words. 

“Is anybody out there, anybody at all?” 

I was there. Not Lawrence or Kansas City. No mushroom cloud, thank God. I was jolted by the shock wave, however, a radioactive one that leveled me no less than the denizens of cities laid waste in the film. Mine happened the day I put my mom in a nursing home. 

We had a happy family growing up. Mom and Dad were the proverbial ‘match made in heaven’, joined at the hip if ever a husband and wife were. I was the eldest son, my brother fourteen months behind,. Family dinners every night, church on Sunday and nightly prayers before bedtime. Popcorn with TV, summer trips to the beach, Sunday drives to pick paw-paws, with a stop for ice cream on the way home. We had our occasional ups and downs. What family doesn’t? But we were a family, a happy, contented, and close one. A lucky one, too. 

Somehow, the more serious tragedies that seemed to mark other families from time to time seemed to escape us. We were immune, or at least it felt like it.  My brother was ill as a youngster and spent the better part of a year in bed at home, recovering, home-schooled by our mother. He did, however, recover, fully.  Mom was in the hospital from time to time, never the world’s healthiest woman, but far from the sickest, too. Like my brother, she survived. Dad was the epitome of health. So was I. Immune, remember? 

Adulthood brought my brother and me the usual travails, life changes and challenges waiting to be hurdled. But hurdle them we did, maybe not cleanly in every case, but eventually, and fully. When we did, Mom and Dad were there to goad us over, and cheer us when we landed. We did the same for them. In-laws and grandchildren enriched an already prosperous – in everything that mattered most – hearth and home.  Immunity is a wonderful thing. 

We read about other families’ trials and tribulations, saw them on TV, and watched them on the news. Some were our neighbors. Some were aunts, uncles, cousins. Some suffered tragically and suddenly, others for years on end. We suffered with them, held their hands, and dried their tears. Only one thing made them different. The tragedies, the chronic illnesses, the family ruptures were theirs, not ours. We were inoculated. Immune. 

Immunity is not only a wonderful thing; it’s a dangerous thing, too. It breeds contentment, whether you want it or not. Once immune, always immune. You learn to live with it, because it’s a comfortable place to be. You come to expect it. Not sure why, but it’s their lot, not ours. It’s just the way it is, the way it’s always been. Most importantly, the way it always will be, the way we want it to stay. Immune. 

I’m a Baby Boomer. Maybe you are, too. It’s a big club. Estimates exceed the seventy-nine million mark now. That’s seventy-nine million of us, and millions more of our parents, now “coming of age.” Old age. Seniors. The so-called Golden Years. Coming of age for alternative places to live. For many, like my mother, that has already eventually meant a nursing home. For lots more of them – us – it soon will.  We’re not exempt. Don’t believe it. I did—hook, line, and sinker. I was wrong. Dead wrong. The inoculation didn’t take. The immunity was gone, permanently. 

What follows does not purport to give you all the answers. It won’t help you pick a nursing home when your time comes, or how to pay for it. It won’t tell you where to find the resources you’ll need. Others have already done that. It is not a tome, a scholarly study. Those have their place. This isn’t it. What it is, however, is a compendium of stories—real ones—designed to help you. It is my hope it will help you in the spiritual struggles, my own, that the stories engendered. It is my hope it will help you surmount the pain and guilt that are a tsunami waiting to pummel the shore, inevitable and unsparing. It is my hope, perhaps more than anything else, that it will help you smile—and keep smiling—while you’re hurting in ways you never hurt before, ways that tear at the very fiber of your soul. It’s a story about survival—hers, mine, ours. Maybe yours. 

We were immune, remember? This could never happen to her, us, me. Somehow, however, when we were looking the other way, it did. 

I wasn’t in Lawrence or Kansas City when the Mother of all Nightmares lit up the sky. I get it, though. I had a nightmare of my own. 

Is anybody out there, anybody at all? 
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The Day the Earth Stood Still 
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AS YOU MIGHT HAVE GUESSED by now, I like movies. This is not a movie review, however. This story wasn’t nearly as much fun. 

Mom had been failing for a while. My brother and I had been talking about it for a while. Just talking. Mom and Dad hadn’t said a word. No surprise there. They never did. If they were suffering, they suffered in silence and put on a good front, an Oscar-worthy front. I lived an hour away, my brother right in town, his family home a ten-minute drive from theirs. I was there a lot, one or two Sundays a month for dinner, either at their dining room table at our old homestead or with them as my guests at our favorite local Italian restaurant for capellini and sausage. The dinners at home stopped, suddenly, with the word that mom just wasn’t up to it anymore. Mom lived to feed people.  Hammer head to the skull. Signal One. 

I used to be a pastor. I still was to my Catholic parents, bringing them Holy Communion and praying with them every time I came. By now they had stopped, to their deep chagrin, attending our longtime parish church for Mass on Sundays. Our parents lived and breathed Church. Always had, always would. Not being there was a decision they wouldn’t take lightly, ever. Dad said he didn’t want to leave mom alone too long, “just in case.” Just in case what? Dad sloughed it off as mom getting a little more feeble than she used to be, and him wanting to be close by. Old age, I told myself. Made sense. Signal Two. They were sending them, intentionally or not, clear as day. I didn’t see the flashing lights, though. I was more comfortable with the old Three Stooges look, hands over eyes, ears, and mouth. Hear no evil, see no evil, speak no evil. It helps to keep the signals at bay. 

One Sunday the visit was in the dining room. Mom was seated in a chair near the wall, not at the dinner table like usual. Seemed odd, but not worthy of concern. Dad put some coffee on the table, the way mom used to for anybody who walked in the door. I noticed that while her legs were crossed like usual, the right one was shaking—almost imperceptibly, but shaking nonetheless. I remember thinking about Michael J. Fox, the actor, national symbol of Parkinson’s disease. I had seen him on TV. He shook too. My mom had always been the nervous, excitable type, however. Maybe she was just extra nervous today. Denial isn’t just a river in Egypt. Signal Three. 

Then the falling started. Small ones, at least the ones my brother and I knew about. Dad ‘handled it’, just like he had always handled everything. Rock of Gibraltar. Then one happened that Dad couldn’t handle. He told us later that he was downstairs in the basement, washing up, when he heard the thud on the hardwood floor above. Mom had lifted herself off the portable potty that had become part of their bedroom decor for the last couple of years. This time she wasn’t able to keep her balance. By the time dad hobbled upstairs, old age taking its toll on him as well, she was on the floor, crying and in obvious pain, unable to get up. He tried, gamely, to help, but this time she was hurt. 9-1-1. Emergency room. A hospital bed. A broken clavicle. Signal Four. 

Not long after, I stopped by on a Sunday afternoon.  We talked about this and that, everything but what was going on with them. That was off-limits, the family way. You take care of your business and I’ll take care of mine. Lots of respect for each other’s privacy. When it was time for Communion, mom wanted to go from the dining room into the living room. She patted her hand against the wall for balance when she ambled in. I hadn’t seen her walk in a while. Now I knew why. Signal Five. 

When we all got to the living room and got situated, I prepared the pyx carrying Holy Communion while mom and dad settled into their chairs. We prayed, just like always. Mom prayed the Our Father along with us, word for word, just like always. I gave her communion.  She took it in the palm of her hand and consumed it, but didn’t bow her head, not just like always. This time she had a ‘far-away’ look in her eyes, one I’ll never forget.  Dad and I were there in the living room.  She was clearly ‘someplace else’. 

Eyes opened, she gazed in the direction of the front porch on the other side of the window. 

“It’s so beautiful,” she exclaimed softly. 

A beatific moment, right?  I thought so, credibly, in my mom’s case. If ever a woman was capable of a stealing a peek through her own personal portal into heaven, it was mom, the walking definition of a devout believer. I thought that’s what this was. She was a lot closer to the end of her life than the beginning, a lot closer to what lay beyond. What else could it be? Signal Six. 

The last signal was the worst. I was at work a week later when I received a call from my sister-in-law. She and I have been friends for all the years of her marriage to my brother, but we don’t call each other. This time she called, at work. She had never done that. The sound of her voice was all I needed to hear to know that something was wrong, big-time. Something, indeed. 

She told me that mom had fallen twice that morning. The first had been about seven-o’clock. Dad had called my brother at home to come and help him get her back into bed. My father never called us for help. Rocks of Gibraltar don’t do that. They don’t need to. That was the most stunning thing she said, not that mom had fallen again. I had begun getting used to that, sorry to say. But dad had asked for help. This was serious, real serious. Then the clincher came. She said that after my brother had gone to work after helping Dad hoist her safely into bed, he called again two hours later, asking my brother to come and help again. Another fall. They got her into bed again, and my brother returned to work, first calling my sister-in-law. She told him to call me and let me know. He demurred. Everything would be okay. Denial. The family trait. If we had a coat of arms, that word would be inscribed. If you don’t talk about something it goes away, right? She understood that, so she did what she had to do and called me herself. 

I listened, numb now, and dropped the phone into its cradle. Minutes later I was hurtling south on the Interstate, on my way ‘home’. Things had obviously passed the point of no return. Somebody had to say so. I was ready. A bit slow on the take, but ready nonetheless. What I found when I got there was a scene as permanently etched in my brain as are the presidential carvings on Mount Rushmore. 

I didn’t call dad to tell him I was coming. He would have tried to talk me out of it, and I wasn’t going into the ring for that fight. I needed to conserve my energy. This time the Rock of Gibraltar wasn’t going to be calling the shots, whether he liked it or not. 

I knocked on the back door, helped myself in, and saw a shaken Rock shuffling from their first-floor back bedroom. I told him how I knew, and that I wanted to see her. She was awake, shaken herself, and lying on her side. Dad told me she had lain there in that same position since nine-o’clock that morning. By now it was two-o’clock in the afternoon. He had tried to move her, but was stymied. I tried too. Same result. Mom had always been petite, five-feet tall and a hundred pounds on a heavy day. In her dotage she had shrunk even more so. How could a rag-doll of a woman be so stiff, a rock herself that couldn’t be budged? 

Catholic to her now petrified bones, she pulled from beneath her pillow the ever-present black and gold-beaded ‘Pittsburgh Steelers’ rosary I had once given her as a semi-gag gift and asked me to pray it with her. We hadn’t done that since I was a young child. I knelt on the floor beside the bed, held her hand, and prayed aloud. She prayed silently, lips barely moving, tears streaking her cheeks. Mom was terrified. This was what she did when she was terrified, turned to the mother of Jesus, her lifelong Friend. Now she asked me to pray with her. I knew there were other things that needed to be done, and soon. This needed to be done first. The rosary soothed her distraught spirit, enough for me to quietly whisk my dad into the kitchen where we could talk, privately. Talk we did, finally. 

I grasped my father by his bony shoulders, looked down at this shrunken pillar of a man, and stated the obvious. 

“Pop, you can’t do this anymore.” 

I was probably shaking more than he was. My brother and I had never told our dad what to do. No one did. That’s how it was with Dad. He was the Rock. He was in charge. He called the shots. He made the big decisions. This time, to my utter surprise, my ‘redirect’ readied, he nodded. 

“Right,” he said, simply. 

He knew I was right. He didn’t have to say it. I didn’t expect or want him to. I just wanted him to understand, to accept what was, and to let me handle it for him. He needed to tend to mom. I’d take it from here. 

“You’ve done yeoman’s work,” I told him, hands still grasping a man I treasured and respected like no other. “You’ve done everything for her, Pop. You can’t do it anymore. We need to get her into a nursing home.” 

“Right,” he quickly replied again, though this time his pale blue eyes betrayed a deeper concern. 

“What is it, Pop?” I asked, relaxing my grip. 

A man who had built a sixty-one-year prototype of a marriage on trust and honesty said, “She always made me promise not to put her in a nursing home. I told her wouldn’t.” 

I had never seen my dad look scared, ever. Not until now. 

I nodded slowly, furiously raking my brain for the right words while my heart pounded like an anvil. 

“I understand, Pop,” I said. “But you have no choice. She’s falling. Something’s wrong. We need to find out what. Then we need to get her into a nursing home where she can get what she needs. She’s gotten that from you up until now. You’ve done everything you can do. Now she needs you to let other people do what you can’t do, what we can’t do. She needs help, Pop. ”

Dad took it in. I let go to give him space to come to terms with a world that was suddenly spinning backwards. He was facing the biggest decision he had made since the returning WWII vet had slid a simple gold band on Mom’s finger on a cold winter evening sixty-one years ago. He looked up at me suddenly, eyes wide now. 

“How?” 

“How what, Pop?” I replied. 

“How do we get her into a nursing
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