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A Caregiver’s Personal Story 

 

 For several years the writer of this column has shared caregiving journeys, in hopes that others in 

the same struggle would benefit. Here is her own story which she presented at a caregiver event: 

 My name is Rita and I am a caregiver for Bob, who has been diagnosed with vascular dementia 

and symptoms of Alzheimer’s. Our journey began in January of 2000 when Bob had a hemorrhagic 

stroke. Two weeks in the hospital and six weeks of outpatient therapy led to almost 100% functionality 

for Bob. He had some deficits with short-term memory and time and space orientation, but otherwise life 

went back to normal.  

Bob drove us everywhere, handled our finances, played golf with his buddies after he retired, and 

took care of the yard as he always had. We traveled a lot: to Europe, Great Britain, the Caribbean, and all 

over the U.S. We took a month-long trip out west to the Pacific and Bob drove all but a few miles.  

 After a while, I could no longer deny something was going on. A visit to a geriatric doctor 

confirmed my suspicions that he had dementia that was progressing. While they were testing Bob at the 

clinic, I met with a social worker. She suggested memory classes for Bob. I agreed that was a good idea—

anything that could stimulate the brain function he still had seemed like a good plan. I asked the social 

worker if I could go with Bob to the classes. She looked at me in surprise. “Do you have memory 

problems too?” 



“No,” I replied. “But I go everywhere with Bob. We do everything together.” 

She suggested it would be a good for me to have some time to myself while he was in the class, 

so, for instance, I could go shopping. Mentally, I bucked at the idea. Besides, I had no interest in 

shopping—and if I did go, I liked having Bob with me.  

While Bob’s dementia was progressing, my physical health was deteriorating. We made several 

visits to the hospital emergency room. On the third visit in six months, the case manager nurse asked, 

“Rita, do you have help at home?” 

I was taken aback and wondered what she meant. I responded, “Well, I have a cleaning lady once 

a month.” 

She said, “I mean daily help.” 

What?! I felt insulted. I thought, are you telling me I’m incapable of handling this? I was really 

upset. The case manager gave me information about home health care and adult day services in the area. 

She gave me a book with all the county agencies and services listed. I took it, but did NOT plan to use the 

resources. I can do this myself; I don’t need—nor can I afford—to have outside help. You know that ad 

where the lady says, “That’s for old people.” Well, that’s how I felt.  

Life continued and we muddled along. Family and friends shared their observations. Each time it 

was a surprise to me. One son said, “Mom, you can’t do the traditional Christmas anymore.” That hurt. 

Another told me, “We were behind you in the car and you and dad almost had a serious accident. Maybe 

he shouldn’t drive anymore.” Our neighbor told me she saw a near-miss Bob had while driving. Friends 

kept nagging me to get some kind of help so I could have respite. I listened and then forgot what they 

advised. I didn’t need respite! 

Then I had a medical crisis. When I was out of my coma, the social worker came to see me. She 

said my doctor wanted me to have some home health care after my hospital discharge. She sent in 

representatives from various agencies. We talked about my needs and also Bob’s and how they might 

help in the future. This had been a scary incident; I knew I better start listening. 

Our sons advised us to sell our home so we got that ball rolling. I looked at places where we 

might move. I knew I couldn’t manage our house and yard any more. Bob’s needs were increasing. I had 

to supervise his dressing, showering, and shaving. He no longer drove, so every trip to the grocery store 

or to get gas fell on me, along with finances. I could not leave him alone. 



Finally, I stopped being stubborn and decided I should check out adult day services in our area. I 

took a friend along. We arrived at the place unannounced. I don’t know what I expected, but I didn’t think 

I would like it. The nurse who cared for the health needs of clients there talked with us and showed us 

around. She was compassionate, friendly, and caring. We observed other employees supervising activities 

with the clients who were alert and seemed content and happy. I signed Bob up. 

My experience with the day care was positive. Not only did I get a day of respite each week, I 

also had the support of the social worker and nurse who not only cared for Bob, but also for me as I dealt 

with Bob. They answered questions. I knew Bob was being cared for lovingly so I could relax when I was 

away from him. The nurse and social worker connected me with resource people in Ozaukee county’s 

Aging and Disability Resource Center (ADRC) and with other caregivers. 

Years ago, when I came home from work or wherever with complaints about someone or 

something, Bob listened patiently and asked, “Rita, are you part of the problem or part of the solution?” 

Being willing to accept help, especially from day services, had me feeling like part of the solution—not 

part  of the problem, which I was when I lived in denial and stubbornly refused to accept help. It led to a 

state of well-being for me and less frustration with Bob. 

If people can relate to the above and would like to know more about what is available to help 

them cope with caregiving, a call to the ADRC (262 284-8120 or 262 238-8120) is a place to start. 

Another support system available in the county are Caregiver Coffees—groups of people on the 

caregiving journey gathering to share concerns and ideas with others. In March, these groups will meet at 

three different times and places--: Tuesday, March 7, at the Providence Place, 815 Washington St., 

Grafton, from 6:00 -7:30 p.m.; Tuesday, March 14, at the County Administration Building from 

10:15 – 11:45 a.m.; and Wednesday, March 22, from 9:30 – 11:00  a.m. at St. John’s Lutheran 

Church, corner of Port Washington Rd. and Lakefield Rd., Grafton. Care for the Loved One is 

available at the latter site. Call Barbara Lindholm at 262 376-4328 for information. 

Submitted by Rita Burfeind 

 

 

  


