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Inside the Dementia Epidemic: A Daughter’s Memoir
Martha Stettinius


Synopsis
       When her mother, Judy, plunges her car into a snow bank, Martha Stettinius herself is “snow blind” and innocent of the truth. More than an illness, dementia is a fast-growing epidemic. Martha’s dogged attempts to care for Judy soon make her an expert on this threat: 1 in 8 people over age 65 will have Alzheimer’s disease or another dementia, and nearly half of us over age 85.
       In 2005 Martha found herself suddenly taking on the role of caregiver for Judy, a role she never expected, and at first resisted. As adults Martha and her mother had always lived their own separate lives—Judy as a fiercely independent divorced woman, and Martha as a fiercely independent daughter who supported herself at 17. They had a way of always butting heads, so Martha kept her distance. But at 72, Judy could no longer balance her checkbook. The remote, lakeside home where she had live alone for twenty-five years overflowed with garbage and recyclables.  She was losing weight on a diet of crackers and unfiltered lake water. Martha knew that she had to move her mother out of there. She offered to take her into her home an hour away with her husband and two children. Martha quickly felt overwhelmed working, taking care of her children, and tending to her mother. In the months they lived together, Martha learned her first tough lesson as a member of the “sandwich generation”—she couldn't be a superwoman.

       Deeply honest about the emotional gauntlet thrust upon her as she juggles family, job, and elder care, Martha has good reason to share it: most of us are likely to have to walk in her shoes. Torn between her mother and preserving her own family’s happiness, Martha takes us on a brave journey from at-home care to the difficult decision of choosing to have professionals care for her mother in a residential facility. Martha guides us through seven years of caregiving in assisted living, rehab, “memory care,” and a nursing home. Through skillful storytelling, she shares the bottom line that we all need to know: how to finance care, avoid pitfalls, sort out caregivers, evaluate a facility, and investigate more humane homes such as those in “The Eden Alternative” and “Green House Project.” Martha’s caregiving years have presented twists and turns that she never expected, transforming her challenging relationship with her mother, and affecting her profoundly. She reaches the deepest core of Judy’s spirit, and maintains that pilot light to this very day.

        Martha supplements this mother-daughter love story with facts and appendices reflecting the cutting edge of dementia research. When her mother eats only sweets, she explores the connection: is Alzheimer’s “Type III Diabetes”?  She refuses to surrender to hopelessness. She shares the ultimate guide to How to Save Yourself: an anti-dementia, anti-diabetic diet; and the newest medical tests. Martha outlines the benefits of early diagnosis, risk factors for dementia, and medications approved to relieve the symptoms of dementia—all information that she wishes she had known years ago. As Martha has learned to sit in silence and hold her mother’s hand, she has also learned to speak up, research, and reach out to give us all new ways to win the war.                                                                              
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