For Sam, who holds it all inside.

It seems like, lately, I spend so much of my life focusing on memory, on memories. What it’s like to lose it. What it’s like to have them.

My dad doesn’t look me directly in the eye much anymore. I can’t remember the last time he said my name. He doesn’t know it anymore. If someone asks him about his kids, he only names my older brothers, but I’m here with him day in and day out, so I think I look familiar to him. I wouldn’t call it recognition, really. I think he feels safe. Sometimes, he’ll look at me like he wants to say something, like it’s on the tip of his tongue, but whatever it is never comes out. It stays lost in the fragments of his mind. 

The diagnosis was made in 1989. He was sixty; I was twelve. The doctors are all so cryptic. Like used car salesmen, they offered us Small Blood Vessel Disease, with an option for Alzheimer’s. They sold us similar symptoms with little hope and poor prognoses. Initially, they stocked us up with the only medicines that were available. Later, when he was too far gone and new medicines were made available, they gave us the option to put an extended warranty on what little memory of his life he had left. With little hope, we bought into it anyway. 

Often, I think of who my dad used to be, what I remember of him before the disease and what people tell me. I get lost in the mix of those stories and the stories I have of him now. 

Before I was born, my dad was the local justice of the peace for eighteen years. People still call him Judge when they talk about him. They tell me how he married them in our living room and how he settled their problems. He owned an auto parts store in town, and they tell me how he was always willing to help them out, letting them pay later when times were tough. Last week, after he took every piece of clothing out of my parents’ closet, he said help me out with a good deal. I had to buy back all of the clothes he had strewn about the house for his “sale.” I gave him all the money I had in my wallet. Sadly, as he took the seven dollars, I felt a little glad that he can’t count anymore.

In 1976, my dad was elected to the Louisiana House of Representatives, representing District 58 Assumption, Ascension, and St. James Parishes. They tell me he loved politics and about the committees he served on. They tell me how he and the governor were friends and how he authored the bill that made the Catahoula Cur the state dog. They tell me how he would pick up the phone and get someone a job just like that. I can remember parties that he and my mom threw at the house. He would slip me a sip of Crème de Menthe and tuck me into bed with his own tumbler in his hand. Now, he carries coke bottles around the house and randomly leaves them in cabinets and closets. 

When I was ten, he became the Mayor of the City of Donaldsonville. They tell me about his decisions and his contributions to the community. They tell me how he was a good leader. They tell me, “Yes, he did seem a little distracted right before he got out of office, now that I think about it, now that we know.” I got my license when I was fifteen so that I could drive him to the city council meetings. He could still drive during the day, but he would get lost at night. He stopped recognizing the streets he grew up on, the places he’d worked, the community he’d represented. Shortly after he lost his sense of place, he began to lose himself. We took his license and his keys away not long after he left office. 

I don’t get any glimpses of the man he used to be anymore. Nowadays, he spends most of his time circling through the house over and over and over. I know all their stories. They tell me how he was fun-loving and crazy, about him drunkenly jumping in front of a train dressed in and LSU cheerleading uniform. They tell me how he loved his country, about how he pulled a man out of a burning plane in the Korean War and was awarded the Silver Star for bravery. They tell me how he loved being with people and how he loved his alma mater, about how he started the Ascension Catholic Men’s Social Club so that they could get together and travel with a the football team. The stories I have to tell about who he is today aren’t like the ones they tell me. It’s getting harder to hear about him, when they try to tell me, “Oh, yeah. He’d remember me,” I just want to tell them that he doesn’t remember me, and he certainly won’t remember them, but I don’t. I just smile and nod.

My mom fixes and leaves him three sandwiches on the counter before she leaves for work in the morning. I come home to find the Ziploc bags in the toilet and urine around the trashcan. He tells me about the celebrities that visited. Oprah is on the television. He goes outside during to day to feed the dog ice, whose name, incidentally, he still remembers for now. A while back, he took a broom and beat on the back door, leaving dents and scratches all around the doorknob and along the bottom of the door. We aren’t sure how he made it back inside. We figure that he remembered how to open it. Not long after that, he spilled white paint outside and tracked footsteps into the house. He tried to sweep it up, so we had to clean the footprints and the painted brush strokes that he made as he swept the rest of the house with the paint-soaked broom.

He started taking and hiding random items around the house—food, silverware, his brush, my wallet—all hidden or placed in the most unlikely of places. Taking care of someone all the time is a really draining and discouraging position to be in. Recently, we got into an argument about some clothes he had taken off the bathroom counter. I yanked them out of his hand, and he huffed up, looked me right in the eye and yelled, “I could have you killed.” Tired and frustrated, I yelled back, “Oh, yeah…you got to remember how to use the damn phone first!” 

I guess it doesn’t matter that much that I yelled at him. He doesn’t remember that. But, I will. I will remember these stories. I will remember watching the man from everyone else’s stories slipping away from me, little by little. I will remember having to feed him and bathe him and change him. I will remember the day we put him in the nursing home. I will remember the shame I felt for not being able to take care of him anymore. I will remember him at my wedding, there but not there. I will remember rolling him around in his wheelchair and the nursing home smells. I will remember the night he died, watching my mom cry and hearing her apologize to me. I will remember his funeral, listening to the priest tell the stories of his life, about the man that he was before. I will remember standing there, knowing that he died long before then; I’m not sure when, really. I think it was around the time I realized that he didn’t know my name. 

