Excerpt from Chapter 2 - Grandma Ola and Me

Over the following days, I found myself picking up the old routine of going to classes,

hitting the library, getting a slice or two for dinner, going home and hibernating in my
room. Grandma would occasionally check on me, [ think more than anything to make sure it
was indeed me and not some wayward stranger. I felt bad not spending more time with
Grandma the way I had that night when we talked about her dad, but I guess I was too tired
after my long days or unsure how to restart the conversation. I knew Grandma was lonely,
lonelier with me around than she would have been alone. Then there was something of a
break in my schedule. It was the weekend after Thanksgiving and, caught up with all my
work, [ decided to spend some time with Grandma and talk. Late Saturday afternoon, after

the caregiver had left, [ approached her.

"1 know it's been awhile but I was wondering whether we could talk some more, if you're

up for it, that is."

"Up for it? I've been 'up for it' for the last two weeks. Whatdo you think, that I'll remember

these things forever? You think my memory will get better as [ get older?"

" know, I'm sorry. ['ve been busy with school and..." "Jeffrey, you barely say hello to me.

How many grandmothers do you have anyways? Well?"

Interesting question but, of course, she was right. My maternal grandmother died when my
mother was a young girl; [ never knew her father, Grandpa Eugene, who died when I was
two.

But Grandma Ola said something else that made me stop to think for a second: her memory
would surely deteriorate, and in the not-too-distant future. Once that went, so did any
chance of learning about my paternal grandparents. There was now a sense of urgency to

my mission. Indeed, there were increasing signs that her mind was starting to slip.

The phone had rung, a few nights previously, and I gave Grandma first dibs to pick up the
phone to see who it was, as this was pre-caller i.d. The phone keptringing and I looked in
on Grandma, who [ knew was lying on the couch in her room. The scene upon which I
stumbled was humorous, though it should not have been: there was Grandma, holding a
pillow to her ear and talking into it, "Hol-low? Hol-low?" I quickly picked up the phone just
as my dad was aboutto hang up. He often called to check on both of us, to make sure that

we hadn'tyet killed each other, that we were still alive.



As willing as Grandma was to have me and as eager and grateful [ was to live with her, we
each had our own trepidations about this new living arrangement, this uncharted territory
in which we were to find ourselves. Grandma Ola had taken in her first new roommate in
over forty years. Grandma, [ suspect, felt responsible for my well-being. For all she knew, I
could be entertaining all sorts of guests and be a constant source of noise and irritation that
she had been mercifully spared for so long. I, on the other hand, was moving in with an
elderly woman whose mind was on the decline, someone for whose well-being I would be

responsible. Not that Grandma expected this of me; then again maybe she did.

She had employed caregivers seven days a week from nine to seven, who would look after
her needs, meals, laundry, baths, doctors' visits, grocery shopping - everything. Grandma,
who was a proud, independent woman, and did not wish to argue or appear unreasonable
with these good- hearted people, particularly Anna, seemed to accept their help with
graciousness and gratitude. Anna may well have a different story to share but this is what I

had observed. Above all, Grandma was a realist; she was aware of her own limitations.

What did [ add to this equation? Not a whole lot. I did provide Grandma with some
psychological comfortin the evenings when I was home. Should some life -threatening
event occur, a bad fall for example,  was there to help. My services had been called upon

once in this regard, though the fall in question was more humorous than harmful.

[ woke up to a yell from Grandma in the middle of one night. My first thought was that she
was having a nightmare and ran to her room to check on her, only she wasn't there.
Puzzled, I was on my way to the kitchen butnoticed the light was on in the bathroom.

knocked and opened the door a crack. "Grandma, are you in there? Are you okay?" I asked.

She cried that she wasn't and asked for help. I walked in to find my grandmother stuck in

the bathtub on her back from which she was unable to extricate herself. She explained that
she had been about to sit on what she thought was the toilet, notrealizing her error until it
was too late. I scooped her up and carried her back to her bed. I made sure she was indeed

okay and wished her goodnight.

[ suppose [ shouldn't have found any of this humorous, that this was a sad result of aging, a
dreaded process, and thatI should have been more compassionate and understanding.
True, [ suppose, but my understanding under the circumstances consisted of making sure
Grandma was all right, carrying her to bed and keeping a straight face through it all. But it

was funny. The only thing that wasn't so funny was that I would be exhausted in my classes



the next day owing to my lack of sleep.

As her new roommate, [ was also expected to provide Grandma with some company,
particularly since she had recently lost her husband. My father, I knew, expected at least
this much from me; I didn't know, on the other hand, what she expected. She likely
considered my presence a mixed blessing; I might be nice to have around butalso
something of an intrusion.



