January’s Chiefs Breakfast included
many community members: Rep.
Lenny Mirra, PRHS Supt. Justin Bartholmew, Fire Chief Larry Fisher,
EMT Cpt. (Ret) Harry Ellis, Town
Clerk Gwen Lay Sabbagh, Rebuilding
Together Prog. Dir. Joan Harah,
Officers Jeffrey Boisvert & Steve
Beaulieu, Finance Director, Carol
Mcleod, Sarah Hull from VNA Care & member of Merrimac Friends of the COA, Asst. Supt. III of Essex County Sheriff’s
Dept.-Maurice (Mo) Pratt, Lori Townsend - Lyndsey Haight - Tress Ricker & Tracy Kane from Our Neighbors’ Table ,
COA Director Laura Dillingham-Mailman, staff: Ann Murphy, Sandy Blanchet, Wayne Jones, and volunteers.

Top row: new rug in upper hallway and sun room,
“happy Hookers” (rug hookers); Left: Amesbury
Chamber of Commerce Business Meeting for Merrimac Businesses and Town Dept. Heads sponsored by
Webster First Federal Credit Union.

Left: Senator Diana DiZoglio addressing the attendees; Below left:
local business members listening to speakers; Below right: Representative Lenny Mirra. Both legislators spoke to ways they are trying
to help local business.

Below and right: Meeting of Merrimac Stakeholders
discussing Municipal Vulnerability Preparedness led by
Merrimack Valley Planning Commission.

Tips for Healthy Aging from Elder Services of the Merrimack Valley’s Healthy Living Center of Excellence
A Portrait of Unconditional Love: A Spouse Shares his Experience and Tips as a Family Caregiver
With Valentine’s Day, February is the month when our thoughts turn to matters of the heart. It can be a very
poignant time for spouses and partners of individuals living with dementia. The mutual support, communication, shared memories, and romantic intimacy that define a committed relationship gradually fade.

It takes a special person to care for a partner as dementia erodes the foundation on which a committed relationship is built. According to a 2017 report from the Alzheimer’s Association, thirty-three percent of spousal caregivers in this situation are men. Norm is among that minority who care for a loved-one with dementia
in the home, and his story paints a portrait of what true love and devotion look like.
Confronting a Devastating Diagnosis
Several years ago, Norm began to see changes in his wife’s behavior. She had become unusually temperamental, but Norm thought maybe she was just depressed. She had survived a bout with breast cancer 20
years earlier, and the cancer had returned. He convinced her to see a psychiatrist.
After several visits, and drug therapy, Norm saw no improvement. He also noticed that her speech was becoming slurred. That’s when he decided to take his wife to a local hospital for further evaluation, which included a brain scan. Norm recalls the devastating news the doctor gave him, “We’re not dealing with depression or psychosis - we’re dealing with a neurological disease. Your wife’s brain is deteriorating.”
Norm took his wife to a top neurologist at a leading Boston hospital for a second opinion, which confirmed a
diagnosis of Frontal Lobe Dementia, also known as Frontotemporal Dementia or FTD. FTD is caused by progressive nerve cell loss in the brain's frontal lobes.
There is no cure for FTD, or treatment to slow disease progression. Norm uses the image of Pac Man to describe what’s going on to his friends. “Pac Man is slowly consuming her brain, and there is no way to slow
down Pac Man - it’s just doing its thing.”
The lifespan for someone with FTD is normally eight years from when the disease first presents. Since Norm
isn’t sure when the disease began, he guesses that he may have only a year to a year-and-a-half left with
her. He holds onto, and is grateful for the vestiges of his relationship with his wife that remain. She seems to
still recognize him. “When I say good night to her, she’ll roll over and give me a kiss,” he says.
Despite the heart break and physical challenges involved with the care of his wife, Norm is determined to
stay the course. “It’s a comfort when people who’ve gone through a similar experience offer help, and when
I thank them, they reply that I’m doing a good job,” says Norm. “I’ve heard that other people just give up
and put their spouse in a care facility. I’ve been married for 36 years. I’m not just going to give that up. She
may not know what’s going on, but I do. It’s like anything else – you stick with it to the end.”

Seeking Support

Norm needed support in his new caregiver role and turned to the Savvy Program offered by Elder Services
of the Merrimack Valley’s Healthy Living Center of Excellence.
Norm reports, “The Savvy Program was so helpful because it prepared me for what’s going to happen as my
wife’s condition worsens. I wanted to get as much information as I could about resources that are available
to help family caregivers like me. I’m basically in this by myself.”
After completing the training, Norm offers the following advice:
Get as much support as you can. “Elder Services of the Merrimack Valley that sponsors Savvy does a
wonderful job of locating services for you. Try to utilize them as best as you can.”
Learn about the disease itself. “Understand why your loved one behaves the way they do. You can’t
get mad at them. They’ve lost the ability to analyze, and they can’t relearn the skills needed to remain independent.”
Cultivate patience. “Patience has never been my strong suit! Caring for my wife is teaching me patience
one way or another.”
Take care of yourself. “Learn how to keep yourself healthy. It’s like being a mother – you’re not going to
lie in bed when your kids are up and need you. Discover ways to take breaks and find time for yourself.”
It’s an emotional rollercoaster, so look for bright spots. “Because of my wife’s disease she doesn’t
show emotion. How do I tell if something is wrong? I try to make things as comfortable for her as
possible and make the best of the time we have left together.”

The Savvy Caregiver Program is an example of the evidence-based programs offered by Elder Services of
Merrimack Valley’s Healthy Living Center of Excellence (HLCE), which means their benefit has been proven
or informed by research and evaluation. These programs are designed to promote healthy aging among older people. To find out more about HLCE programs go to healthyliving4me.org or call 978-946-1211.
A grant from Harvard Pilgrim Health Care Foundation supports two evidence-based programs offered by
Elder Services of Merrimack Valley’s Healthy Living Center of Excellence, including the Savvy Caregiver and
Matter of Balance Trainings in Massachusetts, Maine and New Hampshire.

