BY USHA RAI

*GILLS—Balwant
and Sharon—made a
winsome pair. He was
tall and handsome army
man with chiseled fea-
tures and charming
manners. Sharon was pretty,
played the piano and sang like
an angel. She kept a beautiful
home and was a good mother. It
seemed too perfect. Life changed
dramatically after he turned 50,
and she 45.
He became argumentatlve and irra-
_ tional. She thought there was a prob-
" lem in the marriage and went off to see
a marriage counsellor. In 2001, he was
commandmg an army regiment in
- ‘Kashmir when she called him because a
family member had suffered serious
injuries in an accident. She needed his

f.. support: He seemed indifferent and

'A -that was unlike him. When he did come,
his Suitcase had six pairs of socks, six

" _vests, three towels and just one trouser

and shirt. She questioned his odd
behavior only to hear “you girls carry
-everything when you travel, we just
carry the basics.”

The irrational behaviour was inter-
spersed with lapses of memory. One day
while making an official presentation,

. .he Kept repeating a certain sentence.

Normally an erudite speaker, he had
rehearsed his presentation several

 times. The station-in-charge suggested-
-that Sharon consult the doctors. A neu-

rologist confirmed early dementia but
assured that with the drugs available it
could be contained. Dementja is
an- umbrella term for Alzheimer’s
dlsease Parkinson and other neurolog-

‘Love lost for
0 lucid reason

ical disorders.

Balwant had got Alzheimer’s when
was barely 51 years and in active serv-
ice. Now at 57, the once proud para-
trooper and athlete is confined to a
wheel chair. He mumbles, most times he
does not recognize his wife and: has to
be fed, bathed and clothed. Tubes and
catheters ensure that he does not soil
his clothes. He needs an attendant
round the clock.

With Indians living longer the number
of senior citizens with Alzheimer’s is on
the increase. Over five per cent of those
above 65 years have some form of
dementia and 25 per cent of those over
80 years. But there is neither enough
awareness nor care facilities for AD in
India, leaving the families of those
afflicted to provide care and support.

The Alzheimer’s and Related Disor-
ders Society of India (ARDSI) started
its Delhi chapter in 1994, and among its
stalwarts are those who have cared for
and lost a family member to AD.

The care giver of the Alzheimer's
patient needs the most emotional and
physical support. There were several
occasions when Sharon thought she
would lose her mental sanity. She
needed to speak to someone for guid-
ance and support. Dr Manjari Tripathi,
the neurologist at AIIMS, put her in

touch with counsellors at ARDSI and
she no longer feels she is on a turbulent
ocean on her own.

It is Sharon’s infinite love for her hus-
band, the therapeutic music she turns
to every day as a music teacher and her
friends and children that have sus-
tained her through these difficult years.

ach case of Alzheimer'’s is differ-

ent. The hlghs and lows of those

afflicted "are. unpredictable.

‘Sometimes they are lucid and
rational and at other times violent and
incoherent. One ddy as Sharon was
singing to him as she bathed him, Bal-
want suddenly yanked the hand shower
from its socket, hit her with it and ran
out stark naked calling for the police.
Another day he got up in the night cry-
ing and even as she tried to soothe him,
he ran into the kitchen pulled out a
metal tong and hit himself till he bled.
She called his .brother and the two
calmed him down. .

Three years ago in his more lucid
moments he told doctors at AIIMS, “if
you want my brain for research, take it.”
He has in fact offered his body for
research and has also asked his wife to

will her body for the same.

Owning a cat ‘cuts stroke
risk by a third’ says study

“I have a mother and child relation-
ship with him now. I am constantly
calming and pacifying him,” says
Sharon. One night he said “come let us
brush our teeth” and they went into the
bathroom. Suddenly he made a fist and
pummelled her. Fortunately her son was
at home and they held him till he cooled
off. Asked why he had hit her, he replied
with the utmost innocence “I love you,
so how. could I hit you.” The worry
about the sudden outbursts of violence
is that the Alzheimer’s patient can hurt
himself as well as injure others.

Sharon’s big concern is about lack of

‘day care facilities and trained atten-

dants to look after her husband. Twice
she tried putting him in a special resi-
dential faeility for the elderly with spe-
cial needs but was unhappy. Due to Bal-
want’s difficult behavior, many
attendants have left the family, while
the current one is paid handsomely.
Keeping Balwant calm is vital. Every
morning when Sharon greets him with a
hug and a kiss he looks at her like a
stranger. Despite all her pain and
anguish, she sees the brighter side of life
and lives one day at a time.
" goodhealth@mailtoday.in
" *names changed

Having a cat around the house could cut

suffering a fatal heart attack.
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