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T
he kitchen still doesn’t have a toaster in 
it. Pati Fitzgerald came down the stairs 
in her three-bedroom home, turned 

the corner and found her husband, Michael, 
attempting to make himself breakfast. 

He had left a fork in the toaster. 
She rushed into action, unplugged 

the toaster, removed the fork and threw 
it away. 

When that happened four years ago 
in February, Michael was fi ve years into 
his diagnosis of having Alzheimer’s 
Disease and Pati still was the primary 
caregiver for her husband. It wasn’t 
until Michael, who turned 73 on Jan. 
31, suff ered a mini stroke and was left 
unable to walk in May of 2018 that 
Pati conceded her primary caregiving 
responsibilities. 

“I thought I was going to be able to 
do it forever,” said Pati, who is 13 years 
younger than her husband. “Until he 
had that stroke and lost that ability 
to walk, I thought I had it all under 
control. My son (Sean) came home from 
Denver and said he wasn’t going to 
Colorado until I fi gured out (a place for 
Michael to go).”

Coincidentally, Pati had been making 
arrangements to give herself fi ve days 
of respite. � e toll caregiving was 
taking on her was adding up and she 

spent eight months fi nding a place for 
Michael to stay while she and Sean took 
a trip to San Diego. 

When Michael lost his ability to walk, 
it went from fi ve days of staying at 
Sienna Crest in Fort Atkinson to living 
at Sienna Crest on a more permanent 
basis.

Pati was urged to take the fi ve-day 
vacation by Sue Konkel, who had 
been the dementia specialist at the 
Aging and Disability Resources Center 
(ADRC) in Jeff erson County. Konkel is 
a predecessor to the current county-
dementia specialist Heather Janes.

“(Konkel) knew enough to tell me to 
do something for myself,” Pati said. “I 
used to walk a lot and I would go for an 
hour or two and as long as I was close 
enough, (Michael) knew how to call me.”

But caring for Michael on her own 
continued to get more and more 
diffi  cult. Pati utilized a variety of 
businesses which off ered in-home care 
on an as-requested basis. For a year 
before Michael moved into Sienna 
Crest, Pati settled on Bright Star Care, 

which came twice a week for 4-6 hours 
at a time. 

Initially, it was diffi  cult to get Michael 
to allow someone into the home, but 
after fi guring out how to best acclimate 
him to having someone other than Pati 
in the house, it provided much needed 
reprieve to grocery shop, exercise or 
even take a nap.  

Pati also took advantage of the 
Alzheimer’s Family Caregiver Support 
Program and the National Family 
Caregiver Support Program, which 
helped her pay for the CNAs. 

All of that was made possible through 
her communications with the ADRC. 
More specifi cally, it is the role of the 
dementia specialist at the ADRC to 
connect caregivers like Pati with respite 
and other support so that people with 
Alzheimer’s-induced dementia, like 
Michael, can live in their homes as long 
as possible. 

“(To do that) I don’t just focus 
on supporting the individual with 
dementia,” said Janes, who started 
as the Jeff erson County dementia 
specialist in November. “I have to focus 
on making sure the (caregiver) is 100 
percent able to help them by (reducing) 
stress and not burning out. � at’s the 
main key.”

Over the 12 years of caring for 
Michael since he was originally 
diagnosed with mild-cognitive 
impairment, Pati said she has gained 
weight and seen her blood pressure rise. 

Utilizing the resources the ADRC 

connected her with, which include 
various adult day cares and dementia-
friendly group events in the area, Pati 
was able to fi nd ways to get Michael 
and herself socialization –– a much-
needed relief when considering the 
intensity of care needed for a person 
with Alzheimer’s.

Some of those events include 
activities such as painting nights 
sponsored by the Rock County ADRC 
as organized by dementia specialist 
Cori Marsh, and SPARK! groups 
sponsored by the Dodge County ADRC 
as organized by dementia specialist Rob 
Griesel. 

Two paintings from Rock County events 
still hang in Fitzgerald’s living room.

“Caregivers feel like they’re absolutely 
alone,” Marsh said. “We try to creatively 
bring people together so that they can 
network and share their experiences.

“Giving (caregivers) things to read like 
brochures, pamphlets, handouts, that’s 
not usually very helpful,” she added. “It’s 
coming alongside people and listening 
and fi nding them support.” 

SPARK!, which is a creation from the 
Alzheimer’s Organization, has similar 
intentions. In other parts of the country, 
it is often held in art museums and 
allows people to visit and talk about 
art on varying levels. � ere are a lack of 
venues that fi t that description in Dodge 
County; instead, Griesel makes use of the 
Horicon Marsh and an art therapist in 
Beaver Dam. 
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A "Life Lease" Community
• Quality new construction 2 bedroom.

• Interior and exterior maintenance provided.

• 2 bath ranch duplex homes for 55 and older.

• Enjoy a carefree lifestyle with assured access to

 Fairhaven's multiple levels of senior care.

• Optional dining services

• Health & social services

• Faith based programs

• Activities and events

• Exercise and recreation

• Laundry & housekeeping

• Transportation services

• 24 hour nurse staffi ng

• Utilities & cable   

 included
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