
Bonnie Lais: 00:00 But I think the very, very best thins that I did was to put myself 
in his position.

Christy Turner: 00:15 One of the best things about the work I do is getting to hear 
people's stories. I love hearing the life lessons, the insights, 
moments of grace. And of course the funny. I recently got to 
chat with Bonnie Lais, a family care partner who generously 
raised her hand when I asked for volunteers to come on the 
show and share their acquired wisdom. We covered a lot of 
ground, from how Bonnie landed in dementia world to the best 
thing she did during the entire experience, who she begged for 
help, and how her abusive childhood prepared her for being a 
family care partner. Bonnie dropped one golden nugget after 
another throughout our chat. So I'm really excited to share 
episode 80, which is part one of our conversation, with you 
today.

Christy Turner: 01:52 Welcome, Bonnie.

Bonnie Lais: 01:53 Thank you so much, Christy. I really appreciate you having me 
on your show.

Christy Turner: 01:59 My pleasure. Can you tell us, how did you end up in dementia 
world? What was your entree into that?

Bonnie Lais: 02:08 Well, my husband, he started showing signs of contracting 
dementia, oh my goodness, maybe 10 years ago, maybe more. 
But the problem was he was he was an artist and so kind of 
loopy anyway. We didn't recognize it and so it took a while. He 
had a stroke and that brought on the dementia. Or it's hard to 
know whether he had the dementia first and then that brought 
on--it was vascular dementia, not Alzheimer's. So I got sucked 
into this, if you want to call it that. I got sucked into this, joining 
my husband in his journey, when he had a second stroke and his 
neurologist said, "You had the stroke because of stress and you 
cannot work anymore." Well, he was just shy of being 65 at that 
time and being eligible for Medicare. So that's how I remember 
when it was. So I, I quit working at that time because I was close 
to retirement too, you know, and to help him and now I guess 
the rest is history.

Christy Turner: 03:21 Obviously you have the gift of hindsight now. What was 
something that was really helpful that you did?

Bonnie Lais: 03:30 Well there were a lot of things that I did that were good. 
Listening to your podcast. Reading everything I possibly could, 
which was so great 'cause I knew what was coming up. I was 
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being pro active, but I think the very, very best thing that I did 
was to put myself in his position. I told him frequently, when he 
would be--he was a very intelligent man. He had, he was a 
professor.

Bonnie Lais: 03:59 So, when his brain started acting up and he couldn't do things 
the way that it used to be, so easy for him, I would say, "Honey, 
you didn't ask for this disease. You did not. Nobody does. It 
could just as easily have been me. And I want to do everything I 
can to help you. I'm, I want to put myself in your position. If I 
had this disease, you would drop everything and help me, 
wouldn't you?"

Bonnie Lais: 04:25 And he always said, absolutely, I would. So I, yeah, that was the 
best thing that I did is what is it, the golden rule, you know, 
treating other people the way you want to be treated. Try to, 
Indians talk about walking a mile in the other person's 
moccasins, you know, various ways of saying it. He was not 
asking for this, and just to treat him the way I would want to be 
treated. Does that make sense?

Christy Turner: 04:57 Sure. That sounds like you were very empathetic and we know 
that's one of the qualities that we talk about when we're talking 
about the Good Stuff. It sounds like you absolutely brought that 
in. And for new listeners, when we're talking about the Good 
Stuff, that is our shorthand in the Dementia Sherpa tribe for 
respect, kindness, love, empathy and compassion. And certainly 
you had a lot of compassion there too, Bonnie. So how did your 
husband take that? Do you feel like you being able to say that to 
him allowed him to be more receptive to assistance from you?

Bonnie Lais: 05:37 Yes, absolutely. Absolutely. He knew that I was there on his 
side. I always talked about us being a team, that we were doing 
this together, so consciously I just changed my vocabulary. I 
always said we instead of I, you know, we have dementia, we 
did, we're doing this together. We are on hospice, we are doing 
thus and such, and that helped me in my attitude. It made me 
so happy when I realized this is automatic. I'm not trying 
anymore to do this. This is the attitude that I really, really have. 
And yes, it did make a difference. I think it made a very big 
difference for Don to know that he was not alone.

Bonnie Lais: 06:19 I often would tell him, "Honey, I will never ever let anyone hurt 
you. I am here too, to be your protector. And I would tell him 
positive things. I would refer, I would talk to him like he was the 
strong man he used to be because he's still the same person, 
you know. So I would say, "Thank you, Don for wanting, for 
always having, putting the family first. Thank you for being such 
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a good protector. Thank you for being such a good provider," 
even though here he is in a hospital bed, you know?

Christy Turner: 06:52 Bonnie, oh my gosh. I mean, you're so resonating with me. 
You're like the embodiment of everything that I believe. What I 
want to make sure that families know, like, please do these 
things so that you can have a great rapport with your person. 
You can continue to have a great rapport with your person. And 
it is a team thing. You know, one of the changes in language 
that we have made, over the years as professionals, and--
unfortunately, it's not universal yet, but I have hope--we've 
gone from, you know, 20, 30, 40 years ago it was caretaker. "I'm 
this person's caretaker." And I always say that's what we do 
with lawns; a person is not a lawn. It's not a golf course, right? 
It's a person. And so then that evolved to caregiver, which okay, 
that's better, certainly, than caretaker, but if you're giving that 
does leave someone taking. Right? And so now we have evolved 
[to], are really trying to get it into broad usage, care partner. 
Because that's saying we are in this together. And you, you just 
gave an amazing example. I love how you were continually 
reaffirming his worth and his value. And we talked to a few 
episodes [Episode 76: Easy Ways to Make Sure Your Person 
Feels Valued and Included] ago on the show about how 
important that is.

Bonnie Lais: 08:23 Oh, it was of paramount importance. He felt so bad as his highly 
intellectual, intelligent brain was shrinking. And he used to say, 
"Oh, Bonnie, I'm so sorry that I can't dah dah dah dah. And I, at 
first I thought he was saying that he felt, that he was telling me, 
that he felt he was, it was his fault that he couldn't do stuff. And 
what do you do? I finally figured out, I tried so hard to 
understand what he was saying, without saying, "That doesn't 
make any sense." Never talked to him like that. I figured out 
that he was saying, "I feel so bad when--, I'm sorry," actually 
meant, "I feel sorrow about thus and such," and he felt bad, 
that he couldn't. Isn't it amazing that I figured that out?

Christy Turner: 09:21 I think that's a great insight. That is a terrific insight, that sorry 
meant sorrow.

Bonnie Lais: 09:27 Right. See, I didn't get it at first. I used to say, "Oh honey, you 
haven't done anything wrong." And then I stopped and I started 
thinking, no, I think it means that he feels sorrow. He feels bad 
that he can't do this. And then of course I said, "Oh honey," you 
know, and then like I said," I'm here to help you to do anything 
you need. I'm here to help you." And you know, I lost Don three 
weeks ago and it's, you know, it's really hard looking back. But I, 
I cherish the time that we had together where I would help him 
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walk from the family room, from his La-Z-Boy chair into the 
bathroom, one tiny shuffling step at a time. And it was just, it 
was an honor for me to take care of him. He's my, he's my 
husband.

Bonnie Lais: 10:19 We were married 44 years and it was a way of respecting him, I 
think. I know it was, I know that, oh, it was, I had to, to, to 
honor him. I had to honor and respect him. I had to, that was 
part of my marriage vows. Come on, you know, I'm supposed to, 
you know, to til after us part, that kind of thing.

Christy Turner: 10:45 So, I'm imagining that there are probably listeners wondering, 
do you feel like you were born someone who could manage this 
type of situation? One of the things that I often say is that there 
are people who are just kind of naturals. They have the heart 
for it. And if somebody has a heart for being a care partner, I 
can teach the skills. That's easy. If somebody never has the 
heart for it, they can learn the skills, but they will always 
struggle because it's just such a different mindset.

Christy Turner: 11:27 And I don't mean to imply that people who don't have the heart 
for it or don't feel like they were born to do this, are heartless. 
They're not, it's just, they would be better suited to doing 
something else. So do you feel like you've always been a patient 
person? This is just your, your personality from birth?

Bonnie Lais: 11:48 No. , I have kind of a, um, I have kind of a special background. 
Um, I was abused as a child and, um, really, really mistreated 
and unappreciated and I felt so small in who I was. And I think 
through 10 years of abuse and denial of medical treatment and 
being laughed at by my family and my peers, actually made, 
gave me a heart for people that are hurting, you know. I think 
that, I think that I'm not a bleeding heart tree hugger, you 
know, all these horrible words that we use on people. I'm not 
like that, but I do look at where other people are coming from. 
Again, it comes back to putting myself in their position, so. and I 
wish that had been done for me when I was young. I wish that 
people had respected me as a human being. I wish that they 
had listened to me. That's a big thing in dementia when a 
person is struggling for words.

Christy Turner: 13:01 Yes, it is!

Bonnie Lais: 13:01 That's a big thing. You know, when they don't make any sense 
and you want to just go, "Oh, come on, come on!" Do not do 
that. The key, I found, is always be kinder than you feel. And 
oftentimes I did not feel patient, but I needed to do it anyway.
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Christy Turner: 13:24 What did you do in those moments when you thought, "I just 
don't have anything left. I don't have any patience. What 
allowed you to flip the switch? I did.

Bonnie Lais: 13:37 I don't know how much I can talk about God on this podcast, 
but that is what I did. I just said, "God, You got to help me. You 
gotta help me. I don't know. You said if anybody lacks wisdom, 
they should pray and ask You and you'll do it for me." And so 
that's what I did. I, I didn't get formal. I didn't get down on my 
knees and say thees and thous; I'm not that kind of person. I'd 
be in the bathroom changing Don's underwear and I wouldn't 
know what was going on and I would just cry out to God. In my 
heart, so Don didn't hear me. I wouldn't say it, that wouldn't be 
good for him. I would go, "God, I need your help. Please show 
me what to do." And surprisingly, I got a lot of answers. Now, 
it's not because I'm some great prayer person, but because I 
think it's simple arithmetic. The more prayers, the more 
answers.

Christy Turner: 14:34 Asking for divine intervention, obviously it definitely worked in 
your case. ,And just in a broader sense for everyone, when you--
and I was just talking about this recently, but when we ask 
questions we always get answers. It's kind of the quality of the 
questions that we ask that can determine the answers and just 
straight up being open to help allows you to receive it, right?

Bonnie Lais: 15:06 Yeah, yeah, exactly right. Another thing I did that was just 
priceless, just amazing is I went to the Internet. It was 
Facebook, excuse me, I didn't go to the Internet, I went to 
Facebook and looked up dementia support groups and for 
caregivers, care partners

Christy Turner: 15:25 So often we as care partners are part of, we're so connected to 
our person that as their world is shrinking, so is ours. And we 
can start feeling like we are the only person on the planet right 
now going through this particular thing. And I know our 
listeners of The Alzheimer's Podcasts know that's not true. 
There is a podcast for you. You know other people are listening 
too, right? So other people are going through this, but in that 
moment it can feel so isolating. And so I love that, you know, in 
that moment you just said, "Help me! I need help!"

Bonnie Lais: 16:09 Yeah.

Christy Turner: 16:09 And then we're able to take the next step and actually take 
action to, to get help.
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Bonnie Lais: 16:15 Yeah.

Christy Turner: 16:15 So is there anything that you feel like, I wish I had known this 
specific thing when all of this started, that you feel like really 
would've made a difference?

Bonnie Lais: 16:27 Well, I don't know. This is a very, very difficult time. This time of 
grieving. It's only been three weeks. He died just a week before 
Christmas. We didn't have a Christmas this year. Our family just 
went, No. And everybody had flown in to, to see him before he 
died and they flew in after he died and you know, just wasn't 
going to happen. And, I wish I had, I knew that, that dementia is 
terminal. I knew that. Well, there are many kinds of dementia 
and some of them are not. Some people do get better, but 
that's like 1%, you know, it's not much.

Christy Turner: 17:10 Yeah. So I'm going to interject there that when we're talking 
about dementia on this show--because I don't want anybody to 
get false hope--there's something, there's a category called 
reversible dementia. And how I make the distinction to help 
people understand is if it's a so-called reversible dementia, it's 
not actually, it's not like Alzheimer's disease. It's not dementia 
with Lewy bodies. It's not a frontotemporal degeneration. Those 
so-called reversible dementias are somebody who, let's say, has 
a severe vitamin B deficiency and with the therapy then their 
cognitive symptoms improve. So I just always want to be clear 
about that because I would never want to give anybody false 
hope.

Bonnie Lais: 18:03 Yes. And I'm glad you said that because actually, yeah, that 
would give people false hope. I, I had not thought beyond the 
fact that Don was going to die when he contracted this. I knew 
that this is terminal and when he went into hospice, I knew that 
this meant he was winding down, but my brain was not able to, 
I mean, it never entered my brain that at some point I'm going 
to be by myselfl. And I am by myself. And I'm really glad that I 
got my paperwork in order and way ahead of time. As soon as 
Don was diagnosed, I went and put our finances in my name. I 
had to take everything over, which was so hard.

Bonnie Lais: 18:52 Don didn't write down any of his passwords on, on things and 
he was, some stuff, it's just lost, you know. I had to take over 
making all the decisions. I have refinanced the house several 
times. I have made financial decisions. I have made 
maintenance decisions. We had a flood in this house and I had 
to be the person in charge with the reconstruction. I had to 
learn how to do home maintenance. Anything that my husband 
used to do, now I had to do because we don't have the money 
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to pay someone. So I'm thinking ahead, thinking ahead and 
going to YouTube. Anything you want to learn is on YouTube. If 
you're willing to learn, that's the place to go. And just, just to 
say, "Okay, I can do this." I think I did myself a great disservice 
when I was younger.

Bonnie Lais: 19:44 To think, to limit myself and say, "Oh, I'll let Don take care of 
thus and such. Well, by letting him, I mean with so many of us 
do this, it's not, it's not something to say, "Oh, how horrible." 
You know, hindsight, right? If I had really, really--had we done 
the finances together, I would've known what I was doing, but 
we hadn't done them together. If I had watched him as he did 
basic maintenance....Now, Don was the kind of person, didn't 
like people watching him. "Leave me alone. I don't like this. 
Leave me alone. Don't say a word." You know, "I need to 
absolute silence." A lot of guys are like that. So, I never learned 
how to. And the next project I'm looking at is replacing the 
kitchen faucet. And I don't know how to do that, but I will learn 
and, and it's made me feel good about myself, to know that I 
can do this stuff. I could have done this all along. I just didn't 
believe in myself.

Christy Turner: 20:45 That's really remarkable. And I would say that you are definitely 
not alone in that. Most people find out, you know, when we're 
talking about spouses, they find out just how much their 
partner did after they're no longer able to do those things. And 
the, just one thing you said, I mean, you said a lot of important 
things there, Bonnie, but one of the things that really stuck out 
to me because I've encountered this with families I've worked 
with hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of times, is 
passwords. Please, people, please write down the password. I'm 
thinking of Dave Ramsey, he calls it the "I love you drawer." 
Write down the passwords. Here are the important documents. 
Stick it in a drawer. You don't have to think about it anymore. 
And people drag their feet because they don't want to think 
about unpleasant things like, "Oh my gosh, if I do this, it means 
I'm going to die.

Christy Turner: 21:49 We are all going to die. That's going to happen. Whether we do 
an "I love you drawer," or talk about it, or don't talk about it, or 
not. We all end up with the same outcome, but when you take 
the time to grab those financial documents, to let your loved 
ones know where the accounts are, what things need to be 
tracked down, put the passwords, put it all in one place. You can 
call it an I love you drawer. You can call it an I love you box. You 
can call it whatever you want, but just let somebody know 
where it is. That is a huge gift.
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Bonnie Lais: 22:19 Really. Absolutely. Absolutely. I now have them all written down 
and if something happens to me, my family knows how to get 
into there.

Christy Turner: 22:28 And I just appreciate everything that you're saying about the, 
the process that you've gone through. And I know that with Don 
passing just three weeks ago, I really appreciate your generous 
heart in agreeing to come on today, Bonnie, and share your 
experience. And I would say the, the strength that you have 
found and the hope that you can give other people who may 
feel like maybe I didn't get a great start in life. So who am I to 
think that I can do this? Who am I to think that, that I could 
figure this out? And you're, you've just got such a remarkable 
story from what you've overcome in childhood to being in a 
happy, loving marriage too. Just knowing this guy's on my team, 
we are on the same team and really living those values 
throughout the time that Don had dementia. I think it's a very 
inspiring, hopeful story.

Bonnie Lais: 23:34 Well, I hope that it gives other people hope. You know, it was 
amazing to me. I really surprised myself.
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