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“How I Lost My Mother to 
Alzheimer’s” 
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About Vancouver Magazine 

!  “Vancouver magazine informs, guides 
and entertains people who engage with 
the city. Mixing quality journalism and 
service-driven pieces, it chronicles and 
re"ects Vancouver's emergence as a 
dynamic international city.”  

!  Publisher: Transcontinental Media  

!  Published 10 times per year 
 

Click	  here	  for	  Vancouver	  Magazine	  website	  



About the author: Frances Bula 

!   A journalist who writes about urban issues 
in Vancouver and the lower B.C. mainland.   

!   Writes a column for Vancouver Magazine 
called Urban Fix nine times a year.    

 

Click	  here	  for	  author's	  website	  

 “One of the things I like doing with my city 
columns is writing about facets of the city that 
don’t really get reported, things that are so 
common and so usual that we don’t even think 
about them.”  

– Frances Bula 
 



!   Editor-in-chief of Vancouver 
Magazine 

!   Contributed to CBC for #ve years 

!   Worked as a faculty advisor  
for Capilano University in 
communications 

 
!   Author of two books 

Click	  here	  for	  the	  editor’s	  por5olio	  at	  Vancouver	  Magazine	  

About the editor: John Burns 



Story Idea: Author’s Mother 

 Frances Bula wanted to write a 
story that looked at one 
speci#c aspect of Alzheimer’s 
disease – the tendency for 
those suffering from dementia 
to wander and become lost.  

 

The author’s mother, Marie Bula 



Story Idea 

 While researching Vancouver-area police reports 
for one of her columns, Bula was struck by how 
many police advisories are made annually related 
to individuals who have dementia and are 
reported missing.  



“One thing I noticed was how many police advisories there 
are in a year in the lower mainland that say ‘we are looking 
for so-and-so, he has dementia, and he was last seen by his 
family at such-and-such a time.’ Sometimes there is a brief 
in the newspaper. Occasionally, it will have a very tragic 
ending where the person has been found dead somewhere. 
But mostly it just goes under the radar.”  

– Frances Bula 

Story Idea 



The Story 

!  Although Bula wanted to write a story about the 
connection between dementia and the tendency for 
those suffering from it to wander, she didn’t initially 
plan to write such a personal story.   

  
!  Her initial draft was very different from the published 

version.  



The Story 

“I tried to stick to being somewhat distanced from 
it. I planned to tell the story as something that 
happens to other people and to get police statistics. 
I was looking for someone who could be the main 
character for my story.”  

– Frances Bula 



Working Relationship Between  
Writer and Editor 

 Bula and editor John Burns have had a long 
working relationship. Bula consulted with him 
through each draft of the story.    
 

  “We trust each other with partial drafts and 
pretty direct discussions of what's working, and 
what's not. !is is an immense bene#t of just 
time spent working together.”  

– John Burns 



Shift in Focus 

!  !e author’s mother died after a stroke while she 
was working on the story. Bula and Burns then 
decided that the story would take on a more 
personal tone than was initially intended.    

!  Additionally, Bula was having trouble #nding 
sources for her story.  



Working Relationship Between  
Writer and Editor 

 
 “Certainly our talks around this were at times 
quite raw. Frances was very much still grieving her 
mother as she wrote.”   

– John Burns 



Working Relationship Between  
Writer and Editor 

 Bula says that Burns is “the best editor” she has ever 
worked with.   

“In newspapers, you don’t get a lot of this back-and-
forth editing. It’s a much faster process. With John, it’s 
always much more like a conversation. I always get a 
very honest assessment of my work. It’s not like being 
edited. It’s more like collaborating with someone who 
cares about the piece as much as you do.”  

– Frances Bula 
 



Interviewing Sources 

“After an early draft, John and I had agreed my 
mother would be the central character because it 
was proving very difficult to #nd people to talk 
about it. I tried contacting the families of people 
who had appeared in the paper because they had 
gone missing. But a lot of families just didn’t 
want to talk about it. I actually had someone 
hang up on me.”  

– Frances Bula 



Change in Perspective 

 On the advice of her editor, Bula reworked the story 
from her own point of view.   
 

“John told me ‘you need to let go with this and just tell 
your story. Stop trying to be such a reporter.’ So then I 
rewrote it. It was an exceptionally easy story to write, 
once I gave myself permission. Obviously, I had a lot of 
my own material that I could use – my own reactions 
and my own thoughts about it. So I used it.”  

– Frances Bula 
 



Choosing Tone 

 For this story, Bula employed a different strategy than 
she uses for her regular columns in Vancouver Magazine.    
 

“I often write about urban issues that are a bit hard for 
the public to understand. I often have to jazz up the 
language or make it more vivid or funny to get people 
interested in issues like garbage or zoning or traffic.”  

– Frances Bula 
 



Choosing Tone 

“But with this story, it was the reverse. I didn’t feel 
any need to do that. I used a simple, very stripped-
down style. I think when people go through 
something that painful, you don’t get more 
dramatic. You get less dramatic because it’s so hard 
– just stating the facts of what is going on is 
terrible enough. You don’t need to do anything 
more.”  

– Frances Bula 



Word Count 

!  Bula wrote four drafts of the story. Her #nal draft 
was 3,400 words long.  

!  !e published version of the story ended up 
slightly shorter. Bula’s regular Vancouver Magazine 
columns are usually around 2,000 words long.  



Writing a Personal Story 

 Although Bula has published personally oriented 
work before, she doesn’t do it very often. 
Although she is comfortable with it, she remains 
cautious for the potential impact on her family. 



Writing a Personal Story 

“I am on social media. !ese days, as a journalist, you 
are almost expected to strip down a bit in public. So it 
wasn’t really difficult for me. !e more difficult thing 
for me was that when you write something like this, 
there is family around who are going to read it. For 
me, that has always been the problem with writing 
about more personal things. It has made me a bit 
cautious about what I can reveal in public.”  

– Frances Bula 



Story Components 



Headline and Deck 



[Headline] How I Lost My Mother to Alzheimer’s 

 [Deck] In her 80s, she was still reading, seeing 
friends, and worrying about her kids. Once dementia 
took hold she began wandering off, and I became my 
mother’s keeper.  



Lede 



Lede 

“!e phone rang just as the sky was beginning  
to lighten. !e man was polite, a little hesitant because 
of the hour. Did I have a mother named Marie? Did 
she live near 33rd and Mackenzie?  
I stopped him there – not really, I said, my eardrums 
starting to throb. My mother lived in a retirement 
home 13 blocks away. A long trek for an 87-year-old 
unsteady on her feet.” 



Nut Graf  or Theme Statement 



Nut Graf  

“As it turns out, wandering – that particular feature of 
dementia that drives people to pace, to roam, to set out 
thinking they’re going to work and then get hopelessly 
lost, or to go for walks that take them straight through 
forests and ponds and traffic – is an aspect of Alzheimer’s 
that presents a particularly cruel set of choices. It would 
become a test for us as a family, for our society, for the 
way we take care of elders, and for how and whether this 
city works.” 



Background on Bula’s Mother 



Background on Bula’s Mother 

“!e daughter of a French-Canadian family who 
settled on the prairies in the 1900s, my mother 
grew up with two languages. Almost all her 
journals are written in French, though she spoke 
"awless English.”  



Background on Bula’s Mother 

“She became a high-school French teacher and sometime 
translator, did crossword puzzles obsessively, read like an English 
grad student (her list from her 81st year includes Zadie Smith’s 
White Teeth, José Saramago’s Blindness and John Ralston Saul’s 
Re!ections of a Siamese Twin), followed politics with a passion 
(one of her proudest possessions was a letter from Bill Clinton 
thanking her for her support during his Monica Lewinsky 
period), #nished her master’s thesis in French literature at the 
age of 67, then took up creative writing, penning a series of 
stories about growing up during the Depression.” 



Background on Bula’s Mother 

“She had a wide circle of friends. !rough all that 
she still had time to make dinner regularly for me 
and my three brothers, grown from challenging 
teenagers into adults who still caused her sleepless 
nights, plus take care of her grandchildren and 
prod both generations to be better people.” 



Change in Memory: Marie Bula 

“When she started worrying about her 
memory, we dismissed her concerns. She 
consulted a neurologist, who dismissed her 
problem as ‘benign short memory syndrome,’ 
as she scrupulously noted in her journal. She 
stopped talking about her memory problems 
and so did we.” 



Surgery Leads to Delirium 

“!en, at 83, she had hip-replacement surgery. 
Post-op, she experienced violent delirium; 
recovered, she remained so disoriented that she 
was ordered into six weeks in a convalescent 
home where she continued to be more 
confused than I’d ever seen her.”   
 



Background on Bula’s Mother 

“!is time, the diagnosis was not benign 
anything. She had Alzheimer’s. Or vascular 
dementia. !e doctor couldn’t say for sure 
which, and really, it hardly mattered. !e 
consequences were the same. It was mild for 
now. It was difficult to predict how things would 
unroll.” 



Story Tension 



Story Tension 

“As my mother changed, I pushed her luck, and mine 
as well, wanting desperately for her to keep her life. A 
professional researcher, I dawdled at the task of 
researching retirement homes. But her old life slowly 
evaporated anyway, in spite of my efforts to freeze it in 
place.” 



Key Moral Decision 



Key Moral Decision 

“People kept telling me it was unsafe to leave her in 
her unsecured home, that I’d feel terrible if she got 
hurt or died. ‘Mmm, you have a point,’ I’d politely 
respond. But really, I was in a rage. You just want to 
lock her up because it’s more convenient for you, I 
ranted inside. You don’t care about her. You just 
want it to be easy for you.” 



Key Moral Decision 

“My youngest brother listened sympathetically 
during my indecisive, angry calls but left the 
choice up to me. Another brother was solidly in 
favour of the move. I could tell he thought I was 
just being foolish. Maybe I was. After half a year, I 
#nally gave in. My mother spent a year on the 
locked side.” 



Descriptive Passages 



Descriptive Passages 

“As it turned out, we didn’t have to fret for long about 
my mother wandering after her move to the new place. 
She had another stroke in the summer of 2010, when 
she was 89. It turned her speech, until then rambling 
but recognizable, into short strings of garbled words, 
comprehensible only if you already knew what she’d 
been saying for the last 10 years. She went from 
circling her unit with her walker to slow promenades 
down the hall on my arm to, by early 2011, life in a 
wheelchair.” 



Use of  Numbers 



Use of  Numbers 

“But longer lives, smaller families, and an uptick in 
mobility have meant there are more people with 
dementias – 70,000 is the estimate in B.C. just for 
Alzheimer’s.”  
  

“An American researcher, Robert Koester, has 
estimated there will likely be 500,000 ‘critical’ 
wandering incidents a year in the U.S. by 2040. 
(Studies indicate it may affect up to 70 percent of 
people.)” 



Use of  Numbers 

“One study of 28 residents in a secure facility 
showed that they tried to get out 457 times over a 
15-hour period.” 
 

“Jim Mann, a 63-year-old former marketing 
executive with Canadian Paci#c . . . with his head 
of thick grey hair and pressed checked shirt, he 
looks like a bank vice-president, not somebody 
who was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s #ve years 
ago.” 



Use of  Numbers 

Numbers illustrate:  
!  !e scale of the social impact of dementia and 

Alzheimer’s disease; 
!  A concrete example of the frantic anxiety/desire to 

wander that is manifested by those suffering from 
dementia; and 

!  !at Alzheimer’s disease can, and does, strike 
relatively young people as opposed to being 
exclusively a medical issue for the elderly. 



Writer’s Voice 



Writer’s Voice 

 Writer strikes a balance with her language that allows 
her mother’s story to be told through her own personal 
experience of the events recounted. 

 
  

“I remember happier times. I usually visited her at 
dinnertime on Sunday. Frequently. With enormous effort 
of will, she would force out enough sound for me to 
understand what she was saying. “You are so good to me. 
!ank you.” Her eyes would brighten and she’d smile. 
When I was there, she didn’t want to be anywhere else.” 



Use of  Anecdote 



Use of  Anecdote 

 Bula uses personal anecdotes to weave the story 
together – she uses it to recreate her mother’s story, as 
well as to bring in her own narrative.   

 
  

“My mother had always been a walker: to the church, 
the bank, her women’s club, her friend Joy’s house, the 
park. So I was being pushed to make another choice 
now – to move my mother into a wing of the home 
with a code lock. Her wandering had become more 
serious.” 



Use of  Dialogue 



Writer’s Voice 

!  Much of the story’s dialog takes place indirectly:   
!  Bula’s mother being asked questions to test her  

memory  
!  Bula’s phone conversation with the man who found  

her mother wandering  

!  !is both situates the story in the past, as well as 
serves to reinforce the fact that the story is being told 
from Bula’s viewpoint. 



Writer Presence 



Writer Presence 

 Although the reader is aware that Bula is the one telling 
the story, she does not dominate it. Rather, she allows 
her mother’s story to come out through the words and 
actions of the daughter. 



Use of  Quotes 



Use of  Quotes 

 While indirect quotes illustrate conversations related to 
Bula and her mother, direct quotes bring in those who 
move the story away from the personal to an outsider/
more general viewpoint:   

!  Jim Mann recounting his personal experience  
with Alzheimer’s 

!  Mary Kennedy, the director of programs and 
services at the Alzheimer’s Society of B.C.,  
speaking about the challenges of keeping  
wandering dementia patients physically safe 



The Ending 



Ending 

 !e published ending was written by editor  
John Burns: 

 “She died March 12, sometime before 4 a.m., while the 
wind outside was howling across the  
city and tearing branches off trees. I wasn’t there. For 
many nights afterward, I woke up around that time, 
thinking of her, wondering if she’d heard the wind and 
been scared by it. Wondering if she’d lain there, in the 
dark, waiting for me.” 



Ending 

Bula had written the ending differently:   

  “I had written a slightly different ending. I had 
written it with me re"ecting on something. John 
changed it to the way it is now. He wrote me a note 
saying he rewrote the ending because he didn’t quite 
feeling it was working.” 

 – Frances Bula 
 



Ending: Editor’s Comments 

 Bula intended a more general, less personal ending. 
Burns encouraged her to reconsider.   

“Originally, Frances wanted to see the ending really 
nail the mandate side of the column – so she 
wanted the column to broaden out at the end to 
talk about wider implications for sufferers of 
Alzheimer's and their families.”  

– John Burns 
 



Ending 

 Initially, Bula was skeptical about this. She changed 
her mind after she read the ending. 

“When I got to the ending, I burst into tears 
myself, reading my own writing – something I 
had already done three drafts of. I emailed him 
back and said ‘I think you are right on the 
ending.’ It had such an impact on me.” 

– Frances Bula 
 



Ending: Editor’s comments 

“My chief feedback to her was that I was so 
invested as a reader at that stage in her personal 
story, and she had this once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunity to write from within the 
maelstrom.”  

– John Burns 



Ending: Editor’s comments 

 Burns thought of the ending after recalling a line in 
one of Bula’s earlier drafts.   

 

“She did have one line maybe 80 per cent of the 
way through in one draft about lying in bed, 
feeling guilty, and that line so resonated with me, I 
urged her to write out the complete scene and 
delve deep – that's how the ending was generated.”  

– John Burns 
 



Editing Considerations 



Editing Considerations:  
Narrative Approach 

 Burns has two pieces of advice regarding story 
approach that he says he learned from his predecessor 
at Vancouver Magazine, Gary Ross.    

“!e #rst is to #gure out the ending and work 
backwards.”  

– John Burns 
 



Editing Considerations:  
Narrative Approach 

“In this case, the ending – that her mom had suffered from this 
disease and died; that Frances had been deeply involved in her 
mother's illness and now survived her – was obvious in one 
sense, but in the narrative sense much more tricky.   
“Once the beginning and ending were clear, the order and the 
various emotional touch points hit throughout the column 
became much clearer. I don't know how else I would have 
helped Frances organize this material.”  

– John Burns 



Editing Considerations: Voice 
 Burn’s second piece of advice is that editing personal columns 
such as Bula’s is “a bit trickier than other types of writing.”  

   
“While it's true that writer's voice is crucial in all stories, it's the be-
all of columns. Again, that Frances and I have done this now for 50 
columns or so makes that process easier, but I have to be careful not 
to tread on her toes and I have to recall that it's okay if I – and, by 
extension, the magazine – don't always agree with the points she 
makes. !is is her column – and voice and experience and network of 
connections. !at's what people come to it for, and I try to be very 
mindful in editing that there's immense value there.”  

– John Burns 
 



Final Thoughts 



Reader Reactions 

 Bula says that she did not expect the reaction her 
story received from readers.    

“!at was one of the most satisfying things about 
it – how many people talked to me about it 
afterward. It’s such a painful process when you go 
through it. You feel very desperate and alone.”  

– Frances Bula 
 



Final Thoughts 

 Burns says he feels the story resonated with readers 
because of the subject matter is universal.   

 “I think readers are grateful when someone as wise and 
clear-eyed as Frances takes a universal subject so often 
poorly understood and articulated, and puts true effort 
into communicating real experience and thoughts 
around it.”  

– John Burns 
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