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We Wish We Had Our Yia Back:

How My Grandma’s Illness Affects My Family

 My grandma’s full name is Efftahia Koutsantonakis.  Yia is the greek word for 

grandmother.  My families last name was eventually changed from Koutsantonakis to Tonis.  My  

yia was born on the island Crete in Greece, and came to Sacramento when she was 24 years old.  

She was part of an arranged marriage to my papoo, which is greek for grandfather.  He was 30 

years older than her, and wanted a bride from Greece, so he sent for her.  My papoo is no longer 

living, my yia is now 86, and living in a nursing home with dementia.  Dementia is a disease that 

involves memory loss, inability to form new memories, mood swings, and poor judgement 

(Harvard, 2010).  This disease is common in the elderly, and of the many different types the most 

common type is Alzheimer’s.  Alzheimer’s is mostly due to old age, instead of traumatic 

experiences like stroke or brain damage that can cause other types of dementia.  My yia has not 

been diagnosed with a specific title for her dementia, but they tell us that it is due to old age.  

Along with dementia she has chronic asthma, gets frequent pneumonia, and chronic arthritis.  

The doctors have done everything they can do, and she does not have much longer to live.  This 

situation is a hardship for my family physically, financially, and most significant is the emotional 

tole it sets on our whole family.

 “Dementia is a terrible disease. Without warning it slips in, undetected and unnoticed. 

And certainly uninvited. It steals from you everything that you hold dear- and there is nothing 

that you can do to prevent it. It's intangible and takes with it all that is not.  Dementia doesn't ask 

permission to enter your mind, and it doesn't simply 'borrow' your thoughts” (www.helium.com). 

The social and emotional aspects of an illness within a family can be detrimental to each family 
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members life.  Being upset and seeing a family member in this poor state can lead to depression 

amongst the family, change in attitudes, and having to face difficult decisions (Curry, Charles, 

Moore, & Hogstel, 2010).  This disease is a constant day to day struggle for her, and the rest of 

my family.  My yia is not the same yia I once knew.  I know it is not her fault, but I can not 

capture the fact that she will never be back to normal.  She used to be funny, outgoing, and so 

caring.  Now she is lifeless and helpless.  

 The memory loss is the worst part of it all, its as if she is a whole different person.  

Papadopulous (1995), indicates that an illness not only attacks the ill person itself, it has a huge 

affect on the people surrounding them, and who have been in their lives.  After being diagnosed 

the family is undergoing complications along with the patient, and constantly trying to figure out 

different strategies to cope.  Families with an ill member have to face different complications in 

dealing with the changes of their own lives.  It is very difficult for me to go to the care home 

facility to see her, and one day made me realize exactly how bad the disease was taking over.  

One day my dad, my mom and I went to visit her and she said to my dad, while looking at me, 

“Who is that?”  I just could not take it from that point on.  How could she not know me, her own 

granddaughter?   That moment was heartbreaking for me, and for my mom and dad.  I could not 

stop crying, and I went outside.  I was confused and so hurt, and have not went back to the care 

home since that day.  Another day my uncle brought my yia to one of our family events, and I 

could not even look at her from a distance without crying.  I just can not handle seeing her in the 

state she is in.  I am the youngest out of five kids, and it is without a doubt tough for the rest of 

my siblings as well.  Although, since they are older, it seems they are able to deal with it better 
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than I am.  I feel terrible every day for not going to see my yia at the care home.  When my 

parents go to visit her, I say that I can not go.  I do not like living with this guilt.

 My family has been coping with financial implications due to the care of my yia.  

“Related concepts include the ethics and economics of survivorship, alterations in family 

process, and life transitions” (Curry, Charles, Moore, & Hogstel, 2010, p. 14).  My dad and my 

uncle are arguing quite often  about financial issues, who in the family has been to the care 

home, and what to do now.  My uncle’s side of the argument is that he does the most for his mom 

out of the whole family.  My dad does not feel this way, and hates when my uncle claims that.  It 

is very expensive to keep my yia in a care home, but impossible to allow her to stay at home.  

She can not do anything for herself, and it is not safe for her to ever be alone.  She has also fallen 

down on multiple occasions, and broken different bones in her body.  

 The grieving process is included when a member of a family develops a serious illness.  

Grieving over another family member usually includes being stress, very tired, constantly 

thinking about your ill loved one, and in general trying to adjust to the highly unfortunate 

circumstance (Curry, Charles, Moore, & Hogstel, 2010).  She is constantly in and out of the 

hospital, and my dad and my uncle never stop being stressed.  My dad goes and sees her in the 

care home, every other day after work.  He is a big strong man, but when it comes to this 

situation specifically, he is unstable.  When he gets home from work, the look in his eyes after 

seeing his mom automatically makes anyone in our family get teary eyed.  He used to be so close 

to his mom, and can not stand to see her like this.  The other day he came home crying, and it 

was the first time in my whole life I have ever seen my dad that upset.  He does not know what 

to do, what to think, or how to feel.  I think this is how my whole family is feeling at the 
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moment.  We all recently found out that there is not many drugs or medicine they can give her to 

help anymore.  On top of her dementia, her lungs swell up frequently with water due to 

pneumonia.  Prolonging her life in the doctor’s and my dad’s opinion is just hurting her more.  

She is suffering with no way out.  

 The role of family support is crucial in helping an ill family member, explains 

Papadopoulos (1995).  Providing love and comfort are main keys for creating the best possible 

environment for the suffering loved one.  It all depends on how well the family deals with the 

complications, and if they act on the situation appropriately, which will in turn only be beneficial 

for the ill family member.  Any way a family can provide that social support and physically be 

there to visit them, is what the ill family member truly needs most.  My mom and my aunt help 

out a lot by going shopping to get her new clothes, and also as well as my dad and uncle, they 

visit my yia as often as they can.  My guilt seeps in deeper and deeper knowing that they can all 

visit her, but I can not bring myself to go see her myself.  I am only home in Sacramento on the 

weekends sometimes, but even when I am home, I do not go see her.  I feel like such a bad 

person sometimes, when I really sit and think in depth about it.  I think the most challenging part 

for us all is remembering how she used to be.  My cousin Milena and I would go spend the night 

at our yia’s house a lot when we were younger.  The family was frequently at her house, and she 

would always cook a ten course meal.  She was the most loving and compassionate women I 

ever knew.  She put everyone before herself, making sure everyone else was doing okay.  She 

would tell me about Greece, and teach me the greek alphabet, along with greek numbers when I 

was younger.  I just wish I had that all back, we all do, just for one day. 
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 Dementia not only takes away from its victim, but it takes away from everyone who cares 

for that person as well (www.helium.com).  Families may not be able to have their ill member 

join them on special days, or to spend quality time in the way we were able to before the disease.  

Holidays and special events are the the usually the most difficult part families .  These times are 

where it really impacts everyone that our yia is not there.  Easter and Thanksgiving were mainly 

done at her house.  We used to have a greek Easter there, which we celebrated the Sunday before 

american Easter.  We would eat tons of food, all mainly prepared by my yia.  She loved to cook, 

and wanted everyone to have a full stomach.  These occasions highly resembled the movie, “My 

Big Fat Greek Wedding.”  Everyone would gather around her huge wooden table, and just 

stuffed their faces.  Their was plenty of bread, meat, and rice.  We all miss her, and holidays are 

just not the same with out her there.  Another really hard situation was at my brothers wedding.  

My brother got married about two years ago, and my yia could not attend.  My brother gave a 

speech that made mostly everyone in the room shed tears.  They were going to try to bring her 

out of the home, but it was impossible for her that day.  We were so accustomed to having her 

there during these special times. 

 There is no time machine invented, and my family and I need to fully comprehend that 

concept.  I think all of us, especially me, are so focused on how she used to act.  We will never 

be able to see certain sides of her every again, and grasping that notion takes major effort.  

Writing this and learning more about the illness made me come to the conclusion that I need to 

go see her.  I do not want to live with the regret if she passes away, that I barely went to see her 

in the care home.  Even if she does not know it is me, she is still my yia at heart.  She is also my 

only grandparent living, and I love her very much.  I would not want someone in my family to 
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not come see me if I was ill in a care home.  According to Papadopoulos (1995), “The wholeness 

which the family possesses means that it is not merely the sum of its parts taken separately but 

rather includes the interaction of those parts” (p. 29).  It takes the meaning of family as a unit to 

work together through difficult times, in order for everyone to become stronger.  For my future 

family I want my children to see their grandparents on their father’s side of the family, if they are 

ill, or even if they are not.  Illness is one of the most difficult things families have to deal with, 

but everyone has to experience it some time or another, along with old age and death within 

families.  Although, some people are not able to deal with it as well as they should.  In the future 

I wish to set a positive example for my children when dealing with these types of situations.  I 

believe the coping process can develop more effectively after the family as a whole, or at least 

the individual themselves, can accept what is happening.
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