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25 Months is a memoir, but also a tribute and an attempted panacea.  Linda McK. Stewart wrote the memoir about the battle she and her husband, Jack, fought and lost after he was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s Disease.  More correctly, it is about the battle as she knew it through her own experience and her observations of his, because for most of the battle, he was not able to relate to her about it in any meaningful way.  The text is also her tribute to him.  Pages of beautifully-written stories give life to the few meager memories Jack clung to briefly and then lost in his last 25 months in this world.  Finally, the book is Linda’s only way to cope with the illness and the loss of Jack; in illustrating the lush life experiences that antedated the lost scraps of memory Linda treats her own wounds.
When I first took up 25 Months, I was warned that it was unclear if the text would be “philosophical enough” for a review.  When I received the book, I understood that caution, because the book claims to be—and is—a memoir.  However, as someone who believes fervently in the boundary-crossing power of feminist philosophy, I want you to see this book as a philosophical exploration of loss and life changes.

Philosophy is the human attempt to understand the life experience.  It is a series of endeavors to wrap the collective mind around daunting conceptual hurdles that life throws at us.  And while much of what we take for philosophy is more academic than the story that 25 Months tells, it would be a mistake to miss the philosophical significance of the book.

Scientists and philosophers have tried countless times to put into language the meaning of time and aging.  But Linda McK. Stewart’s musings on the devastation Alzheimer’s Disease wreaked in her life does just as well with this challenge as any writing I have seen:
Alzheimer’s is known. . .as the “forgetting disease.”  The victim’s past drifts away.. . .But no mention is made of the fact that not just the past but also the future vanishes as well.  For Jack, tomorrow disappeared as irrevocably as yesterday.  I tried, without success, to imagine life in which both past and future were nonexistent.  To imagine one’s self locked solely into the Now, nothing in front, nothing behind.  It was an exercise that generated such an overpowering sense of suffocation as could only be dissipated by some immediate physical activity. . .(274).

This is an exploration of loss of basic humanity.  It is not the eating, the sleeping, the other basic physical functions that make up human existence; it is the memory of things past and the look toward the future that mark human life as unique.  The idea of being locked solely into the now generates “such an overpowering sense of suffocation” for Linda because it is contra to what it means to flourish.  Such a desiccated form of life is like purgatory without purpose, excruciating torment without any reward.


 One of Stewart’s best devices in this book is to tell a story in great particularity and end the vignette with one colorful detail.  This way, when she describes a single phrase that Jack uses as he struggles to remember himself, it is imbued with much of the deep, emotional meaning for the reader that it was for her.  And as the book progresses, the reader learns that each time he comments about some tiny detail from the past, the memory passes through his lips and is never recovered.  This progression is inescapably distressing.

That is what I mean by this book being a philosophical exploration of loss.  It is a discussion that is at once a singular taste of a person’s life and memories as well as a touchstone for more broad comparisons of the human condition.  It is, I submit, impossible to read the sequence of the meaningful pieces of Jack’s life, turned into sometimes silly non sequiturs by disease and then lost forever, without considering broader implications of loss, aging, and what it means to be a thinking being.

One of the most troubling examples of this is when Linda describes their trip to Dr. Albert Schweitzer’s hospital in Lambourene, Gabon.  As they left the site of the hospital, Linda recalls that Jack was mesmerized by the sight of a small building:
He was walking just ahead of me.  Suddenly, he stopped.. . .We were just passing a small house of whitewashed slats.. . .No windows.  The door was locked. . .A tool shed.. . .But as we stood there we could hear distinctly human sounds, something between weeping and moaning, seeping through the horizontal slats.  We took a step closer to see a long row of eyes peering out from between the slats.  Five, six, maybe eight pairs of eyes, wide, dark, intensely focused eyes, stripped of gender and age.. . . “It’s the best we can do,” [Dr. Karl] explained.  “Without sufficient medication, all we can do is keep them safe in there where they can harm no one. . .”  The crazies.. . .It was as if we were staring back into the absolute depths of anguished humanity.  (167-68, paragraphing altered).
Linda watched Jack muse over the memory of the mentally ill people locked in the shed for hours.  He finally managed to explain to her, “Those eyes. . .I can’t get them out of my mind.”  Then, thirty years later as Jack is dying from Alzheimer’s Disease, he dreams that Linda left him in that shack.  He wakes and exposes the startling, terrifying truth that those suffering from the disease also battle periods of lucidity when they know they are ill:

Who believes in prophecies?  Not me and not you either.  But that day in that godforsaken place, those people, the crazies as the doctor called them, you can’t convince me it wasn’t prophetic.  All of them in that lock-up shack, they’d lost their minds, every one of them.  Just the way I’m losing mine.  (172).
This chilling connection, never to be made again by Jack, confronts the reader with a challenge to the old saw that if you lose your mind, at least you’ll never know.  It provides a stark image of the loss of humanity, and how the loss can take many forms.

Finally, this book is about learning to live in an intolerable situation and explores what the idea of “dignity” means.  It is about being forced into a holding pattern and learning to enjoy what you can of it.  We are told that life’s trials make one stronger, whereas the tested person may be more likely to comment that life’s trials just make one tired; maybe both are true.  Linda McK. Stewart is angry but she has no target for her ire; she is bereaved before her “final” loss occurs.  One day she has her husband with her, and he seems fine.  The next, the man she knew is gone forever.


She begins to comb her mind for signs that she missed in the process of trying to understand what is happening to them, and as she searches she thrusts blame on the only target that is clearly visible and attainable:  herself.  As she undertakes this voyage, she highlights the blurry line between “normal” aging and disease.  Stewart also delves into the human drive to perceive control where it doesn’t exist:

Alzheimer’s falls into that category of diseases and disorders characterized by insidious onset.  There is no very first sneeze, no encounter with a rusty nail, no misstep at the icy curb.  Alzheimer’s denies its victim the solace of the pinpointed moment.  And yet we’re compelled to see the specific incident, the sneeze, the scratch, the fall, driven by an illusion of control over the happenstance of life.  In this compulsion to identify just such an exact moment, an undeniable advance warning, I was no exception.  (36-37).
This depiction of these impulses and drives paints a compelling, intimate portrait of learning to wrap your mind around loss.  And this is as much as the finest philosophical attempt can provide to a searching reader.


Ultimately you should pick up this book not only to enjoy the bittersweet story it tells, but also to savor the moments after you’ve put it aside.  It is in those moments when you will imagine your own response to loss and contemplate what it is about you, your loved ones, and your joined lives that you most cherish; you will realize that it is those things that make you human.  This internal building of personal philosophy is what 25 Months will trigger for the reader, and it is certainly a worthwhile undertaking.
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