
MetroLife Actor Jaden Smith, who won

an MTV award for his role in

‘The Pursuit of Happyness’

also starring his dad Will

Smith, turns 16
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Visit 4get-me-not.org to learn more about Alzheimer’s disease and help spread the word...

Help to ‘Forget me not’ 
I

t’s a child’s worst nightmare come true.
When 42-year-old Desiree Vlekken
returned home to visit her parents in the
Philippines over Christmas, her dad didn’t

seem to recognise her. He had lost a lot of
weight. He was constantly agitated, easily
upset, having imaginary fights and
delusional episodes. 
Desiree chokes up as she recalls the 2011
incident: “I love going back to Manila for
Christmas. That time with family, especially
for people like me who live overseas, is so
precious. But that year, when I saw my dad
like that, I knew something had changed
forever. It was impossible not to notice. He
looked so lost and he would get agitated
without any reason… I mean it’s Christmas,
there was no reason for him to be so upset…
but he was even upset when he saw my son,
his grandson. My family had kept it from me,
but they couldn’t avoid it any longer. My
mum just said: ‘He has it’.” 
It was Alzheimer’s. The devastating
neurological disease that impairs memory,
judgment and reasoning. 
Leaving for Abu Dhabi was painful. The
heartbroken daughter, who has lived in
the UAE for 14 years, did not know how
to come to terms with her
father’s condition. 
“‘That’s not my
father’, I told
myself,” recalls
Desiree. 

Her sleepless nights became a quest for
knowledge and she founded ‘Forget me not’
(4get-me-not.org), the UAE’s first online
information and support platform for people
dealing with Alzheimer’s. 
“I wanted to learn as much as possible,” she
says. “I was hungry for answers. But I
realised that there’s nothing, no one here to
help. I thought if I formed a support group to
help others in the same boat, I’d somehow

be able to share
and help

myself.” 

Desiree’s mission is to raise awareness and
reach out to families and patients coping
with AD. Her website, dedicated to her dad,
shares a database of doctors, a guide on food
and exercise, tips and information on how to
spot early warning signs. She also organises
regular information sessions and is currently
seeking sponsorship and support for her
Alzheimer’s awareness campaign in Dubai
Mall from September 19 to 21 (which is
World Alzheimer’s Day). She says: “I want to
let people know that we can have control
over how we cope with this
disease. In 2011, it
was made
obvious to
us that

something was very wrong with my dad. But
really, he’d started declining five years before.
We just thought it was a normal part of
aging. The depression, and the grumpiness,
coincidently happened when he retired.” 
The sorrow consumed her. “There is never a
single day that I don’t think about my father.
I felt so guilty, I didn’t even know,” she says.
“He couldn’t enjoy his twilight years. He
should have been playing golf, going on
holidays, spending time with his grandkids…
“If we had known to spot the symptoms
before, we could have spared him so much
pain. He was dealing with everything all by
himself. He couldn’t ask for help because he
didn’t know what was happening and
couldn’t find a way to tell us. If we’d known,
he wouldn’t have been doing it alone.” 
Desiree is firm and forceful in her message.
“We need to keep an extra close eye on our
parents once they’re past the age of 55. Make
sure they have their yearly check-ups and
make sure they visit a geriatrician (doctor for
the elderly) as they get older because a GP
may not always spot things. And if you live
away from home, don’t let them get
depressed.  Think: when was the last time
you called them? How often are you
checking up on them? Are they eating,
sleeping properly? You’ve got to look out for
even the smallest signs.” megha@7days.ae

WHEN WAS THE LAST TIME
YOU CALLED HOME?
Don’t forget to check up on
mum and dad - spotting
warning signs early can make a
world of a difference

Food, fashion, movies and more...

Support for Alzheimer’s awareness
campaign can help save memories

A LOST BATTLE

MARGARET THATCHER
The daughter of
Britain’s first female
PM said she first
realised that her mum
was having memory
problems when the
Baroness struggled to
distinguish between
the Falklands war and
the Bosnia conflict.

RONALD REAGAN
Six years after finishing

his second term,
former US president
Ronald Reagan was

diagnosed with
Alzheimer’s. His son,

Ron Reagan, recounts
the early signs in his
book, ‘My Father at

100: A Memoir’.

NORMAN ROCKWELL
The American painter
succumbed to AD
after a long, illustrious
career. Interestingly,
his paintings are now
used sometimes in
dementia therapy
because of the
memories and
nostalgia they elicit.


