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The seemingly endless road to Zephryhills from the Tampa 

airport was not well lit, so when my phone went off I could 

clearly see in the display who was calling ... Dad. It was 

after ten, and having seen my parents at breakfast that morn-

ing to say goodbye before my flight, no doubt they wanted to 

make sure I had arrived safely. 

The trip to Florida was for a speaking engagement in a brilliantly managed full service 
salon in a tiny hamlet in Western Florida best known for its bottled water. I was invited by two 
women in our industry who were lifelong residents. The benefit was called a Pink Party, held as 
many October events are, to raise money for breast cancer. Sharon Perkins, an aesthetician and 
talented graphic designer, was on that journey with her mother, who at 58 was diagnosed with 
terminal pancreatic cancer. Barbara Wilmot owns All About You, and every hair, nail and skin 
care employee in her shop was there with their clients and friends to support the event. I was 
there to inspire and entertain them with juicy bits of inside information on anti-aging research 
and the benefits of utilizing salon services, both for the patients undergoing treatment and the 
families who love and care for them. 

Every time I did a function like this, I silently sent a prayer of thanks that the Lord has 
spared me from being up close and personal with the Big C. My parents, married 60 years, had 
always been in the peak of health and living examples that if you follow simple age-defying 
lifestyle rules – no sun, easy on the alcohol, no cigs, no yo-yoing dieting and a little exercise 
every couple of days – you can hold up very well into your eighth decade, and beyond. 

My parents, in terms of cuteness, were off the charts. Not only had I been witness 

to a love story that shows us all how it is supposed to be done, but I had always 

enjoyed a deep friendship with both of them. Many an aesthetician has heard 

my father, Dr. Peter Pugliese, lecture on the science of skin, and all of them have 

heard him tell a tale of his Joanna, either from the podium or as he pulled her 

photo from his wallet. Theirs was a marriage that touched everyone 

who knew them. 

So, as I was on my way through the darkness to the Comfort Inn my Blackberry showed 
“Dad” on the display and I answered with my customary “Hi there!” 

His voice was unrecognizable, even to me, “Honey, Mommy’s had a stroke. I need you to 
come over.”

He was clearly in shock. I screamed silently through my reply, “Daddy, I’m in Tampa!” 
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happened, the stroke, the night, and the positive response to the 
emergency treatment. They wept with me and whisked me to the 
salon, where I surrendered to the healing hands that massaged 
and buffed and polished away the agony of the night before. My 
flight home had been arranged, and the schedule allowed me to 
give my talk as scheduled later that day. The talk I gave was not 
the one I had prepared, but as I looked into the faces of the moth-
ers and daughters and sisters in that room, dressed in pink and 
eating cupcakes and drinking punch, I knew that I was there to 
give whatever I could, framing my words in a way that would have 
been impossible 24 hours earlier. I do not remember a word I said. 

When my flight landed I sped from Philadelphia to the Read-
ing Hospital, ran to the ICU, only to see my mother sitting up with 
a breakfast tray across her lap. She asked me if I had some lipstick, 
and I burst into tears. 

In the first days after her discharge from the hospital we were 
buried in a mountain of paper and reams of directives written in 
an alphabet soup of unfamiliar language, and we are a medical 
family! My mother was virtually unchanged in her outward appear-
ance. However, we were cautioned that she would be wobbly and 
to be vigilant about falls. In addition, we were told that in the 
days ahead she would require physical therapy, blood thinner, 
beta blockers and a beeping device to monitor the levels of the 
“rat poison” needed to keep her heart pumping. We made a few 
adjustments in the house, most notably, installing banisters and 
balance-assisting grab bars at places where she might be vulner-
able to a fall. Furthermore, she would not be driving. 

In and of itself, this was the first step in a progression of 
changes that would result in the crossover of my own identity from 
whatever it was that I used to be. Now, I and the life I would live 
from now on would be defined in one word... 

Caregiver 

Part Two of this series will appear in the next issue, wherein Patti 
will share her journey as a caregiver, integrating the world of aes-
thetics, a profession she dedicated almost thirty years of her life 
to, and in turn an industry that rose up to give back to one of  
their own. 

Patti Pugliese, L.E, pioneered skin care in the workplace. Her Line-
man’s Lotion, for damaged hands was the first industrial topical 
safety item. She created the TV program Work at Wellness, Wellness 
at Work. The daughter of Dr. Peter Pugliese, and the mother of Cir-
cadia CEO Michael Q. Pugliese, Pugliese is an accomplished author  
and speaker.

Never have I felt more helpless. He remembered then I was 
away; my sister Susan, living four miles from his home was al-
ready calling me on the other line. She was on her way, as was 
the ambulance. She would call me every half hour for the next  
eleven hours. 

As a woman in her mid-fifties I was, for some time, grateful ev-
ery day that I was well above the curve – to still have both parents 
alive, still in love and living in the home I grew up in. It entered my 
consciousness occasionally that in my lifetime, I was going to lose 
one of them and have to keep the other one from losing it when 
it happened. I have always known it was my place to deal with this 
passage of their lives – one kid in any given family usually assumes 
this role. It has nothing to do with who loves them the most, but 
every family has its own unwritten code about dealing with things. 
But this weekend, when I kissed them goodbye and thanked the 
dear Lord that my mother was not bald and dying, but flawless, 
radiant … a loving being of pure light who still put three meals 
a day on the table and watched Gunsmoke every night with  
her husband… 

I could not possibly have known that my blessed 

family life as I knew it was, in an instant, 

never going to be the same.

 I do not remember arriving at my hotel, only that I began 
a non-stop dialogue with God that continued hour by hour as I 
lived the excruciating experience I had dreaded all my life. I did 
not unpack. I spent the night on my knees on the scratchy carpet, 
my arms folded over onto the unfamiliar pattern of the comforter, 
weeping and pleading from a place deep inside me. How can this 
be happening while I am a thousand miles away? I explained to 
God that this cannot happen here, He cannot take her, not now, 
not like this. 

About three in the morning, when the phone rang, it was my 
father’s voice I heard; his real voice. He sounded ebullient, “She’s 
ok! They gave her the shot, and I watched her paralysis disappear. 
Her face is completely restored. She opened her eyes. She moved 
her hand. She knows us.”

We had been blessed with a miracle, a combination of medi-
cal science and the hand of God. I fell into an exhausted sleep, 
my hands still clenched, now in prayers of thanksgiving for sparing 
her life … for sparing us all the tragedy that no child is ever old 
enough to withstand. 

My hosts at All About You had offered me a day of beau-
ty before the event … massage, nails, eyebrow shaping. When 
Barbara and Sharon arrived to pick me up, I told them what had 

fo
un

d
at

io
ns

 | 
he

al
th

foundations   health



The exhaustion fatigue reached deep into my bones, my heavy head 
dropped on my pillow, the very weight of it made swiveling my neck 
to turn over beyond my own muscle strength. Knots seized in my shoul-
ders, arms, legs and back as I lost consciousness and fell into a deep, 
deep sleep. It was nine months after we’d been told, “Dr. Pugliese, 
you have witnessed a miracle.”

Following my mother’s astounding response to the emergency stroke treatment that restored 
her speech, mobility and her beautiful face, my parents and I returned together to the home I 
grew up in with a stack of triplicate forms and instructions from the hospital. We were cautioned 
to look for sudden loss of balance and occasional speech irregularities, but in the overall scheme 
of things, we felt tremendously blessed and hopeful about the continuation of my parents’ joyful  
octogenarian lives. 

Although my father was a family doctor for 22 years, having saved patients in this very hos-
pital that just saved his wife’s life, now 40 years after leaving practice, we had no idea how ill-
equipped we were to navigate the labyrinth of managed health care … its players or its language. 

The most normal routine at the “Big House” was three meals at a fully set table and Gun-
smoke at seven o’clock. Given that I was born with no domestic bones whatsoever, my role was 
beefcake, with mom directing daily decisions and me physically doing the driving, shopping, 
dishes, laundry and 12 to 15 trips up and down two flights of stairs with food, meds, clean or 
dirty laundry, dishes, never wasting a step between the main living areas including the bedrooms, 
kitchen, dining room, TV loft and dad’s home office. We hung a calendar in the kitchen and wrote 
in the appointments for outpatient physical therapy, speech therapy, Coumadin monitoring, blood 
pressure checks, meds and cardiology examinations. 

One night at dinner that first week home, mom asked me to “please pass the television.” 
We all stopped, freeze-framed, and our eyes darted one to the other. “Wait. That’s not right!” 
she said, laughing. “I meant … television! Oh, dear!” Then, eventually, she found the right  
word, “butter.” 

Joanna (dad’s endearment) always believed that a husband has no business being privy to 
a woman’s daily routine of putting herself together. With the installation of balance grab-bars at 
all the critical places, she required little physical assistance although we hovered like crazed birds 
around her. She did 15 stairs several times a day, and although she was prohibited from driving 
herself, we took the necessary trips with no special accommodations for getting her in and out of 
the car.

Twice a week we walked arm-in-arm into the physical therapy room, an open space with 
dozens of impossibly fit, or fat, technicians in workout gear methodically counting one-two-three, 
while purple-on-pale, wrinkled arms and blue-veined legs flailed in the air. Mom’s task was to op-
erate the “racecar.” The apparatus employed a giant stick shift that required her to track and hit a 
ricocheting red dot on a monitor screen turning it to green while a soft-spoken fellow said, “Good, 
Joanne … push through, just a little more … one more dot to go…” as he wrote down her scores. 
After an hour of this video game from hell, the speech therapist with a kindergarten-teacher voice 
sat with us in a quiet room and asked my mother to name five flowers, six rivers, things that began 
with the letter of the day, and foods that are served at a picnic, which she aced. 

by Patti 
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“When you feel abnormal, 

do something normal.” I 

do not remember where I 

heard that quote from, but 

it has become the mantra 

by which I live.
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I felt the change inside my soul, in that instant, a shift in con-
sciousness where I felt as if I was moving towards an abyss. A 
place where everyone who needs you is waiting there … knowing 
that you are leaving the place where only they could pull you back 
from the darkness over and over and over again. You know you will 
never return to the life where they are bigger and stronger than 
you, ever again. You know you are not worthy of this gift, but you 
know it is a gift … this extraordinary gift of time. You pray you will 
be capable.

I was on the patio with a gin and tonic when Kathi pulled up. 
She suggested perhaps we try a “short-term care facility” with a 
staff to observe and test my mother’s full capabilities, and that 
perhaps a neurologist might be consulted. She also told me that I 
very much needed to rest. 

We drove to a facility a few days later, and entered a perky, 
colorful reception area decorated with fresh flowers. It was our 
belief that the key to mom’s recovery was to be found during 
this evaluation time, about ten days. Although mom was able to 
express that she was not the least bit happy about this intrusive 
confinement “in a nursing home,” she was suffering with a new 
symptom, pain. She was also openly suspicious, and undisguised 
in her anger and dissatisfaction. The inhibitory filter that kept her 
Southern-belle manners intact all her life was now disintegrating. 
She was ticked off and did not care who knew it. 

We watched them prepare our girl for the days ahead, snap-
ping on her plastic bracelet, bringing the welcome bag of toi-
letries, linens, and the industrial pink bedside water pitcher, cup 
and straws. While I hung her robes in the tiny closet, dad stroked 
her forehead and held her hand. We promised to return in the 
morning, and again walked out with a stack of triplicate forms and 
a Patient’s Rights manual, but we walked out this time without  
my mom.

We sat in stone silence for an interminable minute, until I 
cranked the ignition and drove out the curving driveway, both of 
us unable to utter the words. We did the right thing.

Next month, Patti will tell the third part of her family’s person-
al story, with comments from caregivers, both professional and un-
skilled relatives alike. She reveals the physical and emotional toll 
of daily patient care, and teaches aestheticians how the services 
they can provide are essential to the health and very survival of an 
emerging demographic majority of our population … people who 
care for people who need care.   

Patti Pugliese, L.E, pioneered skin care in the workplace. Her Line-
man’s Lotion, for damaged hands was the first industrial topical safety 
item. She created the TV program Work at Wellness, Wellness at Work. 
The daughter of Dr. Peter Pugliese and the mother of Circadia CEO 
Michael Q. Pugliese, Patti is an accomplished author and speaker.

As we sat in the drive-through lane at Arby’s that first week, 
I said to my mother, “This could get a little weird for both of us, 
but just so you know, I can deal with anything that comes up, goes 
down or comes out. Okay?” 

“Okay!” she said, smiling brightly, nodding her head and 
arching a little fist. I looked into those blue, blue eyes that had 
loved me through every crisis of my life and told my mother one 
more thing. “And this too, babe. As long as I am with you, I prom-
ise you will have no fear, and no pain.”

The fall gave way to November and we celebrated mom’s 
80th birthday, not that any living soul with clear vision would ever 
guess she was 80 years old. Although my father says the prayer 
before breakfast, lunch and dinner, it was usually my job to com-
pose a prayer for the beginning of a celebration meal. On this 
November 18th, I added a special thanks to God that the out-
come of this day, which could have been so different, was this day 
a blessed celebration of family life. 

The holiday season progressed and on Christmas Day there 
was a gathering of family such as we had not seen ever before. Ex-
spouses mingled with new babies and estranged siblings warmly 
greeted each other in a mood that surely would have inspired 
Rockwell to start drawing had he been present. Mom was radiant 
and perfect. We were indeed the most grateful family on the plan-
et while we stood in front of the tree and had our picture taken. 

As the New Year unfolded, the January snow kept us from 
several of the physical therapy appointments and my mom was 
not unhappy about not having to do the mindless repetitions of 
exercises. In the coming weeks her energy faded markedly. She 
wanted to read longer, nap right after breakfast and in the after-
noon. Her perfect legs would swell a couple of times a week and it 
was apparent that she was having difficulty using her “unaffected 
side,” the hand not initially paralyzed during the stroke. 

On the rare days when I was away overnight, I trusted my girl-
friend Kathi Charles to stop by the Big House and check on mom 
and dad. As a physical therapist herself, she was capable in any 
situation and my mother loved her. My career had long since gone 
into unanimated suspension, and as we segued the family busi-
ness to my son’s leadership, I attended events only as needed. In 
the summer of 2010, when I returned from an aesthetics show in 
Las Vegas, everything had changed. 

The physical therapist, currently treating my mother, report-
ed that her home visits would be “suspended” because of her 
failure to improve according to the calculated scores. 

Mom had fallen to the floor, missing the last carpeted step 
coming down. We received scolding reports that she “wasn’t 
even trying” to finish the clothespins-around-the-margarine-tub 
exercise.  They gave me an incredibly ugly striped heavy fabric 
piece called a “gait belt” and showed me how to pull my mother 
to standing or “initiate a transfer” by hiking it up at the small of 
her back. 
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Less than a year following her stroke, my mother, Joanne, who man-
aged our family for more than 60 years, would stand up for the last 
time. The day before her 81st birthday, my parents and I sat together 
in stunned silence at the Hershey Medical Center as we were given 
her final diagnosis. The strong, graceful, beautiful woman we loved 
had ALS, named “Lou Gehrig’s disease” after the famous baseball 
player, and in contemporary life, the crippling illness suffered by 
famed scientist Stephen Hawking.

There is an unspoken delicateness about the shift in a family’s dynamic when one person 
assumes the full-time care of a parent who has lost the ability to carry out the daily routines of 
life. The caregiver needs to understand that the heavy lifting is literal in assisting the patient with 
personal care, but the emotional weight of this reversal in the parent-child relationship is what 
really breaks your back, and your heart. 

It is no surprise that the brunt of caregiving is carried out by mid-life women. The effect 
of this accumulated stress will certainly impact the health of our enormous population of Baby 
Boomers; now 50 to 65, they are technically as vulnerable to sudden illness and death as the 
elderly people they care for. While simultaneously juggling their careers and marriages, and all 
the while depleting their finances along with their vitality, the “Me” generation suddenly has 
“help me” generations on both sides. We are not equipped. 

If both parents are living in the same house, children now in mid-life must understand that 
their parents’ ideal of living “happily ever after” did not encompass a coping mechanism for 
when death actually does part the “us” they have been all their adult lives. One needs to be 
prepared for the additional element of care for the surviving spouse, for whom the process of 
loss may begin at anytime as the reality sets in, not necessarily waiting until after they have been 
widowed. Your own mourning may well hit at any time while you are providing care. No matter 
the relationship, losing a parent is a pivotal turning point in the labyrinth of anyone’s life.

Donna Cleary, a friend from the ALS Philadelphia Chapter, acknowledged that sense of loss 
is often triggered within the role of caregiver. When recalling her own parents’ illness she said, “I 
used to think to myself when having a conversation with my father, someday I am going to lose 
this man, how am I going to deal with it?” 

I went back to the wellspring of in-home care provided to us in the last weeks of my 
mother’s life. I was keenly aware of the changes in my own mind and body, and often wondered 
how these end-of-life providers manage, dealing with the physical and emotional requirements 
of caring for dying people, day in and day out, who are not even related to them. 

by Patti 
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When my father and I started coming around the aesthetics world, I was in 

my twenties, he in his fifties. I commented then that aesthetics could be a 

powerful liaison healthcare field for the next generation of "old" people – 

me among them – but only if aestheticians had the proper education.
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And I know in the end what I will remember most is that...
...I was here. 

Patti Pugliese, L.E., pioneered skin care in the workplace. Her Line-
man’s Lotion, for damaged hands was the first industrial topical safety 
item. She created the TV program Work at Wellness, Wellness at Work. 
The daughter of Dr. Peter Pugliese and the mother of Circadia CEO 
Michael Q. Pugliese, Patti is an accomplished author and speaker. 

calls, host a short seminar of your services, get on the speaking cir-
cuit and offer a special discount or one day of the week with some 
extras. Get to know the local franchises of hospice care. 

Caregivers need to fill up the reservoirs of energy that get 
depleted on many levels. Reading something enriching helped 
me to wind down at night. I kept three books on my nightstand, 
taking five or ten minutes each night looking for that one nug-
get to help me through the next day. One useful how-to was Gail 
Sheehy’s book, “Passages in Caregiving.” I found comfort in the 
language of a memoir by Abigail Thomas called “A Three Dog 
Life,” and revisited my favorite something-for-the-spirit classic 
“Women Who Run with the Wolves” by Clarissa Pinkola Estes. 

For fifteen months, I journeyed through the transition we all 
will experience, some of us many times. I was privileged to share 
the end of life as it was experienced by my mother, and the loss 
of a spouse, as it was experienced by my father. We shared mo-
ments of unspeakable sadness, but our days were filled with ir-
replaceable times of joy, humor, intimacy, faith and lessons I will 
never forget. Even in her fragile physical state, my mom moth-
ered me through this passage in one way or another every day, 
until one quiet Tuesday morning three days after Christmas, my  
mother died.

What kind of care will be needed in the coming decade or 
two for these very caregivers as they hit their 70s and beyond? 
Right now, we are not sick, but we are by no means well. 

Julie Stubler, LE, a 2012 nominee for the Joel Gerson Award, 
is the rare aesthetics educator who has consistently worked at the 
highest levels of practice in Reading, Pa. She brings an extra level 
of relief to stressed-out caregivers with a technique based on reg-
ulated breathing … her own as well as the client’s. Breathing con-
sciously along with the massage facilitates an emotional release 
which further relaxes and thus strengthens the client, helping to 
curb depletion and subsequently boosting natural immunity. 

When my father and I started coming around the aesthetics 
world, I was in my twenties, he in his fifties. I commented then 
that aesthetics could be a powerful liaison healthcare field for the 
next generation of "old" people – me among them – but only if 
aestheticians had the proper education. Although we have made 
great strides, our industry is still new enough, and honestly vague 
enough, that we have the power to redefine and augment our 
collective role. We stepped up to serve the vanity issues of a gen-
eration who would hit midlife concerned not about pathology but 
about appearance and comfort, with wrinkles and cellulite trump-
ing heart disease and cancer on our worry lists. But today, we can 
put our skills to some additional use, serving many of the same 
demographic. How can you help?

You can encourage your existing clientele to let you know if 
they – or people in their circles of influence – are caregivers. Send 
them home with a coupon for a comfort service. This is not the 
time to offer a twelve-part series of pigmentation reduction with 
a complex home regime. Just touch them, soothe them, use fra-
grance and music and warmth and your skilled, gifted hands to re-
lease whatever pain and anxiety you can. See which of your menu 
items can be targeted to lifting spirits along with sagging skin. 

Caregivers and those who wish to serve them should become 
familiar with community resources. Organizations like AARP and 
your local Office of Aging have sections of their websites that can 
direct people in every state to services and support. Make some 
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Cynthia Huls, owner of the Visiting Angels 

franchise in Berks and Chester Counties, 

Pennsylvania, reports, “The most prevalent 

manifestation I see is physical exhaustion. They 

give so much of themselves, and don’t have/

take time for their own needs. Additionally, as 

paraprofessionals, they earn about $9 to $10/

hour so there isn’t extra money for vacations or 

other recharging activities.”

It is midnight when I close my book and get 

up to check the locks. I have been here 

almost three years. I head downstairs to the 

front door, knowing it was left unlocked be-

cause this house speaks to me now. Our fam-

ily lives here and in our memories, every one 

of us remembering then and cherishing now, 

parents and children and children becom-

ing parents. I feel my mother with me in these 

rooms and in her gardens. I do what I can to 

make this home as she did, a place where 

people come to be loved.


