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  Introduction: The Impossible Position


You didn't plan to become a caregiver. It was never in your life plan, and for most of us, we don't anticipate becoming caregivers until it happens. We planned for so many things, including what we would do once we decided to retire. Behind all of it, there was one plan that was left unspoken, unthought of, and unplanned. Who thinks about the mortality of their parents? They've always been there, and naively we think, almost in a magical way, that they will always be there, but that's not the case. Some things are too painful to allow into our consciousness. We push that thought so far down that we don't even know it's there, but it is, waiting to bubble up and smack us in the face. 
It wasn't ever in your life plan and for most of us, it's not something we anticipate until it comes to be that we have become a caregiver. You became one the way most women do: gradually, then all at once. A parent who needed a ride to a doctor's appointment became a parent who needed someone to manage all the doctor's appointments. A parent who needed a little extra help with the grocery shopping became a parent who couldn't be left alone for extended periods. The caregiving grew around you the way water finds its level, filling whatever space was available.
Yes, it happened gradually, and with each change we still refused to look toward the future. The changes we are involved in now are not going to reverse, and our parents are not going to get any younger. Parents are getting older, and with each year and each illness, their needs will increase. So will our involvement, and most probably a sense of guilt that no matter what we do, we're still not doing enough. If you are married, have children, and have a career, you may find yourself in a difficult situation as you try to portion out what each area of your life requires of you. How much time can you give to each of those versions of you that exist now?
Now you're in what researchers call the sandwich generation. You're caught between the needs of aging parents and the demands of your own life: your job, your partner, your children (if you have them), your health, and the person you were before all of this started. You're being asked to be fully present in two places at once. Nobody who is asking this of you has acknowledged that it's impossible. You may not have acknowledged it yourself. 
You deserve some help because you're being asked to do the impossible without some type of plan. Researchers for decades have been looking at this and they have come up with things that will be helpful to you.
This book is about that impossible position. It's about what the research actually shows about sustainable caregiving, about the specific grief that comes with watching a parent decline, about the conversations with siblings and with parents that most people avoid until avoiding them has made everything worse, and about how to care for someone you love without destroying yourself in the process.
I'm a licensed clinical psychologist and former Alzheimer's researcher and I bring the same research-grounded, jargon-free approach to this book that I brought to the first book in this series. No patient stories. No soft inspirational promises. Just the science, stated clearly, for women who are doing one of the hardest things a person can do.
The book you're holding covers the full arc of what caregiving for an aging parent actually looks like: the grief that starts before there is anything to grieve publicly, the guilt that keeps you overextending, the conversations you've been dreading, the medical system you've been left to navigate alone, the parent who won't accept help, the money conversation, the limits that need setting and how to set them, your own body and what the research says is happening to it, and what comes after.
Who This Book Is For

This book is written for the woman who is managing a parent's decline while managing everything else in her life simultaneously. She may be working full-time or part-time. She may have children still at home or a partner who has needs of their own. She may have siblings who help, siblings who don't, or no siblings at all. She is doing one of the most demanding things a person can do, and she is doing it largely without a roadmap.
The research on the sandwich generation is extensive. It consistently finds that women ages 38 to 65 are disproportionately represented among family caregivers for aging parents, that this caregiving role is associated with measurable declines in physical and mental health over time, and that the supports specifically designed for caregivers remain dramatically underutilized. Most women in this situation either don't know what supports exist or feel too guilty about needing them to reach for them.
This book addresses both problems. It gives you the research on what sustainable caregiving actually looks like, and it gives you specific, actionable steps grounded in that research in every chapter. The tone is direct because you don't have time for anything less. The science is translated into plain language because you're already carrying enough without having to decode academic jargon.
A Word About the Research

Everything in this book is grounded in peer-reviewed research in psychology, gerontology, medicine, and related fields. Citations for each chapter appear in the Selected References section at the end of the book. Where specific researchers or studies are named in the text, the full reference is there for anyone who wants to go deeper.
The research does not resolve the grief of watching a parent decline. It does not make the impossible position you're in easier. What it does is give you the evidence that your experience is real, that what you're feeling has been documented and studied, and that specific approaches genuinely work better than others. That knowledge is not a small thing. It's the difference between feeling like you're failing at something everyone else manages and understanding that you're navigating something genuinely hard, with the best information currently available.
What the Research on Caregiving Has Found

The body of research on family caregiving, which has grown substantially over the past three decades, has documented what caregivers themselves have always known: that the role is demanding in ways that our culture systematically underestimates. The National Alliance for Caregiving estimates that more than 53 million Americans provide unpaid care to an adult family member or friend. Of those, nearly 60 percent are women. The economic value of this unpaid labor exceeds $470 billion annually, a figure that dwarfs the total spending on formal home care and nursing home care combined. The work that family caregivers do is, by any reasonable measure, the backbone of elder care in the United States. It is also almost entirely uncompensated, largely invisible, and consistently framed as a personal choice rather than a structural responsibility.
The health consequences for the people doing this work are well documented. Caregivers have higher rates of cardiovascular disease, depression, anxiety, and immune dysfunction than matched non-caregiving populations. They are more likely to postpone their own medical care. They are more likely to experience what researchers call role overload, which is the state of having more responsibilities than the time and energy available to fulfill them. And they are significantly less likely to have the support structures, including financial resources, flexible work arrangements, and adequate respite, that would make the role sustainable over time.
This book doesn't fix those structural problems. It can't. What it can do is give you the research-grounded tools to navigate the role you're in more effectively, to protect your own health and wellbeing in the process, and to make decisions with better information than most caregivers have access to when they need it. That is what every chapter ahead is designed to provide.
How to Use This Book

Some readers will move through this book chapter by chapter, following the arc from the early stages of caregiving to what comes after. Others will go directly to the chapters that address the specific situation they are in right now: the sibling conflict, the financial conversation, the parent who refuses help. Both approaches work. Each chapter is designed to stand on its own as well as to contribute to the larger arc.
At the end of each chapter, a section called What This Means for You translates the research into specific, concrete steps. These are not suggestions that require a lifestyle you do not have. They are actions that can be taken from wherever you are, with whatever resources you currently possess. The research matters. The steps are what make it useful.
If you are in a crisis right now, if a parent has just been hospitalized, if you have just received a difficult diagnosis, or if a situation has just changed suddenly and you do not know what to do, go directly to the chapters that are most immediately relevant. There is no rule that says you have to start at the beginning. Start where you are.
One note on language. This book uses the word "limits" throughout, rather than the more fashionable "boundaries." A limit is concrete and specific: it defines what you can and cannot do in a particular situation for a particular period, given your actual resources. That specificity is what makes limits actionable. That is what this book is asking you to think about.
Both sides of the sandwich are real. One side is your parent. The other side is always you. This book is about both.






  
  Chapter 1: What Anticipatory Grief Is and Why Nobody Is Naming It


If you're the primary caregiver for an aging parent, you've almost certainly experienced something that doesn't have a name in everyday conversation. It's not exactly sadness. It's not exactly anxiety. It's a specific kind of ache that comes from watching someone you love become someone different from who they were, while they're still alive. 
You grieve your father before he dies. You grieve the mother who used to manage everything before she became someone who needs everything managed for her. You grieve the relationship you thought you'd have in their later years, the easy companionship, the advice and perspective, and the version of them that was still fully themselves. You grieve all of these losses while also managing their medications and their appointments and their fears and sometimes their anger, and you do it mostly in silence because grief is supposed to be for after. Grief is here right now for you, whether you have ever used that word in your current situation or not. Most people only think of grief after they have lost someone, but you have truly lost, and it is happening day by day, month by month, and even year by year. The loss is accumulating but you may not want to think about it.
This is anticipatory grief, and the research on it is extensive even if the conversation about it is not.
The Research on Anticipatory Grief

Psychiatrist Erich Lindemann first described anticipatory grief in 1944, observing it in the wives of soldiers who had been deployed. The grief of impending loss, he found, was real and measurable, not simply anxiety about the future. Subsequent researchers, including Therese Rando, have expanded the framework considerably.
Rando's research distinguishes between two types of anticipatory grief. The first is what she calls "preparatory grief," which involves mourning what has already been lost: the parent's physical capacity, their cognitive sharpness, their independence, and the relationship as it used to be. The second is what she calls "anticipatory mourning," which involves beginning to mourn the loss that hasn't yet happened but feels inevitable.
For adult children caregiving for parents with progressive conditions, both types often operate simultaneously. You're grieving what is already gone while anticipating what is coming. You're in a continuous state of loss that doesn't have a clear endpoint and doesn't produce the social recognition that comes after a death.
This lack of social recognition is one of the most isolating features of anticipatory grief. When someone dies, people bring food. They call. They check in. When someone is slowly declining, when the parent is still alive but steadily less present, the support systems don't activate in the same way. The caregiver is expected to keep going, to keep managing, and to be grateful that their parent is still there, without anyone acknowledging the grief that is already present.
Ambiguous Loss: The Grief Without Resolution

Pauline Boss, a family therapist and researcher who spent decades studying loss, developed the concept of ambiguous loss to describe exactly this situation. Ambiguous loss is loss that lacks the clarity and the social recognition of conventional loss. The person is present but psychologically absent. There's no clear moment of goodbye. No death certificate. No official acknowledgment that something real has been lost.
Boss's research documents the specific difficulty of ambiguous loss: because the loss is unclear, the grief can't follow normal channels. There's no funeral. No defined mourning period. No clear transition from grief to something that resembles normal life. The person doing the caregiving is expected to keep functioning normally while experiencing a loss that has no container and no resolution.
For many adult daughters caring for aging parents, particularly parents with dementia or progressive cognitive decline, Boss's framework is the first language they've encountered that accurately names their experience. The parent is there and not there. I've seen the same thing with married couples where the wife is there, but she doesn't recognize her husband as her husband. For him, it is an incredibly painful time of loss and grief. The relationship is present and profoundly changed. The grief is real and entirely unacknowledged. Naming it as ambiguous loss doesn't resolve it. But naming it, as this book will return to repeatedly, is the beginning of being able to work with it.
The Physical Reality of Grief

Grief is not only an emotional experience. Research in psychoneuroimmunology, the study of how psychological states affect the immune system, documents that grief produces measurable physiological changes. Stress hormones, including cortisol and adrenaline, remain chronically elevated in people who are experiencing ongoing grief without adequate support. The immune system
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