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…tenderness can quickly become an 
endangered species of sorts, always 
on the verge of extinction. 

Anyone who has life turned upside down by 

the sudden shift into the role of being a 

caregiver understands how the quality of 

tenderness can quickly become an 

endangered species of sorts, always on the 

verge of extinction. There are so many other 

things continually calling for attention that all 

can rapidly become overwhelming, often 

turning the caregiver into something more 

akin to a taskmaster or drill sergeant. It can 

leave us numb, or angry, or rigid, or anything 

but tender. 

Life can take on a crushing intensity, with no 

seeming relief in sight. Friends become silent, 

fading into their day-to-day lives. Community 

becomes a common casualty – one that, in 

turn, breeds isolation, which only adds to the 

intensity of life 

When someone does remember to call or does 

stop you in the store and asks how you are or 

what you’re doing now, what can you say?  

I want to say: “I’ve been hurting so much and 

have been so exhausted. Life has been like a 

flood washing over me for the past many 

months of my father’s illness, of his pain, of his 

delirium, of his sleepless nights, of his pain, of 

his worry, of his frustration, of his pain, of his 

hospital stay after hospital stay, of his too many 

ambulance rides, of his too many doctors, of 

his pain, of his weight loss, of his losing the 

ability to walk, of his no appetite, of his pain, of 

his procedure after procedure, of his not 

being able to eat, of his dehydration, of his 

chemo, of his radiation, of his pain.” 

Of course, I don’t say this. I can’t. I know that 

part of the reason I want to answer this way is 

because I want someone to understand what 

my life is like now. I also know that words 

really can’t express my experience nor make 

anyone actually understand when I can’t even 

understand it all. This is my experience and 

part of that experience is my inability to 

communicate how I feel, how life has been for 

me, and what I’m actually doing day in and 

day out. And so, the isolation continues to 

expand, the intensity to build.  

When will it stop? That question was often on 

my lips. When will it stop? When will it stop? 

When will it stop? When will it stop? When will 

it stop? During the first eight months of my 

caregiver’s life, it became a mantra, repeated 

on some level almost constantly. I suppose it 

was my hope that by saying it over and over 

and over that I’d somehow get an answer. As 

we’ll see, it was the wrong question to be 

asking. 

There is a wordless truth under all of this 

intensity of life that a caregiver slowly begins 

to sense. It’s wordless, I figure, because it’s a 

truth that is too big for words. Initially, we most 

often become aware of it in the times in 

between all the activities, in the brief moments 

of pause that unfold when we’re really present. 

For me, this truth expresses itself as feelings 

surfacing from a deep knowing that all of my 

caregiving experiences are ever more 

profound and powerful and healing and 

bigger-than-me than I can fully comprehend. 

Knowing and feeling and living this gives me 

strength – strength to continue showing up, 

strength to continue opening the door to my 

father’s house each morning, and strength to 

walk inside again and again and say: “I am 

here.” 
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