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Chapter one

Introduction: Welcome to a Journey of Care and Self-Discovery







Welcome. If you’ve picked up this book, it’s likely because you find yourself in the demanding, often overwhelming role of a caregiver, and you are reaching out for help. Perhaps you care for an aging parent, a spouse facing chronic illness, a child with special needs, or someone else dear to you who requires daily support. You may not have expected or prepared for this situation.  But it's here now, and you face an overly demanding role. Even if you didn't want to do this, you will because you have a connection that is very strong—it's love. Love moves us in many directions, and it will guide you in the months and years to come.

First, I want you to know: you are not alone. The caregiving community is vast and growing, and you are part of a vital, compassionate network of people who give selflessly—often at great personal cost. It requires trying to make some major adjustments to your work-life balance, and that's not easy. There was a time that you thought you had figured everything out; probably now you'll be wondering how you ever thought that. But, as we both know, life doesn't always turn out as we expected.

Members of my family and I were all called on to help my mother, who had metastatic cancer that had been misdiagnosed. For five years, she suffered in pain, believing what her doctor told her, and that was that she had sciatic nerve discomfort. He prescribed medication that failed to work, and the reason he prescribed that medication was that he was frightened that she might become addicted. He had worked for years in an addictions clinic. Our mother had a deadly diagnosis with no hope for a cure, and he was worried that she would become addicted. How do you worry about addiction with a dying person?

As a result of his experience, he refused to prescribe the pain-relieving medication that she needed. For the years when she was under his care, he never made a referral for more sophisticated testing or imaging. In both respects, he failed my mother, and it proved to be a deadly mistake.

When I persuaded her to go to a different physician, she received the correct diagnosis, but it was too late for any treatment that would save her. At this point, she was no longer able to walk and was confined to her bed for most of the day. 

One of my older sisters then proceeded to outline how each of us would take turns caring for her in her home. She made a spreadsheet with our names, the time we were to be there, and which day of the week we were assigned for the entire night. The sheet also listed the medications to administer and other necessary medical provisions. I can't tell you how many times, while on an overnight shift with my mother, I prayed she would slip quietly into that eternal sleep that would give her peace. Did I feel awful when I had that thought? Of course I did, but it also was out of love for her and her life of incredible devotion to all of us. 

It was an extremely painful, stressful, and unpredictable time for us, and it lasted for five months. She went through one major operation where the surgeon said, "The surgery won't save her life, but it will decrease her pain." It was all we could hope for, and we agreed. Before the surgery, lying on the gurney, she told each of us that she loved us. After the surgery, we brought her home again because we wanted to care for her there, not in a hospital, where she would be just one of many patients.

Of course, pain medications were finally ordered by an empathic oncologist, but to get the prescription filled was another  almost insurmountable task. No pharmacy would fill it because it contained one ingredient they refused to carry: cocaine. The pharmacists told me that if they carried cocaine, they would be victimized by repeated robberies. Frantically, we called pharmacy after pharmacy and received the same message that they couldn't or wouldn't do it.

The medication was, at that time, called Brompton's mixture and was a formula from the original hospice programs in Great Britain. After all of those futile attempts, through the intervention of a coworker who knew a pharmacist, we filled the prescription once. The difficulty of having the prescription filled and our discussions with the oncologist moved him to instruct the hospital pharmacy to provide it. They prepared it for us at a fraction of the cost. 

I was the designated person to drive to the hospital to pick up the two bottles of liquid. I transported them through a dangerous part of town to bring them to my mother's home. We used only half of one bottle before my mother lapsed into a coma and was transported to the hospital. In that hospital room, the five of us sat with her through the night before she died. 

I had been one of the five who cared for her. None of us had any nursing training, but we were required to do many of the tasks that are normally performed by skilled nurses. Each of us learned what to do and provided all that was needed.

Five months seems like a very short time for so many people who are caregivers who will have to care for years, not months. But no matter how long or short the time, it is brutally draining and emotionally demanding. I couldn't know that years later, in my professional training, I would be traveling across the United States as a clinical monitor for a new medication to treat Alzheimer's disease. During that time, I met many caregivers and saw the frustration, the bewilderment and the price they were all paying to care for someone they loved. 

I remember the couple in their middle 60s, where the woman kept firing their help because she was convinced they were stealing from her. The situation became so serious that she insisted he install additional burglar and security alarms on the home. At the point when I saw them, they had already installed three of them. In fact, she didn't remember where she put things. Then there was the woman who traveled by car for several hours with her husband and kept turning the radio on and off. The drive was three times as long because they had to keep stopping. 

 One of the most curious patients in the protocol was a dentist who demanded that his wife remove the patients from their living room. The living room was empty, and he was having visual hallucinations.

Another older woman in her 80s kept insisting she wanted to go home to visit her mother. She was similar to a man who told his wife, each evening, that he had to go home because his parents were expecting him. They had been married for over 50 years, and now he was trying to eat paper clips and thumbtacks and anything he could find in the kitchen. He couldn't tell what was edible and what wasn't. If he walked into the hallway in their apartment building, he couldn't remember how to get back home. They'd already found him locked in a stairwell on the 16th floor of their building. His wife was beside herself and didn't know what to do because they had no relatives nearby and no children.

 My mother accused us of serving her spoiled or poisoned food. Even when we presented her with her favorite foods and a special cake from a gourmet shop she had always adored, she declared it spoiled. Cancer, we now know, affects people's ability to taste, and that was happening to my mother. But we were being accused of trying to hurt her.

The most startling instance of cognitive impairment was when a man who had been an engineer slipped rapidly into Alzheimer's and became paranoid. His wife found him in the basement sharpening bayonets to defend them from an unknown threat. He never said who or what the threat was. He just knew they were in danger, and he had to protect them.

Once again, caregivers were in my life, and I wanted to help all of them. It became possible when I could write this book to reach out to all of those who are caregiving now.

One thing to remember here is that you are the caregiver of YOU. Never forget that as you go through this book and these exercises. Care for yourself. Time and time again, you're going to see that reminder throughout this book, and occasionally or frequently, you will want to dismiss it. Don't dismiss it. It's too important. 

Right now, are you feeling a little resentful, angry, or drained? All of those feelings are expected and normal, so don't ever put yourself down. This is not the normal situation you would be in. You've been brought into a world that presents challenges that once were unimaginable. You've been asked to extend yourself beyond anything reasonable, and you're doing it. It doesn't matter how long you've been doing it; you've now reached a point where you are seeking help, and that's a good thing. 

 Some days, you probably wanted to cry, or you wanted to scream, or, like the woman I detail later in this book, you have been concerned that you might strike out. Yes, you felt all of those things, but you will learn how you can get yourself under control to benefit you and the one for whom you care. Crying isn't a bad thing, and it doesn't show a lack of strength or resilience. It's a natural process that allows us to release some of those emotions. Do it if you want, and don't be ashamed. You will cry. Do you know what the famous writer Charlotte Brontë said about crying? "Crying doesn't indicate that you are weak. Since birth, it has always been a sign that you are alive."

Now is not the time to put yourself down, but it is a time to get the help that you deserve, and it's here. Yes, it's here for you, and you will find things that make this journey a bit more manageable. I know "manageable" is a word that may make you smile because it seems so simple. We know it's not simple, and we know that because all the people that have been going down this path are telling us how demanding the journey has been for them. It is demanding for you, too. I found it, as my sisters did, to be incredibly draining, emotionally and physically. Some of us, in fact, had to drive over an hour before we got to my mother's home, and then we would be met with more of the unexpected.


The Unseen Army of Caregivers

Across the United States alone, more than 53 million people provide unpaid care to family members or friends. This number continues to rise as our population ages and advances in medical care enable people to live longer with chronic conditions. Globally, caregiving touches hundreds of millions of lives in every community. We are, and various sources have indicated, in the throes of a silver tsunami in terms of an increasing elderly population. But beyond older adults, there is a large and increasing number of individuals with disabilities, both adults and children, who will require our ongoing care. The question becomes: who will care for the caregivers?

Caregivers come from every background and walk of life. Some provide full-time care in their homes, while others coordinate care from a distance or balance caregiving with a full work schedule. Many do this work quietly, without formal training, yet with enormous dedication and love.

The Hidden Costs of Caregiving

While caregiving can be deeply rewarding, it often comes with hidden emotional and physical tolls. The chronic stress, interrupted sleep, and constant vigilance can lead to burnout, depression, and health problems. We know that stress in our lives without the responsibility as a caregiver has a great impact on our physical and mental health, so here we see a doubling up of our stress level. It is not uncommon for caregivers to put their own needs last, believing that their duty is simply part of the role. 

This “always giving” mindset is both a testament to your love and a dangerous path if left unchecked. The truth is, to care effectively for others, you must care for yourself. Being a caregiver is not a luxury or indulgence—it’s essential. But being a caregiver also requires that you care for yourself, even though that is going to initially appear to be selfish. It is not.

Why This Book Matters

When You Can’t Pour From an Empty Cup: CBT Skills for Exhausted Caregivers is designed with you in mind—the overwhelmed, the exhausted, the guilt-ridden, and the often overlooked caregiver. This book offers practical, research-based tools grounded in Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) that can help you:


	Recognize the early signs of burnout and emotional exhaustion.


	Untangle unhelpful thoughts like guilt and perfectionism.


	Reclaim joy through simple, doable activities.


	Face and process difficult emotions like anger and resentment.


	Reduce catastrophic thinking during crisis moments.


	Set healthy boundaries without guilt or shame.


	Build an emotional first-aid kit to weather tough days.


	Reinvent your identity beyond caregiving to nurture yourself.





These skills are not simply about surviving caregiving—they’re about learning to thrive within it. I know that thrive may seem a bit odd in a situation like this, but we need to consider that our lives must be attended to as well. Thriving is part of what you need to consider, and doing so needs to be discussed, also. Yes, you matter, and you are appreciated by others, so now we are going to help you appreciate yourself.

Why CBT?

First, let's clarify one point. This is not a book of therapy but a book that uses the therapeutic techniques you can bring into your life and use personally. We do this because cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) is one of the most effective, evidence-based approaches for managing stress, anxiety, and depression. It focuses on the connections between our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors and offers practical techniques to reshape unhelpful patterns. It provides a real-time approach to understanding and altering your own and others' behaviors.








