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Attached is a first chapter sample from the book The Sea is Wide: A Memoir of Caregiving. You can find out more about this book, and the work Rundy is doing to help all caregivers, online at CaregivingReality.com. There Rundy provides hope, encouragement, and support to everyone facing the reality of caregiving. You can also order The Sea is Wide wherever books are sold.

We hope you enjoy this sample. Please share!

Full Circle
I

t’s strange how life travels in full circles. The years roll past, and what once was is now reversed.

When I was growing up, my grandparents kept a camper in an RV campground called Slumber Valley, down in Pennsylvania. For a few summers around the time I was twelve, they invited the three oldest boys in our family for a week’s vacation. It was a time of swimming in the park pool, eating meals outside at the picnic table behind the camper, and playing board games.

Grandpa wasn’t a socializer and was a homebody, so he didn’t care for these vacations. Why go live in a tiny camping trailer for a week when your own home was good enough? It was all foolishness to him. He stayed in the background, or disappeared entirely, so I have no recollection of what he did those summer days. Only a few memories stand out.

This first memory stays with me clearly. I’m a worrier, and as a child I worried obsessively about the most foolish things. The incident is among a thousand like it in my life, but this one stuck in my mind because I realized I was worrying in a foolishly obsessive manner. The self-recognition made the memory stick.

Before we left for Slumber Valley, Grandma was loading the car and doing other preparations. While Grandma kept herself occupied, Grandpa decided to take a walk in the woods until she was ready to leave. We three boys tagged along.

Almost as soon as we walked into the woods I began worrying.

“How much time do we have?” I asked.

“When should we go back?” I wondered. “What if Grandma is waiting for us?”

“What if we don’t hear when Grandma calls us?” I fretted.

Then, “Maybe it’s time we go back,” I said.

On and on I went. I obsessed over the idea of Grandma waiting for us, and I’m sure I wearied Grandpa. As he answered every one one of my questions and not-so-subtle suggestions, I realized I was being unreasonable. Didn’t I trust my own grandfather? Was I really afraid that Grandma might leave without us? If I was in such a hurry to get back, why on earth did I go on the walk in the first place? I recognized my foolishness, but I couldn’t shake the nagging thought that Grandma could have called for us and we hadn’t heard. I felt we really ought to go hurrying back. Something bad might happen. The feeling defied all reason.

Finally, Grandpa gave in to my pestering, and we went back. Of course, Grandma hadn’t called for us.

My worrying habits were always with me. While at Slumber Valley, Grandpa told us that if a high wind came when the camper canopy was extended, the wind could rip the canopy right off the trailer. If we woke up in the middle of the night during a windy storm we were instructed to wake him to close the canopy.

Wind ripping the canopy off the trailer—scary thought. Warning Grandpa before it happened—big responsibility. So I obsessed over the possibilities while I lay in bed that night. How would I know when it was a bad enough storm to wake Grandpa? Would he be mad if I woke him and it wasn’t really necessary? I didn't want to make Grandpa mad. But equally scary was imagining the damaged camper if I didn’t wake him when it was necessary. Two bad possibilities weren't enough, so my mind fretted over a third: What if I accidentally slept through such a storm and didn’t have the chance to wake Grandpa?

That night we had a terrific thunderstorm. The lightning flashed in brilliant white, the thunder crashed like an artillery barrage falling all around us, and the rain beat on the roof by the bucket-fulls. It sounded like a storm to end all storms, but any mature person listening realized that for all the crashing and booming and drumming, the rain was coming straight down. There was very little wind and not much reason to go out in the middle of the night and get completely soaked just to retract the canopy. But all I could think about was the violent storm, and my moral duty to save the trailer from permanent damage.

I scrambled out of bed and nervously hurried to the back of the trailer, pounding on the bedroom door.

“Grandpa! Grandpa!” I called. “There is a storm! It’s—”

“Yes, I can hear it,” he said (who couldn’t, with it booming loud enough to rattle the windows). “Go back to bed. Don’t worry about it.”

I went back to bed, feeling relieved that I had done my duty. And when we all got up in the morning, the canopy was still attached to the trailer.

Grandpa was a reticent fellow. In part he simply didn’t have as much to say as an outgoing and vivacious person, but there was also a part to his silence and stillness that was a shield and defense. If he didn’t speak, and didn’t act, he couldn’t say or do something that would leave him open to emotional wounding, humiliation, or regret.

Growing up, I never really saw much into his life. He was that smiling and laughing man, always happy to see his grandchildren. He would read us a story, or make peanut butter brittle, or maybe go on a walk and we could come along. But that was as deep as it went, and the older I became the more I realized that most of Grandpa was hiding behind that wrinkled face—stories and thoughts locked up behind those watery blue eyes.

Sometimes, a little more of him would show through, brief flashes of a larger man. Once, we went for a walk with Grandpa at Slumber Valley. There was a waterfall on the creek that ran beside the camp and he took us to look at it. I don’t remember how the conversation went as we walked along, but he must have been in a playful mood. Somehow we got on the topic of running, and it came to Grandpa and running—and how he couldn’t.

“What, you think I can’t run?” he said. “You think I’m too old? I’ll show you!”

Next thing I knew we had a race, and Grandpa was running down the forest trail.

We were flabbergasted. At first we tried to give chase but we were so surprised, amazed, and amused that it was hard to not stop and watch him—just to laugh for the fun of it all. Grandpa was racing us! He was already in his mid-sixties, but for that brief moment the years fell away and we saw a much younger man, a different man, sprinting down the trail ahead of us, light on his feet, finishing with a quick leap over a branch laying across the trail.

I think that was the only time I have ever seen my grandfather run, the only time I have ever seen him so fully take leave of all care and thought, and act like someone who truly remembered what it was to be a boy once.

The years have swung past now, the summers flashing by like moments of bright light in the quickly spinning orb of life. Grandma and Grandpa took their camper out of Slumber Valley, and the summer trips stopped. The years have passed, one to another, and I’ve grown up, becoming, perhaps, just a little less of a worrier. And Grandpa—well, time has worn at him. It hasn’t strengthened him in the vigor of life, as when the dew of youth is still fresh. For him that was a long time ago. Instead, time has ground youth and health from him and brought disease instead. The years have milled him fine and thin, and now Alzheimer’s is grinding him away. Will anything remain?

Once, Grandpa drove me and my siblings around, as he took the extra kids that couldn’t fit in my dad’s car to the family gatherings. Now I take Grandpa to family gatherings.

Once, I followed Grandpa on walks in the woods and worried about being away from home too long. Now I take him out of the house, and he worries and wants to go home as soon as we’ve reached where we’re going.

Once, I worried about the weather, and things that didn’t need to be worried about. Now Grandpa stands at the window and looks at the gray sky, the rain, or the snow, and frets and worries. “I don’t like it,” he says. “Something doesn’t feel right.” The unease hangs over him, an unease no rational thought can chase away.

Today is the last day of December 2006, the day when the old year gives way to the new. My grandfather was born this day, many years ago. He is turning seventy-nine, and he is sick with Alzheimer’s. We don’t know what to do.

Grandpa struggles to show affection. I know it is there; I have seen it in him. It comes out in the backward way of words that say “I love you,” without being so embarrassing as to actually say it. I don’t recall him ever directly commenting on how my father raised us, or directly complimenting me any further than perhaps a rare “You’re a good lad,” that might escape as if by accident. But in spite of that scarcity of words, I still knew. For him, you didn’t say those sort of things, but I knew he loved us because when I was little his face lit up with a smile when we came to visit. He would read a story when we asked, pop out his false teeth to surprise and maybe even scare us, and then hug us goodbye when it was time to leave. I knew what he thought of our character when we grew older because then, when he needed help, he asked us for help—whether it was help with the roofing project or help with the moving project.

He never talked much, but he made things. He was an artist, a tinkerer, and a man of his hands. He would draw and paint, carve, whittle, and build whatever came to his fancy and satisfied his muse. He could tune a piano, and play it some, a mandolin, too. He could even sing, I was told. His house was filled with the things he made. And yet, he was his own worst critic. Nothing he made was good enough in his eyes. Even if others wanted to buy what he created, he was ashamed to sell what he had made.

He grew up in the heart of the Depression, and that marked him. All his life he was certain poverty was at hand, and destitution waited around every corner. Born on the last day of a fading year, a middle child of ten, he became a quiet country man. Sometimes temperamental, his mood could range from melancholy to bouts of fierce anger. Short and slim to the point of being scrawny, he worked hard, smoked hard, and drank copious amounts of coffee. He raised a family with his wife, held a number of respectable jobs through the course of his life, and retired early from a job at IBM creating prototype circuit boards. He never thought he amounted to much.

Now he is losing all that he once had. Those hands which once controlled the sharp tools of the woodworker now struggle to use a light switch or button his shirt. The things he knew and the things he learned are deserting him. His past creations haunt him as reminders of skills lost and what he is becoming. His tools sit on shelves and in boxes and bins, unused. The last remaining drawings and carvings sit in corners of the house like forgotten markers of a fading past. Except not forgotten—not exactly. No, they are put away in the hopes that the loss they represent might be forgotten, and the pain of loss with them. The mandolin given to him for Christmas a few years ago is hidden under his bed at his request. To be kept safe, he said. And now he lays on that bed in restless slumber.

Alzheimer’s takes even the smallest things. Grandpa curses himself now when he stumbles and cannot walk, or struggles to turn on a faucet. He knows he could. He remembers, and he struggles, determined to do what he once did. But it is a struggle he cannot win. It is a thing painful to think about, a thing I try to put from my mind. Otherwise, it will break my heart as I daily watch him lose his fight—as I see ever more clearly what he had, what he has lost, and what he still has and is daily losing. I feel the urge to laugh with a bitter-sad laugh because the echo in my mind is a cry of tears when he acts the fool because he had forgotten how, and calls himself a stupid filthy man because he urinates on the floor, spills his coffee, and can’t remember how to dress himself.

The days are hard, but worse for him, the nights. Restless nights, and with each one he seems anxious for the dawn. One morning Grandma came into the kitchen while I was helping Grandpa with his morning routine.

“How was last night, Papa?” she asked.

“Terrible,” he said.

“Well,” she answered, leaning over to give him a kiss. “Maybe the next one will be better.”

“Awww, shit,” he said. “You know that isn’t so. The next one is going to be worse than the last, and the next and the next and the next after that…” Then he trails off before continuing, as if to himself (and perhaps only I heard it), “I never thought I would be, but I’m scared.”

I hold out my arms now, ready to catch him when he totters and falls. I tuck him into bed at night and give him a goodnight kiss. He is losing his life one bit at a time. He knows it, and I know it. He is scared, and I am sad.
§§§
End Notes:
Alzheimer's is Big. The scope of the problem is illustrated in these statistics from the Alzheimer's Association 2014 report:

· More than 5 million Americans are living with Alzheimer's disease.

· Every 67 seconds someone in the United States develops Alzheimer's.

· Alzheimer's is the 6th leading cause of death in America.

· It kills more than prostate cancer and breast cancer combined.

· Deaths from Alzheimer's increased 68 percent between 2000 and 2010, while deaths from other major diseases decreased.

· In 2013, 15.5 million family and friends provided 17.7 billion hours of unpaid care to those with Alzheimer's and other dementias – care valued at $220.2 billion, which is nearly eight times the total revenue of McDonald's in 2012.

· Due to the physical and emotional burden of caregiving, Alzheimer's and dementia caregivers had $9.3 billion in additional health care costs of their own in 2013.

· Nearly 60 percent of Alzheimer's and dementia caregivers rate the emotional stress of caregiving as high or very high, and more than one-third report symptoms of depression.

· Alzheimer's disease is the most expensive condition in the nation. In 2014, the direct costs to American society of caring for those with Alzheimer's will total an estimated $214 billion, including $150 billion in costs to Medicare and Medicaid. Despite these staggering figures, Alzheimer's will cost an estimated $1.2 trillion (in today's dollars) in 2050.

Rundy is seeking to help these people. Do you know someone with Alzheimer's, or caring for someone with Alzhiemer's? The Sea is Wide: A Memoir of Caregiving is a book written to help and encourage those facing Alzheimer's, and educate the public about what it is like to face this difficult disease. Help spread the word about this book, and if you know someone facing Alzheimer's, consider giving them a copy. The Sea is Wide: A Memoir of Caregiving can be found on Amazon, and also ordered wherever books are sold.

After the three years Rundy gave in Alzheimer's care for his grandfather, he spent another five years tending to his grandmother who was ill with heart disease. Having a total of eight years experience as a personal caregiver, it is Rundy's goal to help caregivers of all types. If you would like to know more about Rundy's work helping caregivers, or are interested in reading more of his writing, then please go to CaregivingReality.com. At that website you will find more of Rundy's writing prepared to encourage other caregivers, as well as more information about his speaking events. On that website you can leave comments, submit email messages, or request speaking events. There is also a newsletter you can sign up to receive by email.

Would you like Rundy to share his story with your friends and family, or come speak at your support group, library, community gathering, or church event? You can reach him at the email address: rundy@caregivingreality.com
You can find more contact information at the website: http://caregivingreality.com/speaking/
You can also follow Rundy on social media.
· Facebook.com/CaregivingReality
· Twitter: @CaregivingR
· Google+ Google.com/+CaregivingrealitySupport
