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As someone who has published and taught about caregiving and its abun ¥ Caring for Your
dant accompanying challenges for adult children, I'm often asked how | Fii- ) Grandchildren |Is Good for
| .« Your Brain

managed to do it, how | came to think about family as a result of it, and how .
| balanced the whole of my life alongside it. | find myself drawn to others’

stories of caregiving especially when, like in a Venn diagram, there are di-

mensions that intersect and those that radically diverge, pushing me to think

in new ways about age-old questions and dilemmas. Find a Stress Therapist

Get the help you need from a
therapist near you—a FREE service
from Psychology Today.

At a time when bookshelves are packed with books about families, relation-
ships, dementia, and grief, you might think, who needs yet one more book
about all of this depressing stuff? But here’s the thing: we can always bene-
fit from a new take on a common issue. That’s why some of the most power-
ful and compelling works of literature, film, poetry, music, and art offer us a

fresh riff on that which seems familiar, whether it’s love, marriage, sexuality,

new ways of knowing, new ways of being and moving about in the world.

We all have a lot to gain when the best writers of our time generously share
the particular truths of their innermost lives, all the while highlighting how
their personal pain is linked to larger social patterns. This is where the trea-
sured writer, Rebecca McClanahan, comes in. In her new book, Light Falls

on Everything: A Daughter’s Memoir of Caregiving, Grief, and Possibility

(University of North Carolina Press, 2026), McClanahan weaves a story
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of the fact that she and Donald never had children of their own. As a woman

who chose to not have children, | can relate to this, as people regard our

time as more elastic and expansive regardless of how many other responsi-

bilities and commitments we may have. McClanahan does well in calling this

out and encouraging readers to rethink their own assumptions and expecta-

tions of what caregiving means writ large.

Life is a journey to re-parent ourselves, and McClanahan shows us up close
how she was both mothering her own mother and re-mothering herself into
a new future. There are moments when | can imagine the mother of a very ill
or dying child slipping into the child’s bed, holding vigil, and saying things
akin to what McClanahan shares here, for example: “l place my hands
against the side of the bed and lift myself onto it, feeling the mattress give
beneath me. | turn onto my side and edge toward her, fitting my head into
the space above her bony shoulder. There, that’s better. One of my hands is
grasping the edge of the bed for support, the other hand now resting atop
hers. She does not stir. Her mouth remains open, her exhalations warm
against my neck. | want to stay here forever. Once | move, the world will shift
and nothing will ever be the same..”

A very relatable aspect of the book is the fact that we’re able to get inside
McClanahan’s worried mind and heart to understand the hypervigilance
that’s a centerpiece of what it means to be a “first responder,” as McClana-
han refers to Donald and herself, constantly being on call to spring into ac-
tion for her parents’ next crisis. “She’s watched me, many times, take the car
key and fob out of the top drawer, and lately I've worried the possibilities.
Donald says that my fears are exaggerated. He’s probably right. | mean,
what are the odds that Mother could remember where the key is, maneuver
her walker outside to the parking space, click the correct button on the fob
to unlock the trunk, lift the walker into the trunk, slam the heavy lid, click the
button that opens the driver’s door, slide the front seat forward, put the key
into the ignition, back out of the narrow space, and screech out into the

street, heading for Indiana.”

While McClanahan leads us through this mental labyrinth of habitual move-
ment and relentless worry, she artfully widens the camera lens and invites
readers to consider the even larger constellation of what life is all about in
the midst of caregiving. As caregivers, our lives are suspended in some
ways, and it’s like we’re holding our breath, waiting to exhale. With that can
come exhaustion but also a real sense of urgency in terms of how we’re liv-
ing out our own days. McClanahan told me: “...in their best moments, the
loved ones entrusted to our care have much to teach us about our own fu-
tures as recipients of care: how to set aside pride and stubbornness in order
to accept help; how to move forward into a fragile, uncertain future; how to
slow down and dwell within the silence; how to find courage in the midst of
despair; and, finally, how to approach death with, if not acceptance, at least

with a measure of grace.”

Dutiful and devoted, McClanahan shows us the ways that she restores digni-
ty and meaning for and with her parents at the end of their lives. One prima-
ry way she succeeds in doing this is by highlighting how she helped them
and herself find joy in the mundane, such as Saturday date nights at her

house for dinner.

McClanahan earns the trust of readers when she reveals two things that
showcase her honest encounter with anticipatory grief. In struggling to deal
with both her parents’ cognitive decline, she acknowledges how, at first, she
did things to reassert reality, until her husband gently nudged her to “just go
with it,” which wound up being a stance of greater compassion for them and
herself. McClanahan also acknowledges the gut-wrenching feeling that’s all
too familiar to adult children on the precipice of losing a parent: “There is
still so much | need to learn from her, so many chances | missed along the
way.”

The gift of this book is that McClanahan herself doesn’t miss a chance to
help readers learn along the way. Full of references to poetry and literature,
McClanahan looks to these as lighthouses that help show her a way forward
both in terms of navigating the dark sea of grief and making meaning of her

experiences.
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