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The Good Neighbor Policy

A REPRINT FROM THE NATIONAL FAMILY CAREGIVERS ASSOCIATION

ur neighbor Allen, who lives
O directly across the street, is

tall, well over six feet. He car-
ries his height on a solid frame. I see
him out jogging from time to time and
working in the yard. For a guy in his
fifties he’s in pretty good shape, de-
spite the fact that he is carrying a few
extra pounds.

My husband Steven, on the other
hand, is average height, about 5’8",
and he weighs about 140 Ibs. That in
itself is a not problem. In fact it is ac-
tually a good thing because Steven
has multiple sclerosis and can no
longer walk. A wheelchair substitutes
for his legs that barely move. Now
and then, especially during transfers
from toilet to wheelchair, Steven’s
legs give out and he ends up on the
cold tile floor, caught between the
wall and the wheelchair in the con-
fined space of our bathroom which
was designed long before the ADA
was ever dreamed of. It is in just
those moments, after I’ve determined
that Steven is in no immediate danger,
and I have done my best to at least
cushion the bony parts of his body,
that I think of Allen.

Somehow, miraculously it seems to
me, Allen is usually available when I
need his help. Despite a busy travel
schedule, he’s at home more often
than not when I call, and even though
he’s got two teenagers who seem to
have thousands of friends, most of the
time, the telephone greets me with a
friendly ring and not a busy signal.

I’ve come to think of Allen as my
white knight who comes over at a mo-
ment’s notice and with a few deft
strokes manages to pick Steven up
and right him in his wheelchair.
There’s no way that I can do it by my-
self. I’ve tried. At 5’17 and 100 lbs., I
Jjust don’t have the strength or the
leverage. It’s such a comfort knowing
that Allen lives across the street and is
so willing to literally lend a hand.

Everybody, or at least every caregiver,
needs an Allen —someone to call on
for immediate assistance in times of
Crisis.

I'm actually very lucky. If Allen
1sn’t home, or I'm concerned about
having called too often, I know I can
always turn to Tony who lives next
door. Tony isn’t quite as tall as Allen,
but he is younger and very strong, and
most importantly, always so willing to
help at a moment’s notice.

The other day when Steven had a
fever of 102 degrees and was so weak
he could barely move his fingers, it
was Tony who I called at 6:30 AM.
He came over in an instant, helped me
get Steven out of bed and into his
wheelchair so we could drive to the
emergency room. He also called that
night when he got home from work to
find out how things were going.

I'recall one Sunday afternoon when
Steven had slipped out of his
wheelchair during a transfer and nei-
ther Allen nor Tony were at home.
Unfortunately, neither was Kathy or
Phil who I've also called on from time
to time. It seemed we were the only
ones at home on that lovely sunny
Sunday. Bereft of neighbors (or at
least those 1 felt comfortable enough
asking), I called the fire department. If
people ask them to get cats out of
trees, I surmised, they can surely help
lift a man off of the floor. Sure
enough, three members of the rescuc
squad showed up within fifteen min-
utes. “Any time ma’am” they said
with a smile.

I’ve become very good at asking for
help, in putting necessity first and
pride last. I've learned that caregiving
is more than a one-person job, and
that you need to know when some-
thing is beyond your capabilities. I've
learned how absolutely critical it is to
make a conscious effort to put a net-
work of support in place, to have peo-

ple you can call on in an emergency.
I’ve also learned it doesn’t just hap-
pen. It requires an cffort and a break-
ing down of barriers. You have to let
people into your life, to tell your story,
to let them sce your vulnerability as
well as your strength.

We didn’t know that Allen lived
across the street when we bought our
house, or that Tony would move in
next door a few years ago, but as
Steven has become increasingly dis-
abled, we have come to realize how
critical it is to establish a core group
of people that we can rely on. Every
caregiver needs an Allen or a Tony.
Every caregiver needs a few people to
call on who can respond quickly in an
emergency. Across the street or next
door is ideal, but even five or ten min-
utes away can work.

I’ve learned that many people do
actually want to help. They need to be
asked and then told what kind of help
they can actually provide, and once
they’ve provided it, they need to be
heartily thanked.

We need to let other people into our
lives, and perhaps that is the hardest
part, to let them see the intimate diffi-
culties with which we deal. But once
we do, life isn’t quite so scary any-
more, and we don’t feel so alone. For
a caregiver, or at least for this one,
that is very, very important. My wish
for you is this — that you find the
courage and the strength to reach out
for help and an Allen or a Tony to re-
spond. Better yet - I hope you find
both, as I did.m

The National Family Caregivers Asso-
ciation is a grassroots organization
dedicated to supporting and improving
the lives of America’s family care-
givers.

For more information call:
800/896-3650 or check out our
website at: www.nfcacares.org.






