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This book is dedicated to all the daughters who have lost their mothers. 

No mother/daughter relationship is the same, and no one travels through the grief process exactly as someone else does.

But for all the girls who have lost their moms, you know how powerful the loss is and how it changes you for the rest of your life.

To you I say...

I see you

I feel you

I am you.

~Peg
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Foreword
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A few words first...

I’m certainly not the first person who has ever written a story about grief. Lord knows I won’t be the last, either.

And I’m not the first daughter to lose her mother. 

Although I am the only daughter to ever lose my mother.

After she died, suddenly, I didn’t know how to cope, how to navigate through the emotional and physical swamp I was suddenly thrown into. Since journaling has been such an ingrained part of my life since I was 8 years old, I began blogging on my website about what I was going through as a way to get all my feelings, thoughts, and questions down so I could analyze them with the hope of being able to move forward. Writing those pieces evolved into a glimpse of my journey with, into, and through my grief.

Everyone grieves differently, and not every grief is the same. 

The loss of a mother though, in my opinion, is a loss that is never gotten over. We may begin to function and move through life again at a somewhat normal pace, but the pain is always present. It may dim with time to an ache that shows itself during the worst moments, but losing your mom, your mommie, your mama, is something a daughter feels down to her very soul.

In the following pages, I’ve documented the time after my mother died in posts that were published on my website, peggyjaeger.com. I’ve been raw about my feelings and exposed myself like I have never done publicly before. In all honesty, there are some parts I’ve written that I debated too many times to count about putting out into the ether. I went on a journey to find out about my mother’s early life, what shaped her, why she made the decisions she did and what she expected her life to look like.

For some answers I can only surmise or guess, because she isn’t around anymore to ask. My mother was a highly secretive woman. She had an undiagnosed and untreated mental health disorder for what I believe was most of her life, and because of that she suffered through bouts of extreme anger, paranoia, and depression. I took the brunt of many of the out-of-control episodes she exhibited over the years, but through it all, she was still my mother.

And when all is said and done, I loved her because she was.

I hope some of what I’ve written resonates with another daughter going through her own grief process. If I can help one fellow daughter gain some clarity, some comfort and peace, then I consider placing myself on the public emotional rack worthwhile.

~ Peg
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My mother died, unexpectedly, last night.

And I didn't make it in time to say goodbye.

Measure of grief? Inconsolable.

Measure of guilt? Incalculable.

She’d just turned 87 last week and joked many times in the past few years that she never expected to “live this long."

I always quipped back, "I didn't either." The first time I said it, she got mad. Every time after that, she laughed.

My mother was a severely complicated, emotional, mentally broken woman.

She was also the strongest person I've ever known.

She survived the sudden death of her father when she was nine years old, leaving a crater in her heart that never healed. She barreled through the suicide of her oldest sister when life became too much for the woman, and the death of her own mother 29 years ago, a woman who admitted she neither loved nor liked her middle daughter. Just a few months ago, she suffered the loss of her youngest sister.

She lived through a World War and three other wars that saw her lose childhood friends, the tail end of a worldwide financial depression, numerous stock market crashes and recoveries.

She survived a mentally debilitating first marriage to my father, and the censure of the Catholic Church when they excommunicated her for leaving him. This was prior to Vatican II, before things got a bit laxer. Mother Church refused her petition of an annulment, and her second marriage was then "tainted" by her strict family, who saw it as her basically living in sin with my stepfather, even though they were legally married.

My mother was the most devout woman I've ever known. She lived her life with her faith even though the practice of it was denied to her.

She never graduated from high school because she had to drop out to help support her ailing mother and her younger sister. She never earned her GED, either. And despite the lack of education, she had extremely important jobs in her lifetime.

She worked on Wall Street as a stock transfer clerk in a time when there weren't many women in the job. And she made 45 cents to every dollar the men in the same position made.

During the financial crisis of the 1980s, she was let go (women were fired first) and subsequently changed career paths. She cleaned houses for very wealthy people for a while to put food on the table and keep a roof over our heads. She babysat for several couples who absolutely adored the way she cared for their children. Then, in her fifties, she became a licensed home health aide. She went into the homes of the people she'd cleaned for, now relegated to sick beds, and cared for them until they died.

During her 87 years, she suffered a miscarriage, two emotional breakdowns that left her anxious and paranoid, two broken hips and the subsequent surgeries to repair them, and broke with her husband's family when they accused her of a crime. They, like my grandmother's family, felt she was living in sin with their brother and wanted her out of the family.

She was a gregarious person - right until the end - and I can't remember the number of times I asked her to stop speaking so I could tell her something important.

Today I wish I'd never tried to silence her.

It's a complicated relationship between a mother and daughter, especially when the daughter has lived through the highs and despairs of the parent. My mother was not what anyone would call a book-smart woman, but she was the wisest person in my life, and no matter how many arguments we had, or tears we shed over them, she always, ALWAYS, had my back.

I've written that I had to recently place her and my stepfather in a nursing care facility because they just couldn't care for themselves anymore. This was - at the time - the most painful decision I'd ever made. My mother, though, in typical fashion, told me to feel no guilt. She and her hubby had warm beds and a safe place to lay their heads down at night, three hot meals a day, and people to talk to. Although I bet she was the one who did most of the talking.

I went to visit them on Thursday, right before I went to visit my grandson for the weekend in New Jersey. She was alert, oriented, and chipper because the next day was St. Patrick’s Day and they were being served corned beef and cabbage for dinner - a personal favorite. I kissed her goodbye when I left, and her typical, "my love to you all," rang in my ears.

Friday night she felt queasy in the nursing home, vomited, and then aspirated. She began experiencing chest pain and shortness of breath. They transported her to the hospital, where she was diagnosed with aspiration pneumonia. During her admission, they believe she also suffered a heart attack. I was called and updated and told they were going to keep her for a few days to give her IV antibiotics. She was alert, short of breath, but joking with staff - one of whom told me she was gregarious.

Yup.

Saturday afternoon I received an update from the hospital doctor telling me they did a repeat chest x-ray, the pneumonia was progressing and they were upping her antibiotics.

Saturday at suppertime, I was called again and told her condition had worsened from severe to grave. My daughter convinced me to let my son-in-law drive me back to Vermont since the doctor was fearful she wouldn't survive the night. My husband went to be with my mother, and I had the nursing home bring my stepfather over. They made it in time to see her take her last breath on this earth. 

I did not.

My one consolation is that my mother died surrounded by the man I love most in the world, and the one she did.

She didn't die alone.

Today I have to do the one thing I have always dreaded: make parting arrangements. The one thing that is getting me through that horrible event is that she was very specific in what she wanted and what she didn't.

And because I love her so much, I am obeying every wish she had.

It amazes me how, in just 24 hours, a single day, your life as you know it can change forever.

As I grieve the loss of the woman who gave me life, I am remembering the last time I saw her - barely 3 days ago. Her smile and her positive attitude are what I am carrying with me into the future, along with her absolute faith.

***
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I wrote this piece at 6 a.m. the morning after my mother died. My husband was in the shower. His showers usually last about 15 minutes, total.

I started it when he went in and finished it before he came out.

Fastest thing I've ever written in my life. I didn't even spell check it before I posted it on my blog, which, in turn, was uploaded to my Facebook page, profile, and LinkedIn page.

It was the easiest way I could think of to let people know she was...gone. I couldn't speak on the phone to anyone. Not that day. I wouldn't have been able to form a sentence that made any sense.

My mother was just 9 days into her 87th year. She'd spent her birthday in the nursing home/rehab facility I'd been lucky enough to get her and her husband admitted to at the same time. On the day she died, she'd been there less than three weeks.

Less than three weeks.

Prior to that, she'd been living in her own home – a mobile home or trailer, as some call them – with my stepfather. She was confined to a wheelchair after having undergone two hip replacements due to falls over the past 4 years. My stepfather was the mobile one, the one who heated up the meals I cooked for them, the one who walked three miles a day, up and down the trailer park, getting the mail, going to the local 7/11 for lottery tickets and sweets for her.

Then, one Monday I got a call from her telling me he'd fallen and was being transported to the hospital. He'd broken one of his hips and would be going for surgery and then would be transferred to the rehab center – the same one she'd been in twice already.

I was devastated. My parents lived 35 minutes door-to-door from me. My mother couldn't be left alone in that trailer to fend for herself, cook, get herself dressed and everything else a person does on a normal day. She was wheelchair dependent and if you've ever been in a trailer, you know how narrow they are. The walls were covered with scuff marks from all the times she'd banged into them with her chair over the years.

I couldn't have her in my home because I have three levels and there was no way she could do the stairs. So I wound up traveling back and forth twice a day for the first few days to make sure she was okay, fed, and unharmed.

But she was all alone in that trailer with no one to help her if she fell or became suddenly ill.

The worry almost did me in, so I had to be proactive. I knew the rehab center my stepfather was going to be transferred to and called them, asking if we could do a two-at-the-same-time admission. They knew my mother from her past admissions, so they were fine with taking her.

We just needed to figure out the financing.

My parents have never been what anyone would call well-off. They lived paycheck to paycheck for most of their working lives and managed to survive on less than $1600 combined per month from social security and a small pension for my stepfather. That paid for food,  heat, electricity, taxes, and other sundries. And with that meagre amount, my mother, the original Frugal Fannie, was able to save a huge chunk of it to, as she’d always told me, help take care of them if they needed it someday.

Someday had arrived.

Since we were going to be private pay, the nursing home took both of them without batting an eye.

In the beginning of their mutual admission, everything was fine. They were moved into the same room together after the first few days and seemed to really be getting used to the fact that they were no longer in their own home. My stepfather didn't like it too much, but since my mother was with him, he was okay. She had always been the alpha in the relationship, and what she said, went.

That all changed on St. Patrick's Day.

I've been told she had a milkshake at the party they had for the residents, and afterward felt a little sick to her stomach. She vomited, and must have aspirated then, because she was suddenly having difficulty breathing. At first she refused to go to the hospital, which is her right as a patient, because she felt all she needed to do was "cough it up." After a few hours, the difficulty in her breathing worsened, and they convinced her to go.

With a kiss for her hubby, she told him she'd see him in the morning when she got back.

That never happened.

I usually turn my phone off during the night so the constant dings from my incoming emails don’t disturb me or anyone else. I did so that Friday night.

Saturday morning, I woke and turned it on to see 2 missed calls from the nursing home. Noting the times they’d come in – 11 pm and 2 am – mild panic exploded in my stomach.

I called and was told what happened and that my mother was over in the emergency room. I called there immediately. I was informed she was resting, on oxygen, awake, alert and just a little nauseous.

12 hours later she was dead.

I will live with the guilt of not being there for her when she died, not only as her advocate but also as her only child, for the rest of my life. 

Her life wasn’t an easy one, not by anyone’s standards. Mentally, emotionally, and physically abused by a mother who didn’t know how to cope with the loss of her own husband and who’d been left with three small girls to raise; a devastating divorce in a time when it was still considered a scandal; no education; no friends. It’s amazing to me the woman was able to retain any sense of joy or happiness in her life.

But she did.

Her voice was filled with laughter, and she had a quick smile.

Don’t get me wrong, though. She also screeched like a banshee when she was upset, fought like a tigress with my stepfather, wasn’t averse to using a person’s foibles or words against them during an argument, and could basically cut you off at the knees if you angered or hurt her.

She was such a confusing mix of emotions and personalities. I once thought she had multiple personality syndrome because one minute she was this beautiful, smiling woman with a joke in her voice and in the blink of an eye she could convert to an ugly, snarling crone who cursed like a sailor.

But she didn’t have many personalities stuck inside her fighting to come out. She just had one, struggling to survive in a world she believed never understood her or could love her enough and raised by a mother who saw her as an albatross and not a treasure.

This is the story of my mother’s life...the one I should have listened to and cherished.

It’s nearly impossible to explain the monumental guilt I felt at not being there when she passed. I could have left my daughter’s house after that first phone call, but the doctor assured me she was doing fine.

I should have left after the second update, when they called to tell me both her lungs were now filling up, she was on 100% oxygen, and that they thought she may have had a heart attack.

The third phone call just an hour later, was when I was told her condition was now grave. That’s when I decided to leave.

I asked if she would last through the night, and I was told the doctor didn’t think she would last an hour. 

My daughter was the one who pushed me to go, but not to drive, that my son-in-law would take me. While he drove, I called the nursing home to tell them to have my stepfather, who was just two weeks postoperative from his hip replacement, brought over to the hospital to be with her. Then I called my husband to ask him to go too.

Half an hour into the drive, we weren't even out of Manhattan yet, and my husband called to tell me she was gone. My stepfather was holding her hand, and according to my husband, my mother looked peaceful.

I don't usually cry in front of people, preferring to keep my emotions private. I don't so much as emote. But, right then, the sound that erupted from my soul was a feral explosion of grief. My son-in-law grew concerned and reached across the seat to take my hand.

I let myself have 10 seconds of falling apart and then went into what a friend of mine calls Peggy’s nurse mode.

I called the local funeral home first because I knew my mother's body had to be picked up. We live in a small town, and most of the people in it know my husband and I in one capacity or another. We attend church with the local funeral director, and our daughter used to be an altar girl under his guidance. 

He answered the phone on the second ring, and when I told him who I was and why I was calling, he immediately offered his condolences. Then it got professional. I told him what had happened and where my mother could be picked up. He answered me that he would take care of my mother with the utmost gentleness, care, and respect. I made an appointment to come see her in the morning to make the arrangements for her remains.

And then, it was done less than an hour after her death. She was transported to the funeral home. In the interim, my husband drove my stepfather back to the nursing home, which thankfully was across the street from the hospital. My stepfather has always been an extremely emotional, loud man when it comes to arguing or when someone in his family was sick or died. My husband repeated that while in the hospital and then on the drive home back to the nursing home, he was silent and morose.

I mean, who could blame him? He’d just lost his wife of 56 years. Unlike me, though, he had been with her when she left this life. Small grace? Perhaps. But no real comfort to me.

Three hours later, my son-in-law got me home. My husband was waiting. While my son-in-law got ready for bed, I interrogated my husband. How had my mother looked? Did she ever speak? Did he think she knew they were there with her? Did he speak with the doctors?

A million questions through tears that would not cease. It was after midnight by now, and we'd all had a long day. While my husband and I got ready for bed with the intention of sleeping, only one of us did.

I lay there, all through the wee hours of the morning, contemplating what had happened. How it had happened.

In a heartbeat I was motherless. I can hear how ridiculously dramatic that sounds, maybe even a little self-pitying. But it was the truth.

For 62 years, the one and only constant thing in my life was my mother. Her offbeat personality, the strange way she spoke, the judgment she hoisted at people like an alcoholic hoists beers. All were things I could always, well not rely on, but that I knew were always there, always within reach.

Now? Nothing. I'd have no anchor, no tether to my childhood any longer, and you know what? It sucked. Big time.

My husband got up at around 5:30, and I finally got out of bed and headed up to my office. I waited a few minutes to get my thoughts in order and then wrote them down using my blog to do so. The morning progressed, and the monumental things that needed to be done, one after the other, popped into my mind. I wouldn't know any of them were monumental until two days later.  

I went to visit my mother at the funeral home. I’d never before realized just how special a human being you have to be in order to work in end of life care. As a nurse I'd seen my fair share and maybe even a little more of death, dead bodies, and grieving families than the average, non-health care worker. I got to perform death care, comfort the families for a brief time, then my job was done, and I moved on to the next ill person who required my attention.

But people who work in a funeral home? That's all they deal with; all they see day in and day out. Dead bodies and grieving families.

Let that sit for a moment because I gave this considerable thought when I went to visit my mother.

They see grief in all forms, every single day. All day. That’s all they see and deal with.

Grief and...death.

Even the language is different for these heroes. 

Visitation. Life affirmation. Cremains. Interment. Preneed. Columbarium.

I had to look up a few of them just so I could understand what was being said to me.

The incredible kindness, the absolute patience, the infinitesimal warmth of the person I’d given care of my mother’s body over to is beyond description. Words can’t do justice.

The arrangements made, I was given her wedding band, which had been removed from her hand once rigor mortis came and went. I have no memory of ever seeing her without the band on her finger. I know she must have taken it off a few times, but even when she underwent her hip surgeries and cataract removals, the surgical staff told me they simply taped around the ring, over her finger, because they could not get it off.

That’s what 87-year-old arthritis will do to a finger. The knuckles were so misshapen and swollen, the ring never came off. 

Not until she died.

My mother was cremated two days later. I have her cremains with me, in an urn I purchased from, of all places, Home Goods. It is sitting on my mantel next to the last picture taken of her. In the photo, she is in her wheelchair. I am behind her, next to my daughter, who is holding her 8-month-old son - my grandson, my mother’s great-grandson.

There’s no other fitting tribute I could come up with than to have her remains next to a photo of the people she loved most in the world.

The day after my mother died, March 19th, I was summoned back to the nursing home because Jack, in a moment of confusion and I’m sure grief, stood from his wheelchair without locking it and fell to the ground, re-breaking the hip that had just been repaired.

This incident began a two-year nightmare for him...and for me.
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Today marks two weeks since my mother passed away.

I'm still in the shock phase, to be honest. 

How could I see her one day, and she be laughing, joking, and wishing everyone well, and the next, within twelve hours after being admitted to the hospital, be dead?

Right now that's too much to think about, so I'm putting it some place else. I will get back to it...someday. But not today.

Today I am remembering all the times she made me crazy in the ways only a mother can.

For instance, my mother was like that proverbial dog with a bone when a thought came into her head. The example I think about was when she'd call me in college and tell me to make sure I locked my dorm room door before heading out to class. She was always worried about people sneaking into my room to harm me. I could never understand why she thought this because I lived in a protected dorm. You had to sign in and sign out and approve all visitors. But she'd say it to me two or three times with every call, and it made me nuts.

When I was in my forties, I learned why. 

My mother had been left alone one day when she was about ten or eleven. My grandmother was out with my younger aunt, and my older aunt wasn't home. Someone knocked on the door - a neighbor man who lived next door to them. Since he was well known to her, she let him in. I don't really have to go into detail about what happened, do I? Suffice it to say, while she wasn't raped, she was molested...something that gave her the greatest of shame in her young life and that she carried with her for the rest of her days.

Knowing this explained her behavior, and I feel deep regret that I let her persistent worry bother me so much. She had a good reason to be worried - in her mind, at least.

Another thing she always did that drove me insane was ask a question and then immediately answer it. For instance, "How are you doing today? I bet you're good." Like that. Then she'd immediately go off on a ten-minute diatribe about the weather or any other topic she'd called me about. Drove me to distraction because you could never get a word in. One day a few months ago, my daughter pointed out that I was getting like Grandma. I asked how? And she said, you just asked me a question and then answered it. We laughed about it, but in reality, I was a little flustered.

Again, knowing why she did this explained so much to me. My stepfather is not and has never been what you'd call a talkative man. He is deeply quiet to the point you think he is mute if you don't know him. Underlying depression had always been my diagnosis, but what do I know? I'm not a shrink. My mother was the dominant one in the relationship. She would ask him questions or try to engage him in conversation, but most of the time he gave nonverbal or one-word answers. When I lived at home, I didn't notice this as much because she had me to talk to - or talk at, as the case was. But once they were empty nesters, his silence became obvious, so it was up to my mother to keep the conversation going.
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