
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE HEARTBROKEN DIARIES

Spousal Loss - Surviving the Early Years 

& Grieving Through a Pandemic

by

Lauren Giordano

*********

PUBLISHED BY:

Harvest Moon Press LLC

Copyright 2021 by Lauren Giordano

Cover by The Killion Group, Inc. 


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner without written permission from the author and publisher. To obtain permission to excerpt portions of the work, please contact the author at www.laurengiordanoauthor.com.

This book is not intended as a substitute for professional medical advice from a physician or licensed counselor. This book is intended as general information only. If medical advice is needed, the reader should seek help from a qualified medical professional. Neither the publisher nor the author shall be liable for damages arising herefrom. The author is not engaged in providing medical, legal or other professional advice. The fact that an individual, organization, or website is referred to in this work as a citation and/or potential source of further information does not infer endorsement by the publisher or author.

Trademarks: All trademarks are the property of their respective owners. Harvest Moon Press LLC is not associated with any product or vendor mentioned in this book. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and registered trademark owners of all branded names referenced without TM, SM or ® symbols due to formatting constraints and is not claiming ownership or collaboration with said trademark brands.

Privacy: This work is the personal story of the author. The stories are true. Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Preface:
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Three years ago, the life I knew and loved ceased in a heartbeat. A cataclysmic moment I will never be able to forget. No one is more surprised than me to find myself still standing. Still breathing. Still here. There have been times over the last three years when I would have said I was greatly disappointed by that fact. Today, I feel differently—most days. Today, I am trying to ascribe meaning to the reasons I am still here. The last year of this overwhelming grief has been slogged through as the world endures a global pandemic. Sadly, there are now so many more of us out here grieving and doing it on our own. 

Let me preface this book by saying I am absolutely, one hundred percent NOT an expert on grief. I am only an expert on MY grief. As you are an expert on yours. In the floundering, distracted days after the worst loss of my life, I sought something to clutch onto. Familiar things. Routines. Structure. Something I could fall back on when I was incapable of thinking rationally. Something that would comfort me as I began staggering down a new path, a frightening and achingly lonely journey with no destination. I sought reassurance that the thing I'd feared most wouldn't be the thing that ended up destroying me.  

Familiar for me is writing. Writers write. So, for better or worse, I started writing about this. My husband’s horrible, unexpected, supremely unfair, premature death. My nightmare, come to life. Documenting the worst moments of my life has been the most excruciating thing I've ever done, aside from actually living these moments. Yet, I couldn’t shake the compulsion to continue this journal. At times disjointed, incoherent and rambling, I have tried to go back and edit for clarity to account for the passage of time. I include a few hindsights, not to change how I felt as I lived this nightmare, but only in the hope of providing insight to things I’ve learned along the way as I now look back. If it can possibly help someone else suffering through this awful journey, that is my only goal.  

I guess I could insert a platitude here -'that which doesn't kill you makes you stronger'. . . blah, blah, blah. But, platitudes don’t work with crushing grief. We don’t have a choice on strength or endurance. After a loss, we exist because we must. There’s not a single moment of this process that I could say I’ve been grateful to have been selected. There is no person out there who's saying, 'soul crushing grief—yeah, man, sign me up'. Unfortunately, there is no silver lining to be found in these pages. I’m three years in now. For the last year as I’ve been editing, we have suffered through a global pandemic. I am heartbroken to acknowledge there are now even more of us. More suffering. More loss to bear. I pray for all who are embarking on their journey now. Honestly, I’m not sure this book will help you, but I am hopeful you glean something. Embracing the horror of this situation—walking in grief—and attempting to find a new version of me is the only thing that has gotten me this far. I pray it will work for you, too. 

Since I’m doing such a terrible job marketing this book, I should also tell you that my intent in writing it was only to try to save myself. Keep me sane while I figured out how I was supposed to come to grips with such a catastrophic loss. However, should this book actually sell any copies, I will be donating half the proceeds to two charities that have become so precious to me during this nightmarish process. Becoming a humane society foster parent was a breakthrough for me (more about this later). I can honestly say that being a foster mom to two cats helped me bear my grief. Shameless plug: You will learn more about Ginger and Iris if you decide to continue reading. 

One of the other causes I continue to support through my fiction sales is on behalf of women’s shelters.  The pandemic has caused such an uptick in the need for emergency domestic violence services; for the safe harbor of food, clothing and shelter for women and children escaping the abuse and violence in their lives. So, there you have it. If you choose to buy this book and embrace this terrible hand we’ve been dealt, you will be helping others who are in dire straits of an entirely different sort. While helping others may not make us feel better about the life we’re struggling to make sense of, I’d be willing to bet it probably won’t make us feel worse.

A little about me: Writing about the grief process is simply what I had to do. It's who I am. A compulsion to try to put into words what this process feels like. Most days when I sat down to write, it ended up being a lot of crying and not much writing. This book was written in snippets. As I continued punishing myself by documenting the horror, I thought it would evolve into something I'd look back on ten years from now and wonder how I ever survived such a traumatic event. If I had been a knitter, I would have knit a scarf that could easily be stretched across an entire city. Compulsive eater? I'd now weigh 700 pounds. (FYI—I don’t—but check on me in another year). 

In the beginning, I had to write this book on my phone in the notes app, because I couldn’t bear the thought of sitting at my computer. For many months I was too scattered to rein in my thoughts. Too distracted to focus. It was hard to sit still. I could only accomplish work in small bites. Each entry is deeply personal, yet as I read it back later, I realized much of what I've gone through has managed to hit on some of the universal aspects of grief—what I suspect we are all going through. If you are reading this, I’m truly sorry for your loss. I believe you will see something of yourself in my entries. I hope in some way that provides a measure of comfort that you are not alone. We are all alone together. 

At the very least, I hope this book will serve to lower your expectations of what “normal” is during the grief process. Normal is whatever gets us through each day. Others have gone before us and many others will follow after us. 

This journal is my personal trail of breadcrumbs. My struggles. My fears. Feel free to compare notes. I hope it will help you feel less alone. It is a summary of my erratic thoughts and feelings during the worst days of my life. For those who have been forced to join this lonely club, we will all go about the endurance test in different ways. My grief therapy group (more about that later) consists of beautiful, strong women who have suffered the same catastrophic loss. And each of us are handling it differently. Each of us is on our own timetable. Each has different worries, fears and ambivalence about the journey we have been forced to take. Yet, in so many ways, we are all incredibly the same. 

Whatever way you are managing your pain is probably the right way for you— unless it involves self-harming behavior. Please don’t do that to yourself. I'm here to remind you—we've already been through enough. If you take one nugget from this, it is to not give up. Don't give up on yourself. You are all you've got. You need to take care of yourself. You have people who need you. People (or pets) who rely on you. Someone out there is worried about you. Someone out there still needs you. So, please find the help you need to enable you process this terrible blow. I have included a list of resources at the end that is not all inclusive. Please check your local resources first to find the experts who can help you, especially if you need immediate assistance. 

My intent with this book is only to help others—if that is even possible. To provide a sliver of hope, that you too, will survive this. We will exit this long, dark tunnel and at some point, we will begin a new life. We will develop a new normal. I’d be lying if I said I was there yet. But I’m definitely closer to it. I continue to work on it. Day by day. That is a drastic improvement over the minute by minute and hour by hour plan I was on in the early days. 

We didn't choose this new life, nor can we change what has happened. But we can choose how we're going to manage it. We can choose to reach out. To seek help. To try to make the best of what we have remaining. To embrace the pain. Fair warning: if you're looking for a happy ending like the kind I create for my fictional stories— this is definitely not that book. This one is a some-days-have-fleeting-moments-of-happy, some-days-still-deeply-suck kind of ending. Have I sold you on it yet? Are you on board? Let’s go. 
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Part One  Early Days: 
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Merriam-Webster: Early Days - The beginning period or phase of some entity, trend or phenomenon. That which is too soon to know how something will turn out . . .

Day 1:  The night smelled of rain. Thick clouds scuttled, threatening another downpour. I should have recognized that for the omen it was. Naively, I took it as a good sign. The rain was past— making it the perfect weather for the ballgame. But I was wrong. It was the perfect, breezy start to the last evening of my husband’s life.

I can't breathe. My mouth goes dry and metallic with fear. My heart is pounding as my daughter's traumatized voice registers in my brain. There is a fear in her face I’ve never seen before. I know instinctively the next words from her mouth are going to be awful.  "Dad collapsed. We have to go. They're getting an ambulance for him." Over the roar in my ears, I hear the crowd cheering a play at first base. The game we were all attending. The good time we were supposed to be having. The smell of rain in the air; the breeze holding it at bay. It should have been a perfect night. Instead, it soon becomes the worst night of my life. The night I will be unable to ever forget. The night I can only pray IS the worst night of the remainder of my life. 

Two days earlier, we’d celebrated the 36th anniversary of our first date. Yeah, we were that couple. The couple that said 'I love you' pretty much every day. The couple that rarely ever fought, and if we did, it was usually over something stupid. The couple that still loved hanging out together. The couple that still went out to dinner to celebrate 36 years together. To remember that first date when we got stopped by the cops on our way home. We were best friends. As we reminisced about that night, I remember joking—"we'll easily make fifty years together! We're only in our fifties." Two nights later, Dan was gone.  

I never appreciated the meaning of the word surreal. It’s a word we toss around to describe casual situations, but it’s really a word that should be reserved for more substantial occasions. The first days after Dan’s death were surreal. The first moments were something beyond surreal. Out of body; shocky, panic stricken; frightened to-the-bone. Instantly dehydrated, as though along with my soul, all the fluids in my body had just vaporized. Terrified. For my husband. For me. For our life. The concrete foundation I’d built my world on. An unwavering, rock solid structure I’d been incredibly content to settle upon, growing old and creaky together forever. 

We were supposed to have 50 years—easy. We had it all. Love. Comfort. Familiarity. Best Friendship. All gone in a lightning strike. Out of a clear sky. A painfully perfect spring evening. Enjoying the game he loved. There were no rumbled warnings. No black clouds of foreboding. No flash of insight or shiver of warning to tell me my world was about to snap off its axis and tumble, freefalling into a new galaxy I’d never wanted to visit. Now, I’d been transported there against my will. Permanently.

# # # 
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1 week:   You're still gone.   I'm starting to believe this whole nightmare is real. Your funeral has been delayed because of Easter. Because HE has risen along with you. If you didn't already know it, Dan, let me tell you, this is the worst Easter I hope to ever experience. The girls are here for the wrong reason. Their boyfriends are here, suddenly looking older than their years. Desperate to support our girls. Cooking food so people can eat. Personally, I've lost my appetite. I'm not sure it will ever return. 

Dan would be so proud of them. The boyfriends are the wonderful young men he believed them to be. They are here. Standing ready to assist me, no matter the unpleasantness of the task. Holding my hand at the funeral home as we have to confirm it's really your body lying there so still. The funeral arrangements at church. The songs we should play to celebrate you. How will we possibly celebrate anything ever again? Yet, the boys are here with brave faces. To help us make terrible decisions about things I didn't imagine we would be dealing with for another twenty years. 

It is very comforting having them here. In this house that suddenly feels entirely too big. Dan and I had already had conversations about downsizing our lives. About us being the last people left at the party. But, in case you’ve forgotten, we were supposed to clean up the mess together. We were supposed to finish the job we started. To end things on a high note before we could finally head off and have some fun together. Before we emptied out these ten rooms. Whittled down several decades of accumulation, together. Now, he’s left me to do it all. It was so unlike him. Dan was the cleanup guy. The guy you could count on to help you with whatever mess you faced. He was a furniture mover; truck renter; sweat dripping down his back as he took vacation days to help friends and kids move. How am I supposed to do all this alone? 

How will this house feel after the girls leave? After the boyfriends leave? After the houseful of guests? It feels as though my quiet refuge is now exploding at the seams. It feels like I've had to speak more words to more people in the past few days than I've spoken in twenty years. Explaining. Over and over and over. Trying to hold it together. Through the funeral home event, where more people showed up than were at our wedding. And today, at his funeral. 

If I hadn’t been completely numb to the circus of events, I would have been proud of how many people came to pay their respects to Dan. The place was packed. His friends. Our friends. His coworkers. My coworkers. Young women he’d coached in softball when they were ten years old. So many of our daughters’ friends came to support them. My best friends drove 500 miles down to see me. If Dan hadn’t died last week, the 40th anniversary crew was supposed to be meeting up in Quebec for a reunion. I should have been flying out today. I’ve known these four women since we were in grade school. It was the first group trip we’d ever tried to plan since high school. Instead of the excitement of a four-day weekend catching up with old friends, I was at our church burying my 56-year-old husband. Instead of brunch at the Chateau Frontenac, I was asking one of Miranda’s friends to move Dan’s ashes out to the car for the ride home. I hope I never say those words again. “Can you move Dan out to the backseat of my car?” My daughter’s friend looked briefly fearful and then he bravely complied. Ray is now endeared to me forever. 

Dan’s ashes are heavier than I imagined. Not that I’d ever spent any time wondering about that previously. I lugged him upstairs and set him on the bureau for now. As desperate as I am for this horrible, surreal week to be over. For the guests to finally be gone. I don't want the girls to leave. I don't want the boyfriends to leave. I don't want to stay here alone. I want the five of us to live inside this bubble until the pain becomes more bearable. Even as I type this, I wonder if that day will ever really come. I can’t allow my brain to imagine what next week will be like. Without him. The house I've always loved suddenly feels like a silent, judging stranger.

# # # 
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1.5 weeks:  Is This Real?      I hate that I used to be a confident person and overnight, I’ve pretty much become afraid of everything. The future—which seems pretty pointless now. The decisions I’ve been forced to make. About who I am without Dan’s confidence boosting me up. I’m afraid of the vast emptiness staring me down. I’m not sure I want to know who the real me is under this layer of desperation. I’m afraid now of things I'd never imagined before. Of getting sick—because now there’ll be no one to take care of me. To make me soup. Make sure I'm alive. I have no one to be my backup. No one to care. When you’ve been with someone for 2/3 of your life— who are you without that person? 

Fear has moved in with me. An unwanted guest I don’t know how to get rid of. If I allow it to stay, it will come to rule this house. Mostly, I’m afraid for my beautiful girls losing their dad so damned early. And not just a dad—but a Super Dad. Let's face it. Dan was the perfect dad. He would have been destined for the Dad Hall of Fame. A loving cheerleader who was always in their corner. A man who would do literally anything for them; and did it with a smile; who was always eager to see them; hear from them; talk with them. Text with them on a nearly daily basis. 

We were the family everyone would want to be in. Or maybe, the family someone might resent. Because we really, truly loved and liked each other. We were the people who were happy to see each other every day. The damned perfect family. If there’s anything to feel lucky about now, it’s that we were always fully aware of it. We knew we were lucky. Knew it was special. I hate the word ‘blessed’ if only because it’s so overused. It’s now more associated with someone’s perfect, humble-braggy Instagram photo. “I’m so blessed” to have this mega mansion, designed in carefully understated hues of ivory, with my perfectly matching blond children and our ridiculously overpriced, matching monogram sweaters (that you should really click the link to). But in this one instance, I will allow it. Our family was blessed. It was really that good. We knew we were fortunate—but without the monograms and muted tones of ivory. And with much cheaper clothing. 

You know what's keeping me up at night? I hate that Dan was alone. That he was frightened. That he suffered pain—if only for a few minutes. For the rest of my life, I will question whether it could’ve been prevented. That maybe if I’d bullied him into taking cholesterol meds it would have bought us an extra decade. That maybe he'd been feeling bad but he didn’t mention it to me. That I didn’t pick up on subtle signals that are now so obvious. 

Looking back on it, he'd been tired lately, but I explained it away with the horrible work stress he'd been under the past year. Dan had complained a couple weeks earlier about his heart fluttering. But when I questioned him, he'd said it was similar to the flutter he got every year during allergy season—once he started taking his allergy pill. Since he’d just started taking them again a few weeks ago, I didn’t question it. Now, I wonder constantly. Why didn't I take that as a signal he should finally start seeing a cardiologist? Was I too dismissive of a clear sign? I'm blaming God for taking him too early, but was He sending signs and we just didn't see them? Did he have pains he glossed over? That's kind of a stupid question, because we all have pains that we ignore. We ignore them because we're not expecting to die in the middle of the third inning of a college baseball game on a random Wednesday night. 

Was he worried, but trying not to be? Was he just sitting there faking it? Trying to act natural? Was he sick that day at work? His co-workers told me (at the funeral) it was just a normal day. A normal day that ended with my husband dying. 

I hate that I’ll never eat a hamburger again without thinking I’m poisoning myself. Not that I can eat much of anything. Now, I have to worry about drinking a margarita with friends. Will I stop at only one? Could I end up falling down? Am I weak now? Was I always weak—and it's been a hidden trait because I always had Dan to lean on? 

I used to be a person who never dithered on making decisions. I never questioned our love. Or our choices. Now, I find myself questioning everything. Or worse— not knowing. Not having a damn clue. Where do I go? How will I do on my own? Am I a good person? How can I be a good person when I failed him? Am I capable? How will our girls fare? How do I protect the beautiful, unbreakable family I always believed we possessed? When now— we’re all shattered in a million tiny pieces. How do shards of your life go back together? When they're pulverized to dust? Can you put dust back together? Or do you just sweep it up and dump it in the bin? 

How do we not go astray now? How do we not lose our way when our guiding light has been snuffed out? Dan was our beacon. He was the good one. The cheerful guy who always had a smile. The man faithful to God and our family. He was strong. Reassuring. Always positive. He was the glass half full guy. Now, our glass has been smashed on the floor. I and our girls have been cut to bits by the splintered glass left behind. We’re leaking like a sieve. Who will hold us all together? How do I make sure I’m functional for the girls? How do I guarantee I can protect them from more heartbreak when I’ve already failed in the largest way possible?

# # #
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2 weeks:   Survival Mode      I've been back at work for two days. I'm not sure it was the right thing to do, but I was going crazy all alone in the house. My grief is just as hard at work—maybe worse because I have to face people. The people who come in to comfort me are just as hard as the people who avoid me, too frightened to take the risk of triggering a meltdown. I appreciate both. Because I feel the same way. For a few moments I can sit at my desk and pretend I'm working. I can try to find the focus to complete a single task. When people arrive to check on me, I know I'll soon be crying again. Then I'll spend the rest of the day with no makeup, swollen eyes and a massive headache. Yet, I love them for it. I love that they are sitting in my office crying with me. Some of them didn't know Dan, but most of them did. He was larger than life, even at my work. Twenty years of parties and family events. Everyone knew and liked him. 

At home, I’m surrounded by smiling pictures of Dan, yet his essence is gone. Why don’t I feel his presence? I realized today that I’ve never gone longer than a day or two without talking with him. In 36 years we’d never run out of things to say. Now, it’s been nearly 2 weeks without hearing his voice. 2 weeks without a text message. An ‘I love you’. I really miss you, Dan. Please come back. The calendar is loaded with his scribbles. Appointments. The trip he didn’t get to take. Mostly, it’s ball games. Dan loved baseball. This weekend, his schedule would’ve been packed with games. It’s good weather, too. He would’ve been smiling; so eager to get there. He would always get there early. To see batting practice. But mostly to just be outside on a perfect day. Soaking in the ballpark. It makes me smile at first. Then I cry for all the simple joys he’s lost. And all the enjoyment I would get from seeing him so happy. How will I feel when I get to the end of this calendar? When there are no more jotted notes? No plans. Nothing on the calendar to remind me of him. What then? Did we ever exist? 

Is he happy where he is now? I pray he is. I pray that this supreme anguish has value in trade for losing the life we loved so much. Because without him, the life remaining here doesn’t hold much shine. I picture endless days. Can I be happy without him? What kind of happy will it be? Or will I now be living just a placeholder life? Here to bear witness to all Dan won’t see. Of all the joys he will miss. Our girls’ lives. I need them to be happy again someday. I will work hard to make sure they are. But we really needed him here, too. This was never supposed to be a one-person job, Dan. It was always us. Together. United with a common goal. In my heart I know he didn’t want to go yet. He wouldn’t leave us unless there was no other choice. But now that he has, I can only do the best I can for both of us.

# # #

[image: image]


3 weeks:   Numbness      In our big empty house it’s hard to come home at night knowing I’ll be the only one there. What used to be my sanctuary at the end of a long or stressful day has become somewhat of a prison. I adore this place, the memories and wonderful times it contains, but I wonder how long I can stay in a home meant for a huge family when it’s now just me. Consequently, I find myself trying to fill the space with background noise. 

First, it was to pretend Dan was downstairs watching baseball from the west coast as I headed off to bed. I used to have a smile on my face, knowing he’d just end up falling asleep down there, likely 20 minutes after I went to bed. But he was always so excited to choose a game from the zillion or so in the sports package. Now, it has started to settle in that he’s really gone. He’s not on a trip. He’s not working late. I can’t fool myself any longer. So, instead, I come through the door, wake up the sleeping giant house and break the stillness with music. Dan adored the Alexa the girls gave him for Father’s Day last year. Asking it questions; checking the weather, sending messages to the girls and playing music. He played it endlessly. Song after song after song. So now I do, too. Music has become the background noise in my too quiet life. I’ll bet Dan never knew you can search the history on it. With technology we can now do anything, including morphing back in time. To the day he was still here issuing orders to Alexa. 

I wonder if he knew we used that technology to build his play list for the funeral home. We traced his song history and recreated it to accompany the beautiful slide show the girls created to summarize his life. Happy music to sync with the endless pictures of his smiling face. I only wish we could’ve heard his voice issuing the orders to Alexa because we really could’ve used a laugh those first, awful days. As he would issue an order but forget to say ‘Alexa’. As he overcorrected and rambled and she told him she didn’t understand his request. As he’d try a third time, his voice escalating with his request, until he’d finally swear at her despite it not being her fault. Those tracks would’ve been funny to hear. 

Today, my daughter Chelsea was here. We decided to go through one of his archive boxes. For decades, Dan had been jotting notes and poems and essays and he’d throw them in his box. His “archives”, he called them. So, Chelsea and I asked Alexa (nicely) to play Dan’s favorite radio station in the background as we tentatively opened the box. 

Damned if the first song that started playing was our first dance song from our wedding. Lionel Ritchie. Stuck on You. And I burst into tears. Were you here with us, Dan? Did you sit beside us as we poured thru hundreds of scraps of paper? Your old school records? Turns out you saved every card I ever gave you. We read some of them, dating back to 1982. Only months into our relationship. I knew you’d always written poems and short little essays about whatever you were feeling in the moment, but I never knew how much quantity there was. We found stuff dating back to your high school years and essays about how much you loved coaching our girls on their softball teams. 

We found the letter you wrote your mom that she’d later returned to you, insisting you save it for your girls. The letter was from your early years in coaching. About a young girl whose mom told you her daughter had never fit in anywhere, but that on your team, she’d finally found a home. Her daughter actually looked forward to attending softball practice. She’d told the mom that she would only ever play for you. The woman had told Dan she was so grateful to him for having such an impact on her daughter’s life. We read how you explained to your mom that you viewed coaching as a gift and a responsibility to God to welcome her and do all you could to make her feel wanted on your team. 

I’ve always known your soul, Dan, but I never knew about that conversation. You never shared that note with me. Finding it in his archives made me smile and cry at the same time. It was so typically Dan. Humble and giving and kind to the very end.  

For the first time maybe ever, I finally understood why he loved coaching so much. Because the winning never mattered (obviously)!! Their record was horrendous. Over seven years, they were like 10 and 110. But, for him it was about the welcome he extended to all girls. To come out and play and have fun. To feel included. To feel good about something. To make friends and to never feel ashamed about not playing well enough. 

The very last thing his coaching was about, was winning games—to several parents’ chagrin. Every season, the same parents questioned his coaching ability. His unregimented style. Every season, these same parents were unwilling to sacrifice the endless hours required to coach but remained more than happy to complain about the team’s record and why their daughter (who was always a superstar) wasn’t playing more. Yet, every season, girls would return to his team. Knowing in advance they’d probably lose most games. Dan was the guy who brought Popsicles to every practice. He bought stacks of washcloths so he could chill them in a cooler and bring them out for the girls to drape on the nape of their neck when it was suffocatingly hot and they were playing a doubleheader. The girls called him Coach Creampuff. He wore that moniker like an Olympic gold medal. I love him so much for that.

# # #
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3.5 weeks: The first life insurance check came today. Staring at it, I felt no relief. Only a sense of obligation. Decisions have become much harder now. Weighty. Each one seems critical and foreboding. What is the right decision when I have both short term worries and longer-term obligations? I know what we’d always planned. But, that’s all gone. Now, I have to think about me. Which has always been difficult but has grown exponentially more so since Dan upended our plans. How do I know what I want anymore? When every plan we made revolved around an ‘us’? 

I look at the totals and I can’t help wondering— is this all we amount to at the end of our days? Is the sum total of our life merely a number? This much life insurance and that much 401k? Before Dan was gone, those numbers provided us comfort. They powered our dreams. Those numbers reminded us every day the reason why we slog thru the endless weeks and months and years of working. Those numbers were the reason we dragged ourselves out of bed on a cold, rainy Monday and drove thru slush to a job we liked, but let’s face it—was still just a job. Those numbers were our future. Our dreams of walking beaches together. Dan’s dream of spending a month at Red Sox spring training camp. Of babysitting our grandchildren and watching them thrive. Of us finally giving ourselves permission to have so much more fun. 

Now, they are just numbers. Calculated. Reassuring—if only because I won’t be left out on the street. Ultimately, they are meaningless figures on a page. Empty promises of dreams never to be achieved. They are without a soul. Until I someday figure out what those numbers are going to mean to me—going it alone. What they mean to our girls—who may have to help me someday if I don’t plan wisely now.

# # #
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Hindsight 1:  Music. My grief process rekindled my appreciation for classical music. I’d always loved attending concerts. Growing up in Massachusetts, I was a big fan of the Boston Symphony Orchestra and their summer home of Tanglewood.  However, in the early months of inconsolable grief, my house was so unbearably quiet. Yet, the popular music I’d always loved became too jarring to listen to. I was confused and disoriented. Music with lyrics suddenly became too much for me to hear. It became noise instead of pleasure. One day, I just asked Alexa to play classical music and eventually, orchestras. The change was immediately calming. I had noise in the background of my new, awful life, but instead of agitating me, it helped me start to quiet. I could feel myself unclenching. Some pieces just spoke to me. I discovered that classical music was the soundtrack to my grief. How could any piece of music sound exactly as I felt? Yet so often it did. So, if I was crying anyway, I may as well have a score for it. 

On good days, classical music would make me smile. Some were uplifting and would help carry my mood. Or prevent it from spiraling too far down. Now, much to my kids’ chagrin, it’s on in my house all the time. Even in the car, I’m usually listening to classical music. Those calming, dulcet-toned NPR radio hosts describing the next symphony I would be hearing. So unclenching. I wish I could tell you this relaxation method will improve your tolerance and driving behavior on the road, but alas, it hasn’t done that for me.

Hindsight 2: Decision making: This is me chiming in from the almost-three-year point: What the experts say about not making big decisions too soon has merit. Although I could just as easily argue that literally every decision you make in the immediacy of your loved one’s death is going to be difficult. But Widow’s Fog is real. Terror and grief are real. These emotions do a number on you and impact how you react to everything. When I review what I wrote at the 1, 2 and 3 week point, I am floored to be reminded how shaky and vulnerable I was. Not that I’m normally brilliant or anything, but I can honestly say I was not of sound mind at the three-week point. I likely wasn’t completely rational at the six-month point. But let’s face it. Some decisions must be made during that period of extreme vulnerability. 

Do I have to pay for the funeral? Yes. Do I need to pay my mortgage this month? Yes. Do I need to pay off my house tomorrow? No. There are bills you need to pay to continue functioning. To keep the lights on. To keep from being evicted. Those immediate decisions are the ones to focus on. Set aside everything else. All the ‘big’ decisions can wait. Seriously. Now is the time to conserve your energy. You’re overwhelmed. Give yourself permission to wait on anything that isn’t a deal breaker. Take a breath and set them aside. Allow yourself this gift.

For the decisions that can wait: Find someone trusted who can talk you through each situation. Preferably someone with knowledge of the subject matter. At the very least, find someone who can be neutral. This is not the time for you to be overwhelmed by people who may be too close to your decision to be helpful. Nor do you want someone who may have an agenda about your money. Our situation is bad enough. We don’t need family infighting or people who think “they know best”; who want to take over “to help you”. This is your situation. Your life. You don’t need battles for control right now. Going forward, you need to feel comfortable with the decisions you make. You may as well start now. Learn to get comfortable saying no.    

Try to help yourself by prioritizing. Determine the immediacy of the decision. Does it need to occur now? These are the decisions you can discuss with the trusted person. For the decisions that can wait, start looking for the knowledge you need. A financial planner (or accountant or tax person or benefits person at work) who can walk you through your options. If you don’t know anyone, ask a friend. Get references.  

Ultimately, I ended up meeting with three advisors—because I am cursed with being methodical. All suggested different courses of action. None of them were wrong. Just different spins on the same allocation of limited resources. Each one raised issues I hadn’t thought of. I can already hear you thinking— but I’m already so overwhelmed. Let me just say, I was too, at first. Let’s face it, it doesn’t take much to become overwhelmed in the early days. I met with these advisors over a 3-4 month period. Then I digested what I learned from each one. And then I sat on it for a while. Eventually, I was able to admit that diverse ideas were a good thing. Despite their ideas resulting in my having more choices to mull over, I was taking my time on the actual decision-making process, right? Hopefully, what will happen is one or a few ideas may speak to you. Or spark ideas of your own. Or match up with something you’d already been leaning into. I’m in the camp of I’d rather work with more information than less.  

Listen to a few experts. They will all have different opinions. I learned things that never would have crossed my mind. So, it’s worth keeping an open mind and hearing their suggestions. Digest the information from each person and then just sit on it. Mull over what you learn from each expert. Eventually, you can start to incorporate pieces of information into the picture you’ve begun sketching. The possibility picture that begins to emerge from the ashes of your old life. What are you worried about? What do you wish for? Whatever you find yourself dwelling on is probably a good place to start your planning. If it’s keeping you up at night, it’s probably important. Even when we can’t really think coherently, our subconscious is probably nudging us in a specific direction. Let that be your guide as opposed to all the sales pitches. 

Whatever you’ve been left with—that’s what you have to work with. Whether it’s a million dollars or it’s nothing— if you’re like me, we never planned for there to be only one income left at this stage of the game. I had real fears over whether I could support myself with just my income. Would I be able to pay all the bills? Later, my worry became- will I be able to help my daughters? Would there be money for weddings someday? Will I ever be able to retire? We all have our personal list of concerns. Allow someone to help you muddle through it. Find someone you trust. If you don’t know anyone, consider consulting a fee-only planner so you aren’t taken advantage of when your guard is down. Let’s face it, we’re vulnerable for a very long time after our loss. At the very least, we should acknowledge that weakness and plan around it.  

Among all the grief books I read, I also read Suze Orman’s book on retirement (details in the resource section). I was pleasantly surprised to discover her advice was in essay format which offered small chunks of information. This was helpful to me because since Dan died, I still have a hard time focusing for long periods. Orman’s advice is delivered in digestible bites. It was truly insightful (and kind of inspiring). Orman takes the view that it is never too late to help yourself. To change course, develop a plan, etc. 
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