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Dearest Jeff,

In a single moment, life as we knew it changed forever. Yet through every challenge, every setback, and every small victory, my love for you has remained constant. Your courage in recovery inspired me to share our story, and your unwavering support gave me the strength to write it. 

You are, and always will be, my everything.

I love you – heart, mind, and soul. 

Denise
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Our last selfie before the stroke.​
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Promise me you'll always remember: You're braver than you believe, and stronger than you seem, and smarter than you think.

Christopher Robin, Winnie the Pooh
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The vital signs monitor glowed with green, crooked lines and a blinking heart as I focused on my husband, lying in a hospital bed—unaware of who he was or what was happening to him. Our entire relationship flashed before my eyes. I didn’t know if we would have more time together or if our shared memories would end in that hospital room.

All my faith and hope rested in the hands of the doctors and nurses at our small-town hospital. I impatiently waited to see whether Jeff would live or die.

He lived.

But surviving the stroke was only the beginning. What followed was a journey neither of us was prepared for, transforming our lives in ways I never imagined.

The man I had built a life with now had to relearn the most basic tasks—from brushing his teeth to finding his way around our own home. Words that once flowed easily from his lips now struggled to escape his mouth. We worked tirelessly on identifying objects and pronouncing words. It felt like teaching a toddler about the world—every item unfamiliar, every word a challenge to master.

I was exhausted for months, constantly doubting whether I could survive this new role. I wasn’t just his wife anymore—I was his caregiver.

Our carefully balanced marriage changed in an instant. Where we once had clearly defined roles, suddenly everything fell to me. Bills, home repairs, paperwork, decisions—I had to take it all on. My identity as Jeff’s partner shifted into something I never expected: teacher, nurse, lifeline.

And as he struggled to relearn his world, I watched the man I loved fight to find himself again.

It was heartbreaking to witness—and at the same time, I was trying to figure out who I was in this new version of our life.

It tested every part of our relationship. We had always shared a deep, respectful love, and I took pride in being Jeff’s wife. But nothing prepared me for the emotional weight of caregiving. I had a choice to make: wallow in self-pity or summon strength I didn’t know I had.

I chose strength.

People often told me I was strong, but I had to start believing it myself. No matter how dark it got, I had to keep showing up—for Jeff and for me. My once-confident, strong-willed husband now looked to me for reassurance, for answers, for hope. Love meant being there even when I wanted to fall apart.

While this story includes Jeff’s recovery, it’s mostly about what it means to be a caregiver wife. It’s about the moments when I didn’t think I could take one more change, one more loss, one more reminder that life would never go back to the way it was.

It’s about how Jeff changed.

It’s about how I changed.

And it’s about how we changed—together.

Some days felt unbearable. Others brought unexpected joy in the smallest victories. What follows is a memoir of that first year: the chaos, the heartbreak, the humor, the love, and the growth.

This memoir is about my journey through my husband's stroke recovery. You'll read about the hospital stay, the day we came home, the hard conversations, and the quiet moments in between—and what I did to survive it all.

At first, I thought I was writing this book for myself—as a form of therapy. But somewhere along the way, I realized that if I felt this alone, other women must be feeling it too.

Ultimately, I wrote this book for women like me—wives who suddenly find themselves navigating hospital corridors, managing medications, deciphering insurance, and carrying a weight they never asked for. One day you’re doing ordinary things around the house. The next, you’re managing your husband's rehabilitation schedule and wondering if your marriage will ever feel normal again.

When your world changes overnight, it helps to know someone else has been through it too.

This isn’t a medical guide or a how-to manual. It’s the story of one wife’s journey through her husband’s stroke recovery and ultimately her own recovery, offered as a companion to those walking a similar path.

If you're feeling overwhelmed—by fear, guilt, confusion, even resentment—you are not alone. The man you love may seem like a stranger right now. But somewhere inside, he’s still there. And your love for who he was will help you support who he is becoming.

By sharing our first year of recovery, I hope to offer more than understanding. I hope to offer you permission—to grieve, to feel, to rest, and to grow.

You're not just part of someone else's recovery—you’re on your own journey to survive. 
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Chapter 1​
Tick, Tick, Tick
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You never know how strong you are until being strong is your only choice.

Bob Marley

––––––––
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“We’re life-flighting your husband to Cleveland.”

Wait. What?

My heart stopped. Life flight? That was for critical cases, for life-and-death situations. This was my Jeff they were talking about, my fifty-six-year-old husband who had been working in the yard just hours ago.

A smug-looking man in his forties swept into the room with an air of condescending authority that made my skin crawl. He leaned against the counter with his arms and ankles crossed, barely looking up as he casually told me my husband was in a life-or-death situation. This seemed wildly inappropriate, like he was commenting on the weather. Did he introduce himself? Is he the doctor? No white coat? Wouldn’t a doctor deliver this news with a little more compassion? Shouldn’t he be holding my hand, assuring me that everything would be okay?

He was talking. I saw his lips moving, but I was frozen in place. My mind was cluttered. Cleveland? That’s almost an hour away. And then I’m going to have to stop at home and pack a bag. I’m not driving back and forth to Cleveland every day. Who's gonna take care of the dog? I should stay at the hospital with Jeff. Should I start calling hotels? Should I use my debit or credit card? I don’t make these decisions. Jeff does.

What if Jeff dies on the way there? Alone. 

Oh. My. God.

The severity of the situation slapped me across the face. Snap out of it, Denise. This man is explaining how they are going to save Jeff’s life.

“...we’re just waiting for the doctors at University Hospital to review his scans. Once they give the okay, we’ll life-flight him to Cleveland for surgery.”

University Hospital? Life Flight? Surgery?

Brain surgery. Fuck.

The doctor, with his dark, slicked-back-hair attitude, turned and was gone. No further explanation. No questions asked or answered.

Questions bounced through my mind like a ping-pong ball. I should have chased him down the hall and interrogated him, but again, I stood frozen. A small ripple of calmness washed over me as I learned that more doctors were joining in the effort to save Jeff's life. However, a series of troubling questions began to arise in my mind: What if they refuse to do the surgery? What are my options then? Can they refuse to do the surgery? Are they just going to let him die? Negative scenarios took shape as I stood by Jeff’s bed, staring down at a diminished version of my husband, waiting for answers.

Time was moving excruciatingly slow. The generic black and white clock was taunting me with its second hand. Tick. Tick. Tick. Each second that went by was another second they were not doing anything to save Jeff. A life-flight nurse walked in wearing his full gear. I asked if the helicopter had arrived. They were still waiting. What the fuck were they waiting for? Can’t they see my husband is lying here dying right in front of me?

Jeff was looking at me, but not seeing me. His gaze was distant as if trying to recall who I was. He didn’t know his name, birth date, or the year. I’m not sure if he knew what was happening to him, but somewhere in there, he knew something was wrong.  Terrified he would die in his sleep, he was vigorously slapping his face with both hands, muttering, “Stay awake. Stay awake.” My strong, confident husband was facing death and fearing it.

I was fearing his death, too. My best friend and soulmate was on the precipice of leaving me forever. Sweat formed on my upper lip as my breathing increased, and my hands began to shake. My heart rhythmically thumped in my ears.  Panic ushered me out of that prison-like room through a maze of hallways and out the Emergency Room doors.

The empty red helicopter pad stood out boldly in the middle of the parking lot. A wave of sadness struck me for all those who were rushed to the helicopter for what might have been their last flight. My heartache intensified thinking Jeff might be one of them. I scanned the perfect summer sky, wishing to see the whirling blades as it came down for a landing. No helicopter. How many times has a life flight flown over our house on the way to Cleveland? Maybe Jeff could see our house one last time as they flew over. What the fuck was taking so long?

Back in the room, the man who was apparently the doctor, told me the doctors at University Hospital had decided the surgery was too risky. Jeff’s stroke was located too far back on the left side of his brain. It would be too complicated to do the surgery. He might not survive. 

No brain surgery. The relief I felt was fleeting. If they couldn’t fix Jeff’s brain with surgery, how would he survive this?

They would attempt to stop Jeff’s stroke by giving him a blood-thinning medication called TNK (Tenecteplase) to see if that would release the blood clots. It was explained to me that it was like Drano for Jeff’s clogged arteries. The medicine would go into the veins and break up the clots. This had to be better than brain surgery. 

A clipboard was handed to me with a stack of papers to sign. I scribbled my signature a few times without reading a word. If I didn’t know the side effects of the medicine spelled out in those documents, I wouldn't obsess over them. I also never, ever asked Jeff’s chance of survival. A living or dying percentage floating through my head would have been unbearable. For now, I was filled with eager anticipation that they were finally going to save my husband’s life. 

An hour ticked by without any medicine, as I impatiently paced next to Jeff’s bed. Dread hung over me as each minute brought him closer to death.

What the fuck was taking so long? We had been waiting for almost three hours for something to be done to help Jeff. The medicine was supposed to be administered within three hours of his symptoms, or maybe it’s four hours? Isn’t that what I heard somewhere? Why is there no sense of urgency?

This rinky-dink, small-town hospital was going to let my husband die.

As I headed towards the door to seek answers, the nurse appeared. The miracle drug was clenched in her fist, by her side. I held my breath, watching her insert the TNK into Jeff’s intravenous line (IV).

Tick, tick, tick. Moments in the Emergency Room (ER) last forever. You wait. And you think. And you wait. And you create the worst-case scenarios in your mind. This has to work. It has to. Because if Jeff dies today, I don’t know if I could survive losing him.

A half-hour passed. 

Jeff’s eyes were gradually coming back into focus with a warmer, less confused look. The nurse charted his vitals. They were improving. He was becoming more alert. A glimpse of the old Jeff made me tear up. The medicine was working. This was my first glimmer of hope since we walked through the ER doors. 

Exhale. He’s going to be okay. He’s going to live. He’s coming back to me.

After spending over four hours in the local hospital, Jeff was transported to a hospital in the next county over. They had a trauma unit that would be better equipped to take care of him. The Emergency Medical Team (EMTs) arrived rather quickly after he received the TNK.

Bending down to Jeff’s forehead, I gave him a lingering kiss, “I love you. I’ll be there as quick as I can.” 

Then, I turned toward the two scraggly-looking twenty-somethings and said in a stern voice, “Take good care of him. He’s precious cargo.”

The twenty-five-minute drive felt more manageable than the long haul to Cleveland, but I had to stop at home first to let the dog out, grab a sweater, and pick up a book. Then I thought about what else I might need at the hospital: Jeff’s Power of Attorney and Living Will. I always hoped those were documents we’d never actually have to use. Tears streamed down my face as I searched through our filing cabinet, then the box where we kept important papers. Nothing. Panic rose as I remembered that Jeff kept some documents in his desk. I yanked open the drawer and finally found them. For a few moments, I just stared at them, wishing they weren’t necessary, but knowing I had to be prepared. I shoved them into my purse and rushed out the door.

The drive was a blur. I’m not sure if I followed any kind of traffic laws. Music softly played in the background as I contemplated the events of our morning.

The uncertainty of Jeff’s future was tearing me up inside. My overthinking demeanor ran on loop the whole way there:

Okay. Okay. Okay. The medicine is working. That’s a good thing.

But what if it stops working? 

Will they give him more? 

Is there still a chance he could die? Oh my god. What if he dies?

What if I’m alone? 

If he lives, what’s he going to be like?

Can he recover fully from this? 

How long will recovery take?

Please don’t let him die before I get there.

Please don’t let him die before I get there.

Anticipating a panic attack, I white-knuckled the steering wheel, reminding myself to breathe. I took the deepest inhale as I pulled into the hospital parking lot.  I’m coming, Jeff.

At a fast pace, I made it through the hot asphalt parking lot, tripping up the sidewalk. The automatic doors gradually slid open with a rush of cold air. The harsh fluorescent lights overhead seemed to put a spotlight on the gravity of the situation. The hushed voices of staff and family members created a tense murmur that seemed to pulse through the pristine waiting room. I rushed over to the round circular desk anchored in the middle of the room.

I gripped the edge of the information desk, its cool surface grounding me as I fought to keep my voice steady, “They brought my husband here from another hospital. He’s somewhere in the ICU.”

“Name?” She inquired in a monotone manner as if she were calling out “Next” at the Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV).

“Uh. Hoover. Jeff Hoover. Well, Jeffrey Hoover.”

She handed me a visitor sticker and said, “Bed 1A.”

“Can you tell me how to get there? I don’t know where the ICU is.” It’s unfortunate that I had to ask. Can’t she see how flustered I was?

A persistent feeling of dread hung over me as I hurried through endless hallways to the Intensive Care Unit (ICU). Please let him be alive. Please let him be alive.

Exhaling deeply, I felt relief wash over me when I entered his room. Jeff was alert. His eyes were open. He’s alive. 

Jeff was sitting upright in the hospital bed. His eyes slightly sparkled with amusement when I entered the room. He knows me. As quickly as I caught a glimpse of the old Jeff, he vanished. The confused, blank stare returned, and I didn’t exist anymore. The tension between fear and relief was taking a toll on my heart. I imagined it shattering into a thousand tiny pieces if Jeff did not survive this.
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