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Praise for Winning



and Author Harriet Hodgson




“Winning: A Story of Grief and Renewal by Harriet Hodgson is a beautifully written memoir of her life with her deceased husband and daughter. Harriet packs a lot of great information, tools, and resources in less than 200 pages. I highly recommend Winning for anyone who has experienced loss.”




– David Roberts, LMSW, bereaved parent and co-author of When the Psychology Professor Met the Minister.




“Winning by Harriet Hodgson is engaging and descriptive—she brings you into her life as she lived it. Harriet has done an excellent job of telling how important it is not to bandage grief but live through it. She has done a superb job on this book. We are walking with her on the journey. Well done.”




– Mary and Darwyn Tri, co-leaders of The Compassionate Friends, Rochester, MN chapter.




“Winning is a remarkable book, beautifully written about grief and renewal from grief. The book captivates the reader and draws them into thinking about their own grief issues. The author describes the different types of grief in detail. Her own grief includes losing a daughter in a car accident, adopting and raising her daughter’s twin grandchildren, and seven years of caring for her physician husband after a dissecting aneurysm left him without the use of his legs. Hodgson has been described as a National Treasure for the remarkable person that she is. Winning is a gem.”




– David E. Dines, MD, Emeritus Professor of Medicine, Mayo Clinic, Rochester, MN.




 “Harriet Hodgson’s Winning: A Story of Grief and Renewal is her best masterpiece. I am in awe of a woman, eighty-plus years young, who has suffered so many tragedies, has given so much back to her family and to the grieving community. Winning is a legacy to Harriet’s family, with lovely memories of her beloved husband John, her parents, her beloved daughter, and other family members. The book is a raw, honest, and inspiring grief journey filled with hope and resilience. For anyone who has experienced any loss, [it is ]chock full of resources, tips, and Harriet’s unwavering wisdom. As Harriet states, “Many of life’s questions have no answers.” For over forty years of sharing grief knowledge, “I need to accept the things I couldn’t change.” Winning is a beautiful complication of Harriet at her best.”




– Judy Lipson, author Celebration of Sisters: It is Never Too Late to Grieve. Keynote speaker, The Bereaved Parents of the USA National Conference 2023.




 “Harriet Hodgson has the gift of good grieving. In this heartfelt and helpful book, she shares her unique story of multiple family losses. She also shows how one can thrive while bereaved. Harriet is a keen, creative, compassionate guide.”




– Neil Chethik, author of Father Loss: How Sons of All Ages Come to Terms with the Deaths of Their Dads.




 “Once you start Winning you can’t put it down. It is honest and riveting. The way Hodgson ties scientific information with her experience is amazing. I think every school of nursing and every school of psychiatric nursing should have this book.”




– Ruth Kahn, PhD, Emeritus Director of Nursing Education, National Institutes of Health.




“Winning by Harriet Hodgson is a true story about specific ways to deal with grief. Each type of grief can leave deep emotional scars. They can be healed by actively facing grief and pain. Harriet discusses ways to bring about a real-life renewal.”




– George Allen, MD, Emeritus Mayo Clinic staff physician, Rochester, MN.




 “Having lost our daughter to health complications at the age of 50 in 2020, I wasn’t sure I needed to read another book on death and dying. But I found Harriet Hodgson’s new book, Winning, to be very helpful since parents never really stop grieving the loss of a child. Hodgson writes a very personal and informal book about dealing with the deaths of several close family members in a short span of time. . . . The reader can always find something that strikes a chord that will invite thought and conversation. She is open about her struggle to find new meaning and activities (like doodling) in her own life after years of being a caregiver. Hodgson’s experience during COVID was interesting to me since our daughter’s death occurred in the early days of COVID when we were isolated in our apartment for several weeks. . . . In Winning, readers will feel they have found a comforting friend they can relate to rather than a lecturer.”




– Alan Dollerschell, Retired Coordinator, Rochester Community and Technical College Library.






 “This is a book you need to read. In clear, no-nonsense prose we explore Harriet Hodgson’s staggering encounters with the challenges of grief. We experience her clear-eyed decisions and active responses. If you’re experiencing overwhelming sorrow after the loss of someone near and dear, this book just might help you.”




– B. Beery, PhD, Curriculum Director, retired, Rochester, MN Public Schools.




 “Extremely well-written, this is not some abstract theoretical treatise but the stuff of actual lived experience. It is this which gives Winning added authority and validity. You are honest about yourself, and your wisdom is tinged with a personal truth. I wish you great success with this honest, life-affirming book.”




– Michael York, Actor, Author, and Narrator









This one is for my beloved John: a devoted husband, father, grandfather, great-grandfather, and physician.









Death will be the loser. Life will be the winner. I will make it so.










Foreword



Winning by Harriet Hodgson took me by surprise. After working with grieving people for over 13 years there is a certain sameness in what even the most skilled writers have to say. Winning is an exception.


Harriet has been processing severe grief for a long time and she is generous in sharing her personal story.


She has survived the death of both her daughter and then later her daughter’s husband, which led her to lovingly raise her fraternal twin grandchildren. Then, after many years of a loving and devoted marriage, she became first a caregiver to her beloved husband, and then his widow. These are only some of the deaths Harriet has experienced.


The author of more than 44 books, her style is both beautiful, easy to understand, and relate to. Harriet interweaves her personal story with practical actions to take and ways to change patterns of thought. There are no platitudes here. Instead, her words are genuinely helpful.


The topics she discusses in Winning are wide-ranging, everything from anticipatory grief, to loneliness, to grief brain, to grief heart, to permission to laugh, to forming a new relationship with deceased loved ones, and so much more. Her stories (some of them funny) and grief research will touch your mind and heart.


At the beginning, Harriet writes, “Death will be the loser. Life will be the winner. I will make it so.” Then she delivers the many pathways that even someone as doubtful as I am, can understand and follow. Choosing life and joy while grieving can seem impossible.


Winning makes this not only possible, but probable.


– Jan Warner, Author of Grief Day by Day: Simple Practices and Daily Guidance for Living with Loss, www.Facebook.com/GriefSpeaksOut,www.griefdaybyday.com.










Preface



I’ve been a freelancer for forty-four years. In 2022 I had two books published: Daisy a Day: Hope for a Grieving Heart, a concise, helpful, and hopeful resource for the bereaved, and First Steps, First Snow, a children’s picture book based on a true experience.


“Well, that’s it,” I muttered to myself. “Forty-four books are enough. I’m eighty-seven years old. Maybe it’s time to retire.”


But the idea of retiring was so upsetting that I gave myself a pep talk. The talk didn’t quell my doubts. What would I do if I retired? What would I do week after week? Month after month? Year after year?


I have the type of mind that needs to be busy. Really busy. Heck, I even write in my sleep. I frame sentences, review structure, consider word choices, and see words on paper, all while snoring. Then I awaken suddenly, turn on the computer, type the sentences, and save the document. To my chagrin, I’m often writing at four in the morning, and this affects the rest of the day. Everything seems a little “off.”


There’s not much going on at the crack of dawn. The moon is still out, sometimes full, sometimes half, sometimes a “fingernail,” as my mother-in-law called it. Stars are fading, and as night becomes day, the sky turns from inky black to the color of gray flannel. Train tracks are close to my building, and I can hear the whistle: rhythmic blasts to warn drivers and pedestrians. The whistle is a lonely, yet comforting, sound that tells me others are awake.


 I live in Rochester, Minnesota, home base of Mayo Clinic. A block away is Methodist Hospital, which is part of Mayo. From my living room window, I can see the helicopter landing pad, the orange windsock, and green signal lights. Most of the time, Mayo One lands there, but I also see helicopters from other medical centers. I use binoculars to see the logos on the planes.


A helicopter that comes from the east between my building and a Mayo Clinic building makes me nervous. It gets so close that I feel like I could hand the pilot a cup of coffee. Though the flight path is safe, the helicopter flies too close for comfort and I start to worry. But I have seen many safe helicopter landings in good weather and bad.


A small park across the street is filled with historic oak trees. The trees were there when Rochester was founded in 1854. Season after season, day after day, thousands of crows come to the park to sleep. So many crows land on the trees that no leaves are visible. The trees become black silhouettes. In the early morning, I hear crows cawing at each other and watch them swarm into the sky and head for farms outside the city.


As interesting as these events are, they don’t keep me from writing. Writing is my passion; writing is my life.


I thought I’d made peace with retirement until I received an email from the editor of a grief website. The editor said he didn’t know anyone else who had experienced so much tragedy and raised twin grandchildren while grieving. He thought I should write a memoir.


What an idea. What a challenge.


Writing is hard work, and despite years of experience and a track record as an author, the idea of writing a memoir was daunting. Besides, I knew many people who started memoirs and never finished them. My mother-in-law was one of those people. She struggled with the first chapter for months and became so tangled in a web of names and dates and events that she quit writing. I didn’t need to repeat her experience.


Yet the idea of a memoir was appealing. Years ago, I wrote a history of Rochester, and it sold well. In fact, it went back to press three times. Chapter topics included agriculture, education, healthcare, and technology. Instead of a chronological approach, I used a topical approach. For example, the technology chapter was titled, “Computers Amidst the Corn Rows.” The topical approach worked before, so maybe it could work again.


The editor’s email made my mind race. I could tell my grief story, the challenges I faced, and the healing steps I took. It would be an honest, heartfelt story. Each chapter would focus on a grief issue and healing steps that would help others. I brainstormed a list of possible book titles and read them aloud. Which sounded good? Which sounded awful? Soon my mind was going in circles.


As I had done many times before, I let my subconscious deal with the problem. My subconscious had never failed me. If I was patient, a title would eventually surface. One day, while I was making the bed, the title flashed in my mind: Winning. The one-word title was strong, upbeat, and easy to remember.


The title idea transported me back in time, and I thought about my daughter’s death. A week after she died, I sat down at the computer and poured out my grief in words. I remembered tears streaming down my face. I remembered the decision I’d made that day—a decision that altered my outlook, my healing path, and my life. These simple words became my mantra.


Death will be the loser. Life will be the winner. I will make it so.


Yes, I’ve suffered multiple losses and learned from each one. Grief forced me to grow as a person, have more compassion, and develop resilience. My deceased loved ones would want me to be happy. Winning sounded like a happy, strong title. On a whim, I sent it to the editor, and he replied quickly.


“I love it!”


I cheered when I read this. If the title was good enough for him, it was good enough for me. The more I thought about Winning, the more I liked it. Once I had the title, the words came so quickly I could barely keep up with them. Evidently, I’d been storing ideas for years.


This book has a dual purpose:


The first purpose is to help you create a healing path.


The second purpose is to help you believe in the future.


Hope is the theme of this book, and it’s part of every chapter. While I was writing Winning, I pictured a white candle of hope with a flickering yellow flame. As I struggled with grief, however, my imaginary flame sputtered and almost went out. Yet the spark was still evident and waiting to flare. That spark kept me going.


Winning is a story about coping with multiple losses, living with them, believing in a future, and creating a new life. Each chapter includes tips for coping with grief. If you’re at the start of your journey, or you have been grieving for a long time, my story may be helpful. At the end, I hope you believe you’re capable of winning and will think of yourself as a winner.


Instead of merely surviving grief, you have the power to thrive and create a rewarding future—the future you deserve.










Chapter 1
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Looking Grief in the Face


Grief is a strange place—one I didn’t want to visit. I’d experienced grief before, and each loss wounded me. I’m sorry to say this, but I was all too familiar with emergency phone calls, newspaper obituaries, grief rituals, memorial services, and all the paperwork that went with them. I wasn’t proud of this knowledge.


In his book Life After Loss, Bob Deits says nobody wants to be good at grief.1 That “nobody” includes me. Yet time and again, I looked grief in the face, and it wasn’t a pleasant experience. Grief was nasty, but I learned to live with it. As the years passed, grief seeped into my soul.


When I shared my story with others, however, the reaction was always disbelief. “Hollywood would never accept your story. It’s too emotional,” my friend said. She was right. Sometimes I hardly believed my own story. But grieving people need to tell their stories and say their loved ones’ names.


Telling my story helped me heal. Though I said my loved ones’ names and told stories about them, I didn’t see the big picture of my grief. Grieving for multiple losses was like assembling a puzzle. I had some of the pieces, not all, and wasn’t sure how they fit together. Did I have all the pieces I needed?


Grief experts think it’s helpful to make a grief timeline. I’m a visual learner, so I followed this advice. I drew a line through the center of a piece of paper, and I wrote the names of deceased loved ones and friends above the line. Below the line, I wrote the dates of their deaths. The timeline included the death of Timmy, our black cocker spaniel, who died when I was in fifth grade.


If I didn’t know the date of death, I made an educated guess. My timeline showed a grief cluster in 2007. Four family members died in a row: my daughter, my father-in-law, my brother, and my daughter’s husband. No wonder I think of 2007 as the year of death.


Experiencing Multiple Losses


My daughter and father-in-law died on the same weekend in February. When I saw their photos in the obituary page of the newspaper, and the family name printed twice, I sobbed and sobbed. I wondered if I would ever stop crying. It was like a punch to the gut. I took the punch with my eyes wide open and kept them open. For if I looked aside, even for a few minutes, things could get worse. My troubled life could become more troubled. I didn’t need that and kept telling myself, “I will get through this.”


The death of a child is like no other. When my oldest daughter, Helen, died in a tragic car accident, leaving behind her husband and twin children, my husband John and I were overcome with grief. We cried for hours, stopped for an hour or so, and cried again. I cried so much that I was almost cried out. The sun was setting, and there was an orange glow in the western sky. I looked at the white birch trees in the side yard and watched the sky darken.


“It’s time for dinner,” I announced. “What would you like?”


“I don’t want anything,” John replied.


“Well, you need to eat something,” I reasoned. “How about scrambled eggs?”


 “Okay,” he agreed. “But I don’t want a lot.”


I scrambled an egg for each of us and fixed some fresh fruit. We ate at the kitchen table in front of a bay window that overlooked the yard. Sitting at the table with John was always interesting. Herds of deer ran by. (Yes, herds roamed our neighborhood.) A variety of birds came to feed on our berry bushes. Stray mallards walked across the back lawn. We even saw a flock of pheasants.


Eating at the kitchen table was like having front-row seats at nature’s show. We didn’t look for wildlife that day. Grief was the only thing we saw, and we ate in silence. This was upsetting because we always had news to share. When I cleared the plates, the eggs were gone but the fruit remained. All we could eat was an egg.


I served coffee after “dinner,” such as it was. John drank all of his coffee. I only had a few sips of mine. If I drank anymore, I thought I’d barf.


The family deaths kept coming, and my father-in-law was next. My daughter died on Friday and Dad died on Sunday of the same weekend. Dad was the patriarch of the family, and his death affected all family members. There were so many things I would miss about Dad: his intelligence, his wisdom, his humor, and his stories. Dad told stories about his childhood, his years in Lima, Peru, his medical practice, and his family. What concerned me the most after his death was the fact that the main source of our family history was gone.


Just as I was beginning to feel better, another loved one would die. Like the lyrics of a country song, I took a few steps forward and a few steps back. Life pulled me in opposite directions so hard that I thought I’d snap. This was exhausting. Life was exhausting. I didn’t know myself anymore.


My emotions jumped around like crickets on a summer night. A jump here, a jump there. Many emotions were opposites: exhaustion and energy, pessimism and optimism, despair and hope, to name a few. Dealing with these feelings was painful.


My brother, and only sibling, was the third family member to die in 2007. He died about eight weeks after Helen died. My brother was five years older than me. We had been estranged for several years, and I never knew why. I continued to send him birthday cards but never heard from him. Then, out of the blue, my brother called me one day. He had cancer and wondered if John could help him get an appointment at Mayo Clinic in Jacksonville.


John helped my brother get an appointment, and he underwent a series of cancer treatments. We thought my brother would live. Sadly, after he completed treatment, my brother had a heart attack in the night and died.


Grief Sparks Childhood Memories


My brother’s death brought back a lot of memories we shared in childhood. World War II was raging at the time, and my brother and I would play war games. I was always the enemy, while my brother was always the hero. He put model plane kits together and hung the models from his bedroom ceiling. He studied flashcards of enemy aircraft. Each card had a black silhouette of a plane on it, perfect for quick identification.


Radio was our main source of family entertainment. For months, my parents saved money to buy a radio. The radio was nothing like today’s modern radios. It was about five feet tall, made of mahogany with wooden legs, a large dial, and a cloth-covered soundbox. The radio had a place of honor in our living room, and we gathered around it.


I loved listening to the radio, so much that I scratched my name on the front with a pencil, pressing as hard as I could. Of course, this damaged the finish, but my parents never said a word. They’d bought one radio and couldn’t afford to buy another. Even though I continued to listen to programs, I felt ashamed every time I sat by the radio. I didn’t understand why I had felt compelled to scratch my name on the front of it.


My brother and I used to listen to The Shadow and Captain Midnight. The lead-in to The Shadow program was dramatic. The announcer described a mysterious scenario in a compelling voice (which I can still hear), asked if listeners knew about it, and ended with: “The Shadow knows.” The announcer’s voice scared me.


We were excited when our Captain Midnight decoder rings arrived in the mail. (I think the rings cost twenty-five cents each.) After we decoded the first message, “Tune in next week,” we weren’t as excited. What a disappointment. Even though I lost all interest in my decoder ring, I still listened to the programs.


My family didn’t have a television, so going to the library was entertainment. The public library was within walking distance, and we checked out as many books as we could carry. I would carry a wobbly tower of books, a dozen or so, and was glad when I reached our house. My brother and I read for hours, and I think my love of reading came from him.


Our parents bought each of us a special gift, something we would remember all our lives. I received a spinet piano made by Sohmer, a well-known company at the time. An experimental model, the piano had a smaller soundboard and superb tone. I took piano lessons from a family friend.


Later, when I was a junior in high school, I took voice lessons. The student with the lesson ahead of me was being trained to project her voice over a live orchestra, something I never learned. Sometimes I arrived early for my lesson, heard the student singing, and was impressed with her voice. When I first started lessons, my teacher thought I was a dramatic soprano. Subsequent lessons revealed I was a lyric soprano, the most common type.


My parents gave my brother a twelve-and-a-half-foot Sandpiper sailboat. He taught himself how to sail and became such an excellent sailor that he taught classes. But I never learned how to sail because I was the crew. I carried the anchor, tied ropes to cleats, and ducked under the boom when he yelled, “Coming about!”


I missed my brother. I wished I could see him again and repair our broken relationship, but it was too late. My brother was gone.


John and I flew to Long Island, New York, to attend my brother’s memorial service. We were still reeling from Helen’s and my father-in-law’s deaths. Now we had to process a third death in the family. How much tragedy could a family take?


“I’m afraid we’re getting used to this,” John confided.


“Me too,” I whispered. “Me too.”


The fourth family member to pass away was Helen’s former husband, the twins’ father. He died in a different car accident. One of the twins called and said in a quivering voice, “There’s been another crash. Daddy is in the emergency room.” Thankfully, the hospital was only a few blocks away and we were there in minutes—just in time to learn the twins’ father had died. Suddenly, the twins were orphans, and we were their caregivers.


Becoming a Legal Guardian


The year 2007 was terrible. “Why is this happening to us?” my granddaughter had asked. I couldn’t answer her question. Our family was at a crossroads, a time when life and death collided, and the collision was harsh. I tried to keep a calm expression on my face, but I was an emotional wreck on the inside.


If I felt this badly, I wondered how the twins felt. They were fifteen years old at the time, a difficult age for kids and parents. Since there was nothing more we could do, we left the hospital and went outside to make some plans. John and I stood together, and the twins stood several feet away. My grandson was protective of his sister. I couldn’t hear their entire conversation but heard the beginning.


“Moving in with Grandma and Grandpa makes sense,” my grandson began. “We know them and know the house.” The twins moved in with us that night.


Our Cape Cod house turned out to be perfect for a blended family. The house had four bedrooms—three on the top floor and one on the lower level. The room that became my granddaughter’s was the largest. The bed was a wrought-iron antique, a gift we received from a relative when we got married. We had loved the design of the bed, but not the worn mattress with a picture of a bedbug in the middle and the words, “Vermin-Proof.” When I’d first seen the mattress, I was aghast.


“Yuck! I married you for better or for worse,” I joked to John. “Not for vermin-proof!” He didn’t like the mattress either, so we chucked it and bought a new mattress. Then when we gave the bed to our granddaughter, we bought another new mattress for her. Because the antique bed was an odd size, the mattress had to be custom-made. A local factory made it and gave us a discount with free delivery when the owner learned John was a Vietnam veteran. We appreciated the gesture.


My grandson’s room was the smallest. He slept in the bed that had been his mother’s, which had electronic controls. I bought him a blue bedspread because blue was his favorite color. I hung a wildlife print over his bed and a family photo on the opposite wall. I hoped the photo would be a source of comfort and a reminder of family support.


Years later, when I was writing a book about raising grandkids, I asked my grandson what he thought of his bedroom. “I was glad to have a place to sleep,” my practical grandson answered.


Getting legal guardianship of the twins took months. We hired a lawyer and went to court twice, once to ask for guardianship and another to receive it. Several people were ahead of us on the court docket. Witnessing the proceedings was an emotional experience. One woman asked for money to feed her children, and the judge granted her request. Another case was about obtaining legal representation for a man who had Alzheimer’s disease. The judge called him on speakerphone. I heard the conversation and could tell the man needed help. When the conversation ended, the judge appointed a court lawyer. At that point, I was an emotional wreck and wondered if I’d be able to think, let alone speak.


Our lawyer summarized our request for guardianship and the judge took notes. I wished I could see what he was writing. John and I were granted legal guardianship of our grandchildren.


The teenage years can be tough for both parents and kids. Now when I look back, I think we learned more from the twins than they learned from us. Though we worried about parenting teens again, our worries were unfounded. The twins were good kids. Like all teenagers, they invited friends over for dinner and had sleepovers. Our quiet house became a busy, bustling, noisy place, and I loved it.


I saw life through my grandchildren’s eyes. Life was fresh and new and exciting again.


Many say change is the constant of life. I think surprise is another constant. At that point in my life, I was sixty-seven years old and had coped with many surprises, some so sad I was immobile, some so happy I wanted to cheer from the rooftops. The year of multiple losses was the beginning of a winding grief journey with starts, stops, and detours. My goal was to keep moving forward.


Steps to Healing


Today, I can see what I accomplished. To quote popular advertising words, I was a “new and improved” version of myself. And yes, I was proud of this person. The struggle was hard, but I was still standing. Even better, I was living a new and exciting life. How did I get there?


I went with the pain.


I learned about grief.


I cried when I felt like it.


I tackled painful tasks.


I learned from my mistakes.


I adapted day by day.


I followed my healing path.


I created a new and happy life.


Grief has many symptoms, and I had them all: crying spells, mood swings, mental confusion, poor hygiene (like not styling my hair), poor eating habits, loss of appetite, weight gain or loss (I gained), poor or interrupted sleep, dry mouth (from all the crying), new aches and pains, poor decision-making, inability to concentrate, fragmented recall (I couldn’t remember what I read), and exhaustion. I was barely functioning.


Coping With the Loss of My Husband


On November 28, 2020, I looked grief in the face once again when John died. I think of myself as a recent widow and always will. John and I met on a blind date shortly after we started college. I was seventeen and John, being an “older man,” was eighteen years old. We were college sweethearts for four years and married for sixty-three years. “I think our marriage will last,” John said with a smile on his face.


Our love for each other was tender and deep. It must have been obvious because people commented on our marriage.


“Robert and I don’t have the kind of relationship you and John have,” a friend admitted. “We love each other but aren’t as close.”


This admission surprised me. I couldn’t think of anything to say, so I said nothing.


John and I knew each other well before we married. This knowledge was the foundation of our relationship. We knew each other’s likes and dislikes, the values we lived by, our long-term goals, and favorite foods. Knowing these things made our marriage solid. John almost knew me better than I knew myself. We often talked about our long-term marriage.


“I’ve known you longer than any other person in the world,” John said.


“And I’ve known you longer than any other person in the world,” I repeated.


Without John, however, my days were different, lonely, and shallow. His death, and the deaths of family members, left huge gaps in my life. With determination, support, and research, I learned from these losses, created a personal healing path, and kept moving forward.


John’s death had a profound effect on my life. Grief made me stronger and more determined to live a happy life in honor of him. Living life without John wouldn’t be easy, but I was determined to do it. John wasn’t with me physically, but he was with me emotionally, and this thought strengthened me. Because of grief, I’ve said things I never thought I’d say. Because of grief, I’ve done things I never thought I’d do.


Several months after John died, I accepted a job offer from a grief website. My tasks included asking authors to write for us and share excerpts from their books, and suggesting authors for radio, television, and podcasts. I didn’t have time to read every author’s book, but I was familiar with their names and work. These authors were colleagues, people who understood why I write, what I write, and what I read.


I thought John would have approved of my new job. In my mind, I heard him cheering for me. When I was alone, I cheered for myself. But my cheers dwindled when I heard the African American spiritual, “Hush, Somebody’s Callin’ My Name.”


When Grief Comes Knockin’


The song is about the fear of death. A line from the first verse says, “Grief came knockin’ at my door.” This line sounded like it was written for me. I read it three times and a different word stood out each time.


The first time I heard, “Grief came knockin’ at my door.”


The second time I heard, “Grief came knockin’ at my door.”


The third time I heard, “Grief came knockin’ at my door.”


The word my stood out because it was personal. Grief didn’t just knock at my door; it banged loudly, again and again, with a heavy fist. The last line of the verse ends with a question: “What shall I do? What shall I do?”


I didn’t know what to do. In time, I would find out.


The Stress of Grief


I wanted life to stop and wait for me. It didn’t. There were meals to fix, clothes to wash, errands to run, and bills to pay.


“Slow down, life!” I wanted to shout. “Give me time to catch up.”


Life handed me a despicable plot, yet I had the power to write a decent ending, one that would lead me forward. I didn’t know my path included a few detours.


In February 2007, shortly after our daughter died, I went to the grocery store. Somehow—and I’m not sure how—I bought all the items on my list. This small triumph proved that my mind was functioning. I loaded the groceries into the trunk of my car, got in, and started to back out.


Bump.


Oh my gosh, what had I hit? When I looked behind me, I saw a man get out of his car and walk toward me.


“You hit my bumper,” he said in accented English. “Look, your car is newer than mine. See all the scratches on my car? There aren’t any scratches on yours.”


I sensed a lawsuit coming, and my hands began to sweat. Still in a daze, I touched the man’s hand and said, “I’m so sorry. Two members of my family just died, and I’m stressed. Are you okay?”


The man stared at me for a few seconds. The angry expression on his face changed to one of understanding. “I’m fine,” he mumbled and walked back to his car. His wife was sitting in the passenger seat. She waved and smiled as they drove away.


I never told John about this incident. He was stressed, I was stressed, and we didn’t need any more stress in our lives. However, I did bring up the subject of driver safety. John and I were safe drivers. We fastened our seatbelts, obeyed speed limits, and always left margins of safety. Because we were afraid of having an accident, we came up with a plan. Before we left the house, we would determine our roles. One of us would be the driver and the other the lookout. Every time we used the car, we swapped roles.


We could have asked relatives or neighbors to drive us, but we didn’t. Our schedules were erratic, our emotions were raw, and we didn’t want to impose on others. The real reason, and perhaps the most important one, was that we didn’t know how we would feel from one minute to the next. The driver lookout plan worked well, and we used it for months.


Taking Proactive Steps toward Healing


Team sports have offense and defense. Being proactive was a way for us to play offense. A daily routine provided structure, so we stuck with our routine. We went to bed at the same time, got up at the same time, and ate at the same time. We cried when we needed to, no matter where we were or what we were doing. This was another proactive step.


I would act normal for a few hours, and then, without any warning, I would burst into tears. My face became red and splotchy. Several times, I pulled the car over so I could cry. After I cried, I felt like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. Instead of being ashamed, I was proud of my tears because they were signs of love.


Thanking friends for their kindness was another proactive step. The postman delivered dozens of sympathy cards, many with handwritten notes. I read the cards and comments until reading became too painful. I stashed the cards in a box and put the box away. I planned to read them when I felt stronger. I finally did six months later. Friends and neighbors sent us flowers. One bouquet stands out in my memory. The all-white arrangement contained a variety of flowers. Even in my shocked state, I realized the arrangement was stunning. I sent a short thank-you note to the couple who had sent the white bouquet. Today, thinking about the artistic, calming bouquet brings tears to my eyes.


Loss of Control


After our daughter died, every aspect of our lives—eating, feeling, thinking, sleeping, working, socializing, and simply being—was out of control. Instead of living my life, I felt like I’d been dropped into someone else’s life by mistake. John and I were adrift in a sea of grief, with no life preservers in sight. My heart ached for him. My heart ached for me.


I looked terrible, and John seemed lost in thought. He stared vacantly into space. John’s brown eyes saw nothing, and at the same time, saw everything. The death of a child was like no other, and I’d never seen John like this. He looked shocked, worn out, and hopeless.


“This is too much,” I said gently. “Our lives are out of control.”


“What can we control?” John asked.


Though our interests differed, John and I had the same values and humor. We thought alike and even said the same sentences. Our memory systems were different, and comparing memories was always a surprise. John remembered a specific highway, its number, and how it curved around the mountain. I remembered the white clapboard church by the side of the road and a field of sunflowers.


John was the scientist; I was the artist.


Each of us was half of the other, and together we were whole. We had worked together for years and worked our way through grief together. To give myself breaks from grief, I read magazines, watched television, or baked. I’m a made-from-scratch cook, and baking was relaxing. I wasn’t proud of the results, darn it, I was ashamed of them.


Grief distracted me. I measured ingredients incorrectly, left out ingredients, burned food, and had total failures. This wasn’t like me, and I apologized to John for my lack of skills.


“You must think I can’t boil water,” I declared.


John’s reply was something he said many times: “I’ve never had a bad meal in this house.”



 Regaining Control


Life gave us three options. Option one was to wait to be rescued. Option two was to rescue ourselves. Option three was to sit around and wait to die. We chose option two. Grief is part of being human, and we all experience it. While I understood this intellectually, I didn’t understand it emotionally because death found me.


Despite the unpredictable pattern of bad days and good days, life started to look better. In the darkness of grief, I saw a glimmer of hope and walked toward it. I wouldn’t merely survive, I promised myself, but I would thrive. John and I tackled painful tasks together. We bought a burial plot for our daughter, chose a headstone, sent her obituary to the newspaper, planned her memorial service, and hosted a luncheon afterward. I don’t know how we managed to do these things, but we did.


Life started to improve and, to use a flight term, leveled off a bit. John and I thought we were doing well. After all that had happened, we were still standing. Our education, talents, and jobs were intact. Our minds functioned well—not all the time, but most of the time. Most importantly, we were together.


John had officially retired from Mayo Clinic and continued to work on a contract basis. Raising grandchildren forced him to quit work altogether. He had to manage his deceased mother’s estate, our granddaughter’s estate, our grandson’s estate, and our estate. Estate management was his new job. The paperwork was extensive, but he still kept the numbers straight.


A Team Effort


We divided our duties along traditional lines. John handled legal responsibilities and the twins’ finances, and he drove the kids to school in the morning. I took charge of home stuff, school events, and picking up the twins after school. To avoid a highway filled with cars and buses, I waited for the twins at a gas station on the other side of the highway. A walking bridge over the highway enabled kids to cross safely. I watched kids walk across the bridge after school was out. Most of the kids were chatting and happy. The twins were quiet and sad.


Many factors influenced the length of my grief: my relationship with the deceased, the length of our relationship, their personality and interests, the cause of death, past experience with grief, and the time interval between the deaths. Coping with multiple losses was harder than coping with one. For one thing, the process took longer, and there were so many things to consider, like disbursing possessions and what to do with Helen’s house, and I became confused. I couldn’t cope with multiple losses alone.


From the first day we met, John and I were a team. If we worked harder, we could regain some control over our lives. Not much, but some. Every ounce of control counted. Our twin grandchildren were our top priority. Our job was to protect them, guide them, and love them more each day. As the years passed, we merged into a “grandfamily,” a term that comes from the Association of Retired Persons (AARP). The term fit us perfectly.


The twins became our kids. With gentle care, we helped them through high school, and they graduated with honors. We helped them through college, and they graduated with honors. My granddaughter married a minister. They have two sons and live in Michigan. Though miles separate us, we stay in touch via email and are still a grandfamily.


My grandson is a radiology resident at Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota. If I need help, he is at the door. He checks on me and takes me out to dinner. If something needs to be fixed, my grandson does it. Many grandparents who raise grandchildren don’t have happy endings like mine. I’m so proud of my grandkids that I’d do cartwheels if I still could.


Understanding Grief


My grief experience helped me understand the grief process. I was aware of how voices carried in different places. One time, after a memorial service for a church member had just ended, I heard someone remark, “She’s young. She’ll find someone else.” The widow overheard this and grimaced. I felt sick for her.


Hearing the remark made me more careful about what I said, where I said it, and how I said it.


Non-grievers don’t always understand grief. They tracked time differently than I did. Many people thought I should be over grief in a few weeks. Really? I didn’t understand why anyone would say this, especially after four family members died. Even kind, thoughtful, and helpful people misunderstood the path and length of grief.


In 2007 a friend asked, “Your daughter died about a year ago, right?”


“She died three months ago,” I replied.


“Oh,” the woman said and walked away.


My friends lived life in one time zone, and I lived life in another. Our zones were far apart and would never meet. I don’t say this critically. People who aren’t grieving have busy lives, but life comes to a standstill for those who are grieving. I envied those whose lives were normal and progressing.


Finding Strength in Times of Weakness


“You’re a strong person,” was a sentence I often heard. Some people said this to boost my spirits. Others said it to end a conversation. I was strong and therefore didn’t need any help. Yes, I am strong, but like all bereaved people, I also have weak times. I was never sure how I would feel. My feelings were hard to predict.


After Helen died, friends stopped by to offer their condolences. One rang the doorbell late in the afternoon, a time when my energy was dwindling. She stayed for more than an hour. Though she was a kind, caring person (and still is), I was exhausted and could hardly wait for her to leave. Accepting and answering condolences was hard for me. The urge to be alone was another issue.


Being alone, even if it was only for an hour, gave me time to think. Trying to answer “Why?” and “Why me?” questions was a waste of time. I stopped searching for answers and focused on being alive. I remembered the times I shared with loved ones. Instead of torturing myself and trying to answer unanswerable questions, I focused on the strengths of my loved ones. Helen was a wonderful mother. She was brilliant, a composite engineer with six special certifications, an MBA, and artistic talent. In addition, she had special certifications for industry. Before she died, she supervised three factory production lines. The company manufactured generators for American soldiers in Afghanistan.


“We’re not making toasters here,” she’d joked to her workers. “We’re making generators, and we’re on a deadline.”


When my father-in-law died that same weekend, he was almost ninety-nine years old. He had met Dr. William Mayo (Will) and Dr. Charles Mayo (Charlie), the brothers who had founded Mayo Clinic. My father-in-law had enjoyed a long and successful career as a specialist in diseases of the chest. He was one of the finest people I’d ever known—thoughtful, funny, and wise. “Take credit for what you do,” he’d advised. I followed his advice.



 Walking to Sunshine


After Helen died, her former husband offered to move in with the twins and care for them until they finished high school. I was surprised because he and Helen had gone through a bitter, painful divorce. Life was changing quickly, and I wondered if I could keep up with the changes. The twins and their father lived in the house Helen had bought, and things seemed to be going well. Still, the twins needed us desperately after their father died. We were determined to be loving, caring, and protective grandparents. But sometimes I felt like I was walking through a dark forest and couldn’t find my way. To help me see a path forward I read some of Earl Grollman’s books. Would they help me emerge into the sunshine?


Rabbi Earl Grollman, a wise and prolific grief author, was a source of hope. I was familiar with his work and blessed to meet him when John and I were in Boston for a college reunion. We took Earl and his wife out to lunch. He gave me several of his books, and I treasure them. When my latest book came out, I sent him a copy. He called to thank me. “You can really write!” he exclaimed. I thought about his comment when writing went well and when it didn’t. Earl gave me a verbal gift that day, something to treasure for the rest of my life.


Creating an Emotional Compass


Accepting the pain of multiple losses was tough. I thought about my feelings, especially the pain of multiple losses. Maybe I needed an emotional compass, a concept that came from Martha Beck, author of Finding Your Own North Star. Beck thinks there are four magic questions on one’s compass:


What am I feeling?


Why do I feel this way?


 What will it take to make me happy?


What’s the best way to get what I want?2


Creating an emotional compass helped me move forward on the healing path. To do this, I went with the pain. I cried in the car. I cried in the grocery store. I cried in Target. I cried in the shower. How I cried. Crying was like a release valve on a pressure cooker. After every crying session, I felt relieved, thought more clearly, and was able to remember an article I had just read.


I needed to create new relationships with my deceased family members. These relationships depended on several factors: their characteristics, my characteristics, and any unfinished business we had. Some people did this quickly. Not me. Creating new relationships with deceased loved ones took several years. The process included both happy and sad memories.


Grief experts say the first step toward recovery is acceptance. While I agreed with this idea, the pain of the traumatic loss of my daughter was almost beyond words.


Experiencing grief was like the children’s game of hide-and-seek. Grief hid for weeks or months, then jumped out unexpectedly and yelled “Boo!” I was determined to look grief in the face. We’d have a stare-down, and I refused to flinch away from it. Looking grief in the face required determination and resolve. I had both.


Even if I faltered or became exhausted, I refused to give up on myself. Step by step, I walked forward on my healing path. To be sure, some of the steps were baby steps, and I wondered if they were too small to count. Then I decided the size of my steps didn’t matter as long as I was making progress.


Beck’s book helped immensely. As she notes, I could choose to be the star of my autobiography rather than the victim. This was a powerful idea and one I followed. In the process, grief brain became another point on my compass, and it scared me silly.


__________________


1 Bob Deits, Life After Loss: A Practical Guide to Renewing Your Life After Experiencing Major Loss (Boston, MA: Da Capo Lifelong Press, 2009), 109.


2 Martha Beck, Finding Your Own North Star: Claiming the Life You Were Meant to Live (New York: MJF Books, 2001), 139–168.










Chapter 2
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Grief Brain: How Do You Lose an Egg?


Grief made me do odd things that were so troubling I thought I was going crazy. “The Egg Story,” as I now call it, is an example of odd behavior. Several months after Helen died, I was getting ready for an hour-and-a-half drive to the Twin Cities for a meeting. I wanted to have extra protein for breakfast so I wouldn’t arrive hungry.


I took an egg out of the refrigerator, set it down, and went to get the frying pan. When I reached for the egg, it was gone.


“It has to be here somewhere,” I said.


A full day awaited me, and I didn’t have time for nonsense. Who the heck loses an egg? I looked on the kitchen counters. No egg. I looked for a yellow splat on the floor. No egg. I looked under the kitchen island. No egg. Hmm. I was running out of places to look. There was only more place—the kitchen desk—and I found the egg. Eureka!


The egg was tucked underneath some letters. I didn’t just lose an egg—I hid an egg. I wondered if the egg was a metaphor for grief. Did my subconscious want to hide grief? Was my subconscious telling grief to go away? Clearly, my mind wasn’t working right when I lost the egg. Sigh. There was a reason for my behavior: grief brain.



 What is Grief Brain?


Grief brain, also called “grief fog” and “widow’s brain,” is used to describe the normal confusion and forgetfulness of grief. Normal is the important word here. It’s normal to be confused, forgetful, and stressed after a loved one dies. It’s also normal to feel this way after a beloved friend or pet dies.
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