














Living Again


William Wallace’s Living Again does a marvelous job of imparting hope that there is life again after a spouse’s death. He provides an invaluable “road map” in identifying and constructively dealing with the traps along the road to recovery. As he so accurately observes, these traps can be avoided and he uses his own experiences in grief work so that others can move positively through their grief journey. I highly recommend this book as “must” reading for anyone who has lost a spouse.


Paul J. Neal, Ph.D.
Clinical Psychologist
Christian Psychological Center


Living Again, born from the depths of William’s pain and the triumph of renewal, cuts to the very heart of the emotion of loss and survival. Through his gift of reflective observation, William wraps surviving spouses into a kinship with a common bond as only someone who has “been there” can do. His words, though sometimes aching, raw, and tender, are always honest and thought-provoking; his advice, practical, insightful, and comforting. He manages to touch survivors exactly where they are with a promise of joy that comes with Living Again.
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Surviving the grief process and beginning to live again takes any surviving spouse on a personal journey from the despair of the loss, to the roller coaster ride of the present, and finally to the attainable potential of the future. Success on that journey depends in large part on how well we use three critical tools:
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My wife died February 26, 1995, at the end of our 17th year of marriage. Therefore, I have at least some level of understanding about what anyone is going through in coping either with the loss of a spouse, or with knowing that his or her death appears imminent. My heart goes out to you and your family as your journey begins.


I have lived the American dream most of my life, well-educated, upwardly-mobile, financially-secure, married, three healthy children, nice home, great job. By any standard I would be considered successful. What more could I ask for? Yet, when my wife, Jada, was diagnosed with cancer, and I watched the slow, agonizing progression toward her death, my successes no longer mattered.


All of the positives were overshadowed by the mind-numbing negative of facing the remainder of my life without the one I loved.


Wading into the first anguishing months of grief recovery, and forced to face the realities of my loss, I sought help from an array of grief recovery materials. Each was tidily outlined, well-intentioned, but as cold as the paper on which they were printed.


I wanted an operational manual that would speak to me heart-to-heart. I found none. That dearth of gut-level information, plus the healing experience of journal-keeping (which we will discuss in detail), led me to you with this offering, straight from my healing heart to the ache in yours.


Side by side, I will discuss with you what you must do and how to pull through a bleak experience, to overcome a mound of powerful, draining emotions, to survive the harsh push-pull of death, and to emerge into a state of living again. I mince no words on this delicate subject. There is no way to make easy the pain or the path.


We know that none of us is immortal. We know this from start to finish. At some point in time we shed our bodily shells, and our spirits leave this life for the next. Yet, married couples spend significant portions of time together planning for a future that seems boundless, timeless, endless.


We speak the words, “until death do us part,” as a matter of course, borne of tradition. But perish the thought. That concept is buried in the recesses of our dreaming minds as the euphoria of love and partnership and companionship consumes us.


Jada liked to refer to our long-term plans and dreams as our retirement together to the rocking chairs on the front porch.


When that image shatters, scattered in sharp, piercing shards, your stage of life and marriage matters very little – 30, or 80, or whatever age. Those dreams and hopes, the life that you built together for two, must now be occupied by one.


We are ill-prepared for that shocking reality.


Words alone fall short of adequate description of the hurt, the pain, the sense of hopelessness and helplessness that consumes your heart when you lose a spouse. Even the heartfelt expressions of sympathy and support forthcoming from families and friends ring hollow as they attempt to provide a measure of comfort.


Life’s experiences prepare us to cope with many things, including some preparation for the death of a loved one. But we can do so little to prepare for the grief we feel when that death occurs.


The loss of a spouse causes dramatic and immediate change in every part of your life, affecting, usually threatening, the very fabric of your existence. Each person brings very special qualities to the marriage union. If you are like me, and I imagine that most people are, you took for granted so much of what your spouse provided.


You perhaps never realized or appreciated just how much your spouse brought to the partnership. Unfortunately, in grimness and probably tugged by regret and guilt, now you are discovering how significant those contributions were.


Today the thought of living again might seem quite foreign to you. “Who cares?” you might ask. But I believe strongly that at some point in the near future, as you progress through the grief process, you will want to move beyond surviving your grief. I pray that this book will help you find the path you are seeking.


The concepts, drawn from my personal experience of losing Jada to an agonizing and extended illness, helped pull me through the complex web of feelings and reactions and duties, to a point of living again. To a point of where I am capable of loving and being loved again. To a point that results in marrying again.


The concepts of Living Again will guide you, but this is not a book in which you find a list of shortcuts to hasten the end of the grief process and hasten to beginning life anew. Rather, you will gain a better understanding of what you can expect to experience on your journey through grief.


Beyond that, I offer comfort and assurance by example as you discover the possibility of restoring a full and richly rewarding life, even though that might not seem possible to you today.


[image: image]


Living with a spouse is like reading a good book. Whether the book contains many chapters or is relatively short, the pages turn through a wide range of human emotions – love, romance, happiness, sadness, fear, and joy, to name just a few. We hope that the marriage, like a good book, never ends, but eventually we come to the last page.


Oh, how we wanted to savor the plot, the hero and heroine, longer. Just one more page, please, one more day, hour, moment, before the light is turned off.


Every time, the story line ends far sooner than we wanted. Closing that wonderful book and beginning another is the essence of Living Again.


 


If you wish success in life, make perseverance your bosom friend, experience your wise counselor, caution your elder brother, and hope your guardian genius.


—Joseph Addison





Chapter 1


The Journey Begins with an Ending
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Nobody chose this to happen. Death thrust this journey on us, and every person on the path has a story to tell about how fate put him there. Each story, however different, starts the same—with the ending of a spouse’s life.


My journey toward becoming a widower began in earnest June 10, 1993, when a surgeon entered the room where I was waiting. He uttered chilling words: “It’s cancer.”


Jada had not felt well for quite some time. Spells came and went, but she brushed off the symptoms, mostly chronic fatigue, as attributable to her stress from raising three children and managing our household. I was too caught up in my career demands, and some problems in our marriage, to scarcely notice.


During May of ’93, when Jada noticed a swelling under her right arm, only then did she make an appointment to see our family physician. He performed a mammogram, detected a mass in her right breast, and scheduled a biopsy for June 10.


The day began as a beautiful, sun-drenched day, typical of the late spring we had grown accustomed to since moving from Mississippi to Memphis in December of 1987. We went to Germantown Community Hospital for Jada’s medical appointment.


As they wheeled her out of the waiting room we kissed and I told her how much I loved her. Little did we know that within a few, short hours our worst fears would be realized.


Throughout the wait I felt the same restlessness I experienced during the birth of our children. Continuously I told myself that the mass would be benign, and I was convinced that this would come true if I said it often enough. Each time I thought of the possibility of cancer I quickly chastised myself for allowing such a negative thought to enter my head. We needed positive energy to make this ordeal become just another bad dream.


Minutes dragged like hours as I awaited some word from the doctor. I killed time reading old news magazines. When the phone rang, I jumped and almost fell out of the chair. The call was from the recovery room, saying that Jada had done well and would be returning to me shortly. The surgeon, they said, would be in to see me as soon as possible. After what seemed like an eternity the surgeon entered the room, dressed in typical, white doctor’s garb.


I tried to read his face, but it told me nothing. And then in a quiet, almost genteel voice, he spoke the cold words that we pray we never will hear. In that instant I felt like I had been broad-sided, hit between the eyes with a two-by-four. A thousand questions rambled through my brain, yet stayed frozen in my throat, unasked.


Shock, fear, and the sense of this-can’t-be-happening rushed over me. I hoped this news was simply a cruel joke, or a bad dream. Neither was true. I couldn’t imagine a sunny day any darker.


The test results brought a diagnosis of metastatic breast cancer with massive lymph node involvement. Over the next 20 months Jada endured a continuous stream of diagnostic and treatment procedures – surgery, chemotherapy, radiation. Each bought her more time. None stopped the cancer from growing.


As she progressed through the various treatments I watched each one exact more toll on her physical and emotional state. We decided to keep the children informed about the disease, but to downplay the severity. In many ways we created a false sense of hope as the illness grew worse.


In December of 1994 Jada’s oncologist informed us that the cancer had spread to her liver and lungs. I will never forget his words: “There is nothing else to do.”


Jada’s condition now was considered terminal. The doctor’s advice to us was to radiate the largest of the new tumors, to place Jada on a program to minimize the pain, to go home, and to prepare for her death. The prognosis—how long she had—was unknown, but I had always believed that the verdict of terminal meant at least six months to put all affairs in order. I was soon to find out how naive I was about that.
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