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Prologue







I never had a slice of bread,


Particularly large and wide,


That did not fall upon the floor,


And always on the buttered side!





—JAMES PAYN


The question of why a piece of falling toast tends to land butter-side down more often than butter-side up has plagued the human mind for centuries.1 Dropped toast is a universal example of our tendency as individuals to view the world more negatively than positively—commonly known as “Murphy’s Law”. We favour believing whatever can go wrong, will go wrong over a more optimistic viewpoint.2


For some, the outcome of dropped toast can make the difference between having a good day or a bad one. For instance, you know it is going to be a good day when your toast lands butter-side up; that’s because butter-side up can be salvaged. However, if your toast lands butter-side down, you need to start from scratch.


Tumbling toast can also be a metaphor for change. In the blink of an eye, the unexpected can happen. Your life can suddenly be toast—butter-side down, full of icky stuff you don’t want anywhere near you. Conversely, you can land butter-side up with possibilities you could never have imagined. Consequently, life puts all of us through change. One might even say life is change.


This begs the question: When the unexpected occurs, how do we successfully navigate change so we can move forward, not backward; make our ideas happen; and land butter-side up in the game of life?





1. Wikipedia.org/butteredtoastphenomenon


2. Matthews, R.A.J. (1995). “Tumbling toast, Murphy’s Law and the fundamental constants”. European Journal of Physics. 16 (4): 172–176.












Introduction







“The first step to getting somewhere is to decide that you are not going to stay where you are.”





—J.P. MORGAN


There are essentially two kinds of change: planned and unplanned.


Planned change is a conscious choice or decision. This might include taking a trip, planning to have children, changing your career, moving house, getting your driver’s licence, or deciding to lay off the pizza and bulk up on kale salads.


Unplanned change is an unexpected event or consequence of a circumstance. This may include illness, accidents, a layoff, a divorce, or a pandemic. The reality is that life puts all of us through unplanned change—you know, stuff. Unplanned change can lead to grief, depression, stagnation, indecision, or sadness, and make us question everything we once thought we knew for sure. On the flip side, unexpected change can also open doors; bring us joy, happiness, and excitement; offer new opportunities and experiences; usher in new love and friendships; and build faith, hope, strength, and courage we never knew we had.


I am an ordinary person. I have also been through, and survived, some extraordinary, life-changing events and have come out the other end better than I was before. My life has not always been super-awesome. Some of my experiences, many beyond my control, have been super-awful, pushing me to limits I did not know were possible. This includes enduring and surviving three life-altering, uncontrollable events and losing everything in the span of twelve months. Throughout it all, I was able to look at the lighter side of life and understand that embracing change, staying positive, and having faith are the difference between having a super-rotten life and a super-awesome one.


This book is not about self-help jargon. It is edutainment for the soul. My goal is to inspire and encourage you—with a healthy dose of humour along the way—to successfully navigate change so you can move forward, not backward; make your ideas happen; and create the new and improved storyline of your super-awesome life. Over the course of this book, I’ll show you how to …




	Find clarity of thought so you can find answers when you need them


	Develop courage to handle things when they are upside down


	Learn to advocate for yourself and others in difficult situations


	Build strength to help you hold on when all you want to do is let go, and let go when all you want to do is hold on


	Create strategies and know-how to successfully maneuver change in your life





Along the way, I’ll share stories and ideas to help you find balance and fun, and encourage you to believe in yourself so you can move forward, make your ideas happen, and land butter-side up in the game of life.












Acceptance
















CHAPTER ONE

Why Does My Head Hurt So Much?











“Nothing is so painful to the human mind as great and sudden change.”





—MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT


“Everyone is so nice here. I can’t remember who anyone is, but you’re the nicest and the prettiest.”


I’ve just arrived at the ICU step-down unit before morning rounds. I’m in room fourteen, the one closest to the nursing station, the one with a window.


I smile warmly. “I was here yesterday. How are you feeling?”


Mr. C was transferred from emergency and has been hospitalized for almost ten days. I take his hand. His arm is swollen and blue, hopefully from unsuccessful IV attempts and not sepsis. His blood pressure is stable but just barely.


“I have such a headache. My head hurts so much. Why do I have such a headache?”


He has kind, twinkly-blue eyes, a warm smile, and a PhD from a very prestigious business school. On top of that, he is a full-tenured professor and CEO of his own research firm.


Mr. C’s head hurts so much because he experienced two traumatic brain injuries within a forty-eight-hour period. Ten days ago, he was in a car accident, which, unbeknownst to him, caused a small bleed in the front temporal region of his brain when his head hit the steering wheel. Fourteen hours later, Mr. C fell backwards from a standing position onto the concrete cement floor in his garage. The fall caused his brain to ricochet to the left, then right, with severe bleeding on both sides.


To add insult to injury, he also has a fractured skull just above his brainstem. Had that fracture been a millimetre to the left, Mr. C would be on a ventilator. Now, despite all this trauma, Mr. C is full of questions.


I look at the vitals monitor; his heart rate is still irregular, and he is hypertensive again. The doctor on call last night decided to suddenly cut Mr. C’s pain meds. With this type of injury, they don’t like to sedate a patient too much. The result is crushing headaches.


“Are you a nurse?”


Mr. C doesn’t know it yet, but today is going to be a tough day. Quite frankly, if it were up to me right now, I would hand him a forty-ouncer of scotch and an Egg McMuffin for breakfast, and let the day happen. For a moment I ponder whether or not to spill the beans.


After what seems like an eternity, I gently brush back his hair, stroke his stubbled cheek, and say, “No, I’m not a nurse. You’re Clayton, but sometimes I call you C. I’m Jane, but sometimes you call me J. We live together. We’re engaged. I’m your partner.




Sudden, unexpected change can occur rapidly, at any moment.







Dear friends and family,


I am writing to share that unfortunately, C has suffered a very serious head injury.


Doctors think he may have suffered a seizure, which triggered a subsequent serious fall in the garage this morning.


I found him semi-conscious and bleeding and called 911; he was taken by ambulance to hospital. He has a fractured skull and a significant bleed in his brain, which may require surgery to fix.


We don’t know exactly what happened because he can’t tell us. He is non-verbal and altered, and there is significant damage to the car, which cannot be explained. It suggests he may have had a car accident sometime beforehand.


He is on anti-seizure meds and is being closely monitored by the neurology team. He is receiving excellent care, and the nurses and doctors are fantastic. He will be given a number of CT scans to monitor any changes. We will know better how things will shape up over the next few days and if he requires surgery.


Please forgive my email rather than a call. It is a very emotional time, and I thought this would be the best way to reach out to everyone who cares about C to let you know what has happened.


Please keep us in your prayers, and I promise to provide updates as I receive them.


Love to all …


Jane
















CHAPTER TWO

The Upside of Erased Is …











“Everything can change at any moment, suddenly and forever.”





—PAUL AUSTEN


“I live with you? We live together?”


“Yes, we live together.”


“How old are you?”


“I’m fifty-one.”


“How old am I?”


I tell him that, too.


“Do we sleep together?”


“Yes, we sleep together.”


He pauses. “Do our parents know?”


“That we live together, or that we sleep together?”


“That we sleep together.”


“Yes, my parents know, but your parents are deceased.”


Behind those kind, tired, pained eyes is a look of wonder, amazement, and downright astonishment. There is astonishment and amazement on my face, too; first, because this is the most conversation Clayton and I have had since his accident; and second, because I am slowly coming to the realization that after ten days in the hospital, Clayton still does not know who I am and may never know who I am—ever.


If you were reading about this in a textbook, this part of the change process would be entitled “Moving Towards Acceptance.”


“Where do we live?”


I fumble with my iPhone to look for a picture of the house. “We live here,” I say, pointing at a lovely four-bedroom home. “We’ve lived here together for six years.”


I scroll through the pictures of rooms in the house, watching him, hoping for a glimmer of remembrance … or something. He eagerly looks at each picture, silently. I talk about our home, our travels together around the world, children, friends, but there is no recognition, no memory of Clayton and me, period. Like a Zamboni clearing an ice rink, in one fell swoop, our life together has been, in a word, erased.


Finally, something comes out—not a memory, but something totally unexpected.


“Wow, I live with you, and we live there. I must be a lucky son of a bitch!”


Now, most people coming out of a semi-coma and realizing that they cannot remember anything about the past six years, let alone their partner, might be distraught, sad, or angry. Not Clayton; he was anything but those things. He was enthusiastic and grateful about his life. In fact, it seemed he had totally skipped the denial part in the change process and gone straight to acceptance—or so I thought.


Acceptance is the first step towards successfully navigating change of any kind, especially rapid, unexpected change. When change happens, our tendency is to push it away, resist, or deny it. Accepting that change has occurred does not mean you have to like what is happening. Rather, it is the actual willingness to accept change, not resist or deny it, that helps you move forward and shift your perspective towards a more positive mindset.


Unfortunately, this was neither my, nor Clayton’s first rodeo with head trauma.


Clayton and I had come to live together six years before, after his first accident. We were dating and he had been visiting me for the weekend along with my parents, who were in town from the West Coast. Clayton went for a bike ride, flew over the handlebars, and landed on his head. Thankfully, he had a bicycle helmet on, but he was knocked unconscious for forty-five minutes, required surgery on his hand, and suffered a small (nothing like this one) bleed in his brain that left him unable to work or drive for many months. Because of his injuries, he could not live by himself. His home at that juncture was hundreds of kilometres away. Consequently, when I arrived at the emergency room the first time, the attending physician looked at me and said, “Can he stay with you?”


Unfortunately, my luck with head injuries was not much better. In 2017, I suffered a life-altering concussion when I was hit fiercely in the head with a volleyball at my son’s tournament. It happened during a warm-up at the provincial championships. I was in the designated seating area, waiting to score the game. I never saw the ball coming towards me or knew where it came from, and neither did my son.


Unbeknownst to us, a participant had drilled the ball into the stands—not to hit me, per se, but because he was angry. The player who hit the ball and the parents of that player saw everything that day, yet no one said a word to me or my son. It took over four years and several painful legal discoveries before the truth finally came out and a final settlement was reached. While I accepted that a teenager could make a mistake of that magnitude, it took me much longer to accept that adults could too.


After the injury, I was sidelined for a long time because I lost some of my speech and hearing abilities. Consequently I had to work with a speech pathologist for nearly nine months to try and get back on track. One of my strategies was to write everything down because I had speech aphasia—word-finding issues. Aphasia can occur after a stroke or a head injury. It is a condition that can rob you of your ability to communicate effectively.3 In my case, I knew what I wanted to say, I just could not always find the words, or the correct words in the proper sequence to communicate what I wanted or needed to say. This meant sometimes I would speak in incomplete sentences—if I was under stress it seemed to make these symptoms worsen.


Moreover, like Dory in Finding Nemo, I was left with STM: short-term memory loss. This meant I could not return to the work I loved: facilitating focus groups for high-end corporate executives. I quickly realized that vice-presidents do not like to wear nametags, and people were not going to pay me thousands of dollars a day to ask them to repeat themselves because I could not follow their conversations. As one friend described me after my injury: “You’re still you, Jane, but sometimes you’re just delightfully ditzy.” Whether I liked it or not, I had to accept this new reality in my life and that it was time for a change.


That’s when I discovered there are two kinds of change: planned and unplanned.


Planned change is a conscious choice or decision. This might include changing your career, buying a house, getting married, or deciding to cut out the loaded fries and load up on protein shakes.


Unplanned change is an unexpected event or consequence of a circumstance. This may include a job loss, illness, divorce, a pandemic, or all of the above. Consequently, Clayton and I had already, in a very short period of time together, experienced a lot of unplanned change.


Clayton gazed at me intently from his hospital bed. “How did we meet?”


Over the years, my company had collaborated with Clayton and his firm very successfully on many complex, detailed projects. It had all started when I needed a disability study for a not-for-profit on a tight budget. Clayton was the CEO of the only market-research firm who offered to discount the work. This spoke volumes to me about his integrity and character.


After that project, Clayton invited me to come on board and help run his firm, but I declined. I had a successful company of my own, and I enjoyed my independence. However, I did tell him I would be happy to work together on projects with him from time to time. Henceforth, whenever he needed help to negotiate a tough business deal, he called me in for back up. My unofficial title was Vice-President in Charge of Conversation.


A few years later, Clayton walked into the office one day when I was there and said, “You look terrible.”


I was going through a divorce, which was taking its toll. Simultaneously I was also parenting two active teenage boys and managing a flourishing career. Clayton offered to take me to dinner, and I accepted.


I was expecting to talk business, but he shocked me during the main course when he looked at me and said, “Jane, I could walk around the world a million times and never find another woman like you. If you ever want to date, I’d like to be first in line.”


Needless to say, he had me at hello.


And now, sitting at the edge of his bed in the ICU step-down unit, looking into those kind, confused, twinkly-blue eyes, I realized that if Clayton was ever going to have a fighting chance at recovery on any level, he was going to need an advocate. Like it or not, to do this, I was going to have to accept more change and more responsibility. Instead of being Vice President in Charge of Conversation, I was going to have to be the CEO now—of everything.




Acceptance is the first step towards successfully navigating change of any kind, especially rapid unplanned change.


To move forward, not backward, one has to try and accept change has occurred, not resist or deny it.







Dear friends and family,


A super stressful day for C and me, kind of like being on one of those big, dangerous rollercoasters at an amusement park. By the way, I hate those rides, and although I never asked him, I am pretty sure C does too.


It all started when I woke up to an alert on my iPhone and news from my family of a tsunami warning for Vancouver Island. It was triggered by a massive quake of 8.2 off the coast of Alaska. Similar to the earthquake, C’s blood pressure peaked at 240 over something last night. The nurses moved him twice as he kept getting out of bed to “go to the office” because he had an 8.2 quake in his head. The resident had transferred him to the neurosurgical ward after I left for the evening. After many telephone calls back and forth, the resident finally caved and transferred C back to the ICU, where he should have stayed in the first place.


Until today, I did not know it was humanly possible to have your blood pressure rise this high. It’s super serious and very painful for your brain, especially with a fractured skull.


Blissfully, C cannot remember a thing about the previous night. Wouldn’t we all like this to happen once in a while? Kind of like that movie The Hangover, but with no tiger in the bathroom. All kidding aside, C is in a lot of pain. It is tough for him and tough for me to watch.


So today we went for an emergency CT scan; even Sagoo, C’s doctor, was worried. I love Dr. Sagoo for his skill and expertise, but dislike him because he doesn’t listen to common sense. Sagoo avoided me all morning during rounds because he knew I was going to blast him. He also marked the CT urgent and ordered the porter and a nurse to wait while they did the scan so C could be closely monitored.


Outcome: no further bleeding, but still lots of pressure and swelling in C’s head. Blood pressure more stable but not great, and thankfully Sagoo and I are still speaking.


On a positive note, I had lovely calls from two rabbis who are very concerned about C. He has two rabbis praying for him, plus so many treasured friends and my family, which is all wonderful. I am so thankful for this, and C would be too if he knew what was happening to him. Let’s hope tomorrow will be more positive than today was.


Love to all … Jane







	3. Mayoclinic.org/aphasia
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