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In Praise of

Living with a Grieving Heart

Marianne Bette has suffered several very significant losses during her life. In her book, Living with a Grieving Heart, Marianne shares her experiences and insights regarding the painful grieving process. She writes about her own, often debilitating, reactions to loss in a very honest and candid manner, offering suggestions for working through these difficult times. Through her stories, the reader will come to realize that many of the emotions the bereaved experiences, including deep despair and cognitive changes, are natural and normal. While grieving is very difficult and painful, Marianne shows the bereaved that they can grow from the experience of loss, incorporating the loss into their future, and finding positive ways to put together a life that may be different, but meaningful.

— Carol Flament, MS, Death, Dying and Bereavement Educator and Bereavement Support Group Facilitator


As a doctor who treats chronic pain patients, I have had the rare opportunity to witness the transformation of suffering into joyful triumph—an evolution that eludes many. I deeply admire those who can convert adversity into a positive force. For those who are heartbroken and need help, Dr. Marianne Bette provides a prescription for transformation. In Living with a Grieving Heart, she allows us to glimpse her own grief as illustrated in a series of honest, powerful and sometimes raw anecdotes. She inspires us to embrace the complexities of grief and use the transformative power of anguish to deepen relationships and generate new enthusiasm for life. Marianne possesses a level of wisdom that could only have been earned by enduring incredible heartache. She inspires her readers with her extraordinary insight and gift of resilience. Marianne’s message is clear. The Paradox of Life always hides blessings in our hardships.

— Jim Prado, DC, Chiropractic Physician


In her latest book, Marianne Bette again offers us important insights for living and an intimate portrait of pivotal moments in her life journey. The stories are offset by words of wisdom, encouragement and perspective in dealing with grief born of loss. Marianne’s book deals with the loss of a loved one. What happens when that loved one is yourself? Many people who suffer a brain injury experience the grief of losing the life they knew and the future they anticipated. They and their families will find comfort and guidance in these pages as they forge ahead in their life journeys. Grief is universal; only the details vary.

— Kathleen M. Lord, MS, Speech-Language Pathologist
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To all grievers who carry on with gratitude. 
And for Mario, our angel in disguise.
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Introduction

AFTER I WROTE MY FIRST BOOK, Living with a Dead Man, about the last year of my husband’s life, I thought my work was done. Many people told me how much that book helped them deal with or understand how to live with someone who has a terminal illness. Then, one day in my office, after a patient of mine thanked me for writing it, she looked me in the eye and said, “You have to write another.”

Her statement shocked me. “You are kidding, right? That one nearly killed me,” I replied.

“I hear you,” she said. “But Dr. Bette, dying is easier than grieving. My mother died in three months, but it has been three years, and it’s still really tough for me. Without her, my rock…” She had to clear her throat to continue. “You have to write a book on grief.”


Oh my God, I thought. She is right. Grief has no end. We looked at each other—two people struck by a universal truth at the same time.

“Okay… I’ll think about it.” I tucked the idea away for safekeeping.

It’s funny how some things just stay with you. In many ways, death is easier than living with grief.

Now, freshly retired after forty years of practicing family medicine, I am following through on the promise I made that day. These stories and insights about grief come from my doctoring and personal experiences. I hope they will soothe the pain of your grieving, help you understand how others grieve, and reveal the lessons death teaches us.

Grief can make you crazy. It can shut you down. But grief can also crack you open and change you like nothing else. You can become your best self. If you let it, grief can ignite the transformation of your lifetime. I hope some of these stories will convince you of this truth—the truth that grief warriors already know.

A warrior is defined as a person with a willingness to fight for what’s right. I would add that a warrior is also a person who has fought in more than a few battles and has developed survival skills and strategies that allow her to lead others in battle. Together, they win wars.

And a grief warrior is a person who has been in the depths of despair and has battled overwhelming sorrow of loss with courage and strength of spirit. He has been victorious over darkness to win peace and understanding.

What I have learned from my battles as a grief warrior is that the wounds from losing loved ones contain beauty, power and courage. These experiences are precious, and their value as a way of understanding life is immeasurable. Grief has given me a reverence for life and love that I did not have before. I now know that love can transcend time, space and consciousness. It is a circle with no end. Love does not stop at death. It continues on and is almighty.

I hope these stories can impart that warrior spirit to you, so you can tuck that grief under your wing and fly to the heights, enjoying your life unburdened.


 




My Story

AFTER SIX YEARS OF COLLEGE, four years of medical school, and three intensive years of residency, graduation felt like getting out of jail. I had free time. I could do what I wanted when I wanted to (more or less) and enjoyed figuring out who I was when I wasn’t studying, working in the hospital, or trying to catch up on sleep. Backpacking in the High Sierras with friends, playing racquetball several times a week, attending ground school, and taking flying lessons made the time zoom by. I worked one twenty-four-hour shift a week in an emergency room in the desert. I had the world by the tail.

That was when I met Kerry. He was the epitome of the tall, dark and handsome thirty-year-old, with blue eyes and a gorgeous beard. Kerry ran the heart-lung machine in the operating room during open heart surgery. He was also a pilot, racquetball star and part owner of a local bar.


Our professions, hobbies and interests were a match. We fell madly in love and spent every spare moment together. When Kerry and I got engaged, we flew back to Connecticut to celebrate with my family.

A few weeks later, he was selling his small, fast plane for a bigger one. While Kerry and the buyer were up in the plane, I was daydreaming about the trip we were taking to Los Angeles that afternoon to pick out our wedding rings. My dreaming soon turned nightmarish though, when Kerry’s mechanic entered the waiting room; his face ashen. I knew with just one look that something awful must have happened. With our intense connection, I thought I would somehow sense our tearing apart when Kerry’s plane crashed, but I never felt his death. Yet after that, I was never the same.

I have never written about my first experience with grief, losing Kerry, until now, where I’ve shared some of my feelings from after he died in this book.

Grief due to an accident, murder or suicide is what I refer to as “unexpected grief.” No one sees it coming, least of all you. The person you love is there one moment, and then they are gone forever. Unexpected grief or sudden death is more traumatic than an expected death, and the grieving process often takes a lot longer, especially if you are young and have had no significant history with grief.

Even as a doctor, someone exposed to more death than an average person, I was unprepared for what I was about to go through. None of my close friends, nor anyone in my family, had survived a similar trauma. It felt like there was no one I could talk to about it who truly understood.


It took years to climb out of the depths of that loss to feel whole and happy again. I believed that my relationship with Kerry had been my only chance to receive unconditional love.

As I said, I was young, in love and naïve. I am so glad to have been wrong.

Years after Kerry died, I married Thom, a death and dying therapist. (Was that a coincidence?) We had many happy years together in the California desert. I had a stellar medical practice, an understanding husband, our two daughters, Caitlin and Justine, and every other weekend, my stepdaughter, Sarah. It was more love than I thought could exist.

Ten years after we married, we moved back to the town where I had grown up in Connecticut. Caitlin was eight years old, and Justine was three. Sarah was eighteen and going to college in Montana. Life had moved on.

The day we arrived in Connecticut was the same day my mother was diagnosed with colon cancer. In dealing with my mother’s death three years later, Thom was a great help to me. Two years after that, he himself died of lung cancer. (I wrote about his last year in my book, Living with a Dead Man. No one I knew had as great a dying experience as Thom. No one. He used his knowledge to help us through one of the hardest years of my life. So I needed to tell his story.)

I call the grief that comes after a terminal illness “expected grief.” Knowing the end is coming makes all the difference in the grieving process because you have the time to say your goodbyes and to address anything you need to resolve between you.

In relating these two different personal grieving experiences, I move back and forth in this book between Kerry’s unexpected death, when I was young and my heart was shattered, and Thom’s expected death, which broke my mended heart.

These stories are grouped loosely into five different parts dealing with the initial shock and surprise of their passings, handling things people say and do, trying to find a new “normal,” experiencing firsts without these loved ones, and eventually moving on.

Eighteen years after Thom’s death, I married Gene, who grew up in the town next to mine in Connecticut. He’s a local guy I met four years after his wife died, but we have a lot more in common than being widow and widower.

We both feel we have been given another chance at one of the most important relationships in life. In letting go of what was, we have found what matters going forward. Allowing someone else into your heart is not easy, but it’s so very worth the struggle. We are discovering that there are still many wonderful first experiences to be had in our senior years.

Just so you know, I am not still a mess. But I was—a couple of times. Those experiences made me who I am today. I did not plan to be a grief warrior. But that’s who I am. At least, it’s a big part of who I have become.

Because I am open about my history of loss, patients have shared their stories and feelings with me. They knew I would understand. Maybe I can help you with your grief by telling you my own stories and the insights I learned from them, as well as some of my patients’ experiences, with names changed, of course.

It’s not always easy to open up about feelings and experiences. No one enjoys being vulnerable, especially when it comes to the emotions they experience while grieving. But grief is something we all will live through at some point in our lives.

I hope by sharing these stories, you’ll see that there’s no one right answer to how you should grieve. They cover a range of experiences, some of which are difficult to believe and the raw emotion involved may not always be easy to understand. But if you are deeply mired in grief, I think you will relate to them.


 


Part 1. Shock and Surprise
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The End Is the Beginning

THE LOGICAL MIND tells us we are all going to die. Yet when someone does, our comfortable, secure, safe world may feel like a grenade was just tossed into it, whether or not that loss was expected. We stagger into the part of life that defies logic. The death itself is one thing. Life after that parting is a whole other thing. Death is an ending, and it marks when your life completely changed.

After the initial shock of your loved one’s passing, you get busy with everything that then has to be done. (Even if you know that death is coming, it’s still a shock when it does.) You contact family, friends, your employer, the funeral home, and your place of worship if you have one. Writing an obituary is no easy task either. Maybe you even need to locate a will.

All these tasks seem to be spelled out. Do this, do that. Decisions are made. This immediately-after-death business follows a course we each have to go through. You may have a lot of help from friends and family or none at all, but at some point, this busy phase ends and a new one begins. This starts the difficult stage of stitching your life together after your loss.

There are grief groups to attend (or not). There are mornings to get up (or not), food to eat (or not), friends to talk to (or not). Sometimes, knowing what to do can be overwhelming.

We are left to figure it out by ourselves. It’s common to hide our pain and tears, put on a happy face, and do our grieving in solitude. We never see grief happening, even though it happens every day. We are all in it alone together.

Maureen is my best friend from high school. A few years after Thom’s death, her daughter died. There was more than an hour-long wait in line at the wake before I reached the casket. After some time, I could see Maureen on the other end of the receiving line. She was going through the motions of shaking each person’s hands as they cried and hugged her, then repeating the process with the next person. She was wrung out, almost transparent. Maureen’s other daughter and her first husband (the father to her daughters) were beside her, and next to him was her second husband. Sadness and somberness clung to each of them like a smoky haze.

When I reached her, she looked surprised and then relieved. “Oh my God. You know what it’s like! You get it.”

As I held her in my arms, I whispered, “Yes, my love. I do get it. I understand where you are. You are doing a beautiful job. Hang in there. We will catch up later.”

The receiving line at a wake is no place to have a detailed discussion. But people want to be able to offer support, however briefly, and to share your pain. And while it may not seem like enough, don’t underestimate its significance.


At least the wake and funeral give people the chance to grieve together in the same space and time. For Maureen and me, understanding death’s painful impact cemented our friendship further. And the fact that people showed up for the services meant so much to each of us.

For work colleagues or more distant friends, you will have at least looked each other in the eye once and acknowledged the loss together. It helps not to have to tell the story from the beginning each time you see someone. You steel your emotional self, get through it, then go home and pass out.

The truth is, no one tells you that despite feeling raw grief over your loss, at the wake and service, you are the one consoling everyone else. The weight of their grief is added to your own. I am not really sure how that happens, but it does.

When Kerry died, his wake was held in the bar he co-owned. When I finally worked up the courage to walk inside that night and saw everyone we knew there with sadness in their eyes, I became overwhelmed, burst into tears, and hid out in the ladies’ room.

Not being able to face everyone at once, I refused to leave. I just could not do it. I was prepared to stay in there until everyone went home.

Vicky, a friend who worked as a nurse, suggested I see one person at a time. She kept guard at the bathroom door and, one by one, men and women came into the ladies’ room to pay their respects. It was slightly less overwhelming, but doable.

It didn’t even seem weird to me at the time! I got through it, but all I remember is being stuck in the ladies’ room and Vicky being my rock. Now it seems bizarrely comical.

But if you are mourning someone you love, the venue really doesn’t matter. You show up—even if it is in the ladies’ room.
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