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DEDICATION

I dedicate this book to everyone who has given me strength, hope, and encouragement through twenty-five years of living with brain injury.

Your impact lives within every word, every lesson, and every page of Silver Learnings.


Although the world is full of suffering,

it is also full of the overcoming of it.

—Helen Keller
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PREFACE

A Defining Milestone

Some events draw a hard line through our lives, marking a clear before and an after. They redefine who we are. Milestones like births, graduations, and marriages bring joy and promise. Others, like breakups, health crises, and deaths bring grief and devastation.

July 6th, 1999 is the defining milestone of my life. The day I sustained a brain injury in a car accident. The day when the life I knew and the life I expected, ended.

I was 32 years old. Like many people, I had identities I cherished. One of my most valued identities was brain. I was proud of my intellect, quick wit, and drive to achieve. I had been valedictorian of my high school class, graduated third in college, earned a master’s degree in Adult Education and built a career as a self-employed corporate trainer. I worked hard but rarely struggled. I was a Type A, high achiever who was accustomed to excelling.

Teaching and music were two activities that had defined me since childhood. I tutored classmates beginning in third grade and started taking violin lessons in fourth. Nearly every job I’d held included an education role. I loved learning new material and figuring out creative ways to teach it.

Outside of work, I played violin in a community orchestra and sang soprano in a chorus. Music fed my soul in a way that nothing else did. While others cranked up rock, I turned up loud classical music. I planned to be an amateur musician forever.

Despite the joys these activities brought, there were aspects of my life I wanted to change. My hard-charging nature often led to perfectionism and overwork. While I loved teaching itself, I wasn’t always passionate about the subjects I taught. I yearned for a life of purpose.

Also, as much as I loved music, time spent in orchestra and choral rehearsals and performances left little room for other social activities. Sometimes it felt like my life was on a treadmill going faster and faster but not taking me anywhere. In hindsight, some kind of crash was inevitable. I just wish it hadn’t been so literal.

On the day of the accident, I was driving from one teaching job to another when I was broadsided on the driver’s side by a car going about 50 mph. The last thing I remember is the earsplitting sound of metal on metal. The airbags deployed, the windows shattered, and my car spun 180 degrees across the road. I don’t remember any of those things, because I likely lost consciousness upon impact. I only know what happened because of the accident photos.

When I opened my eyes after the accident, the other driver was already at my window, yelling, Get out! Get out! Get out! I didn’t understand why, but I obeyed. The driver’s side door was crushed, so I had to crawl out through the passenger side. I stood in the middle of the road—dazed, confused, and unsteady. The sunlight seemed unnaturally bright. An off-duty paramedic stopped and helped me to the median to lie down and wait for the ambulance.

I was transported to the emergency room, a ride I don’t remember. When asked if I’d hit my head, I said no, although my head did hurt. The doctor also asked if I remembered the accident. I confidently answered yes, unaware of how many details I was missing. I reported that I hadn’t lost consciousness, which couldn’t have been true. In my recollection, the other driver instantly appeared outside my window, yelling at me. In reality, I was probably unconscious during the time it took him to exit his vehicle and get to mine. I was diagnosed with severe whiplash and told I’d be fine in a few weeks.

It was the physical therapist treating my neck who first suspected a brain injury. My doctor confirmed I’d had a mild traumatic brain injury and said I should recover fully. I didn’t know what mild traumatic brain injury meant and didn’t think about it much at first. The screaming pain in my neck took priority. I assumed the brain issue would resolve on its own.

About six weeks later, the whiplash and other physical injuries had healed enough to attempt a slow return to my regular life. That’s when everything fell apart.

The brain injury symptoms that had been mostly hidden by all the rest and support I’d been receiving suddenly exploded into my daily life. I was exhausted all the time. My head hurt constantly. It felt like someone was squeezing the left side of my brain from the inside. Sometimes it felt like the pressure would blow the top of my head off.

Teaching, where I had always felt competent and in control, became challenging, exhausting, and overstimulating. I forgot my students’ names, even after multiple classes. I couldn’t recall what topics we’d covered. The lesson plans I had written and used for years suddenly seemed too complicated to follow. Conversations moved too fast for me to keep up. I would leave students in groups long after they’d finished working because I was so overwhelmed.

After just two hours of teaching, I would crash and spend two full days on the couch, too wiped out to do anything. I could barely handle just four hours of work a week.

Even simple tasks exhausted me. I had to nap every day after my morning shower because it drained me so much. I was too tired to even use the hair dryer, so I’d collapse on the couch with wet hair. This led to many memorable hair days.

I hoped returning to music and being bathed in sound would clear the mental fog that had invaded my brain. Instead, the previously comforting, familiar sounds of rehearsal had changed into a piercing cacophony that overloaded my brain. The normal pre-rehearsal mix of conversations and instruments was oddly and painfully loud.

When I opened my violin case and saw a broken string, I couldn’t remember how to change it. I didn’t even know where to sit, despite having had the same seat in that orchestra for ten years. I gritted my way through for five minutes, before the sound reduced me to tears and I ran from the room. I couldn’t drive home, so a friend had to take me. It took days to recover from just a few minutes of music. It felt like the ultimate cruel joke to curse a musician with an intolerance to sound.

Eventually, I learned my extreme sound sensitivity had a name—hyperacusis. The effects impacted my whole life. Everyday noises felt magnified. Planes flying overhead made me duck, even when I was inside. Alarms made me scream and sometimes fall.

I also struggled with basic life tasks. In the grocery store, I would stand frozen in the produce section, unable to decide between two apples. One day I spent 30 minutes staring at shelves of bread, panicking because my usual brand was out of stock. I called my mother, crying, because I couldn’t figure out what to buy. Food spoiled in the fridge because following a recipe and pulling together a meal was impossible. I ate cottage cheese for dinner most nights because I couldn’t figure out what else to eat.

Reading, one of my favorite pastimes, was suddenly challenging to the point of impossible. Print worsened my headaches. I couldn’t focus or remember what I’d just read.

Family gatherings, once a source of comfort and connection, became painful and overwhelming. I couldn’t follow group conversations or remember what people told me. I spoke slowly and haltingly. Sometimes I lost my words altogether. Often, I didn’t speak at all.

I felt so alone, like a stranger among the people who knew me best. It was like I’d lost my place in my own family. As a grown-up, independent woman, I was embarrassed by how much assistance I needed from my family and friends. I often called them in tears, confused and uncertain what to do. I desperately needed their help but often didn’t want to accept it. I felt like a burden, a failure, and an adult who could no longer function.

My emotions were intense and unpredictable. I sobbed uncontrollably during sappy television commercials, melted down whenever plans changed unexpectedly, and slid down the wall crying when a bumblebee flew into my house. I thought I was losing my mind.

I kept trying to push through, believing hard work could fix anything. But the harder I tried, the worse everything got. I blamed myself for being weak, for being lazy, and for not trying hard enough. None of those harsh judgements were true, but I couldn’t see that yet.

I tried and failed, over and over, to return to teaching. I tried and failed, over and over, to return to music. Eventually, I had to let go of both. My life shrank to medical appointments and four naps a day. I didn’t recognize myself anymore. The identity I’d cherished as the brain was gone. Every day was a struggle just to function.

As the magnitude of the losses became clear, grief set in. I wasn’t just grieving what I’d lost; I was grieving who I’d lost. The old Carole was gone. The new Carole felt like a stranger, one I didn’t want to know. The grief was more intense than any I’d felt before. It was even greater than the grief of losing loved ones. This time, I was the one who had died.

There were many dark moments when I didn’t think I could go on. Many times when I contemplated ending my life. But I didn’t. And I’m deeply grateful I didn’t.

It took me eight years and much help from professionals, family, friends, and other brain injury survivors to come to terms with this new version of myself. Accepting my life as a brain injury survivor was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. My first book, To Root & To Rise: Accepting Brain Injury, traces that journey toward acceptance.

I thought I lost what defined me—my intellect, teaching, music. But I didn’t. Those parts of me aren’t gone but rather transformed. Music lives in the cadence of my writing. I now teach as a brain injury author, speaker, group leader, and mentor. My new self is still smart and driven, but also more balanced with increased empathy, perception, and wisdom.

I cope with daily brain injury symptoms, and my life is very different than I imagined. But it is a life filled with meaning, purpose, and joy.

As of this writing, I’ve been living with brain injury for twenty-five years. It’s time to reflect and share what I’ve learned. Because even though this journey has brought grief and struggle, it has also led to unexpected joys and discoveries.

The lessons in this book come from my lived experience. I am not a medical or mental health professional. I am a brain injury survivor sharing what I’ve learned with others walking this path. Take what’s helpful. Leave the rest.

Let’s begin.


INTRODUCTION

Silver Threads

July 6th, 1999, the day of my brain injury, was a defining milestone.

July 6th, 2024 marked another milestone. My silver anniversary. Twenty-five years of living with brain injury.

Twenty-five years is a long time. Long enough to grieve and to find joy again. Long enough to struggle, to grow, and to gather wisdom. Long enough to discover that living well with brain injury isn’t about returning to who I was; it’s about becoming who I am now.

So, in honor of my twenty-five years, I’m sharing twenty-five lessons about living with brain injury—silver threads drawn from the fabric of my journey. These lessons began as a conference speech. Now I’ve expanded them into this book.

These silver learnings offer valuable insights, tested strategies, and practical wisdom with relevance for brain injury survivors, caregivers, and professionals.

The twenty-five lessons are grouped into five categories:

• Coping with Brain Injury

• Hard Truths

• Helpful Mindsets

• Accepting a New Self

• Thriving with Brain Injury

These categories not only help you navigate this book. They also reflect the broader process of navigating change, especially the kind we never asked for or expected.

Brain injury is a milestone that changes not only the direction of our lives, but more deeply, who we are as people. In the face of that unwelcome change, we gradually learn strategies to cope. We come face-to-face with hard truths we wish we could avoid. We discover that how we think—about ourselves, our injury, and our














