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			Dedication

		

		
			To my wife and best friend, Joyce, who endures with me
 as we journey together in our grief.

			To our son Scott, who has lost so much yet perseveres. As Heather would say, “I’m so proud of you.”

		

	
		

		
			Quotes

		

		
			Grief and resilience live together.

			– Michelle Obama

			That which does not kill us makes us stronger.

			– Friedrich Nietzsche

		

	
		

		
			A Road That Never Ends

			It has taken over twenty-five years for me to write about the death of my daughter, Heather. A lot has happened in our family since that catastrophic event rocked our world on May 27, 1999, but the grip of grief is still firm. Although this story is about the impact grief has on a family after the loss of a child, grief can impact anyone experiencing a severed relationship. The circumstances may be different, but grief holds tightly regardless. If you are experiencing a significant loss or life-changing event, I hope you will find nuggets of truth in this book to loosen that grip.

			After Heather’s death, I scouted for material that would help me come to terms with grief. I couldn’t find much to comfort me, because at that time, my primary motivation was to avoid feeling so sad. I read clinical, medical, mystical, and religious perspectives. I read perspectives from well-meaning authors who had never experienced the emotions that accompany grief. I decided that if I ever wrote about our grief experience, it would not mirror anything I had read. Instead, it would reflect on personal experience and include information and feedback from our family dynamics.

			The Grip of Grief is not a guidebook designed to take the reader through a process or a series of steps to help cope with or get over grief. Personally, I find this task to be very challenging. Many folks have written excellent material designed to help people cope. While I’m certain the approach taken by those authors was helpful for some, it wasn’t beneficial for me.

			

			Grief experiences are unique; there is no one-size-fits-all approach. That was true even in our close-knit family. Although we all experienced the same event, we reacted to it in different ways.

			I decided to write this memoir as a family story because, for me, that makes the most sense. Family stories are based on shared experiences, filled with both positive and negative memories, viewed from different perspectives. Each family member contributes to each event. Some events occur while living under the same roof, and others take place when family members mature and separate from the central family unit. Telling our family story is like that.

			In this book, stories about living with and adapting to grief after the death of my daughter, Heather, are told by people traveling this grief journey together. These main characters include Joyce, Heather’s mom; Scott, her brother; Angela, Scott’s wife; Donnie, Heather’s widower; Jakob, her son; Debbie, her cousin; Mary Ann, her best friend; and me, Tom, her father.

			Throughout my military and human resources career, I often conveyed teaching points by sharing stories of work-related events. And you could say that storytelling became part of my family’s DNA. We made up stories when we traveled long distances, and we continued that practice with our grandchildren, Jakob and Leighton. Jakob, Heather and Donnie’s child, was born on August 18, 1998, and experienced his mother’s loss firsthand. Leighton, Scott and Angela’s daughter, was born February 5, 2010, and experienced Heather’s loss through shared family stories.

			

			Jakob’s personal story has had a significant impact on our ability to cope with grief. In 2016, while Joyce and I visited him during a semester break at the University of Central Florida in Orlando, Jakob informed us that he was an atheist. I was so dumbfounded that I probably appeared catatonic. I felt as much confusion and disbelief as I’d experienced when I learned of Heather’s accident, but with significant differences. Jakob grew up in a faith-filled home, yet he stepped away from our influence, role modeling, and training. We could have turned our backs on him and forfeited any opportunity to have a relationship, but we chose not to do that.

			Two years later, Jakob announced that he was transgender and wanted to be referred to as Jamie. Not only were we grieving Heather’s loss, but now we must adjust to having an atheist, transgender granddaughter. With all this chaos, we felt as though a weapon of mass destruction had been unleashed on our spirits. Nothing had prepared us for the emotional trauma we were experiencing. Perhaps a diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) would be appropriate. Since we had raised our grandchild as Jakob, we found it difficult to use another name, but we’re honoring her desire to be called Jamie. Jakob and Jamie are the same person.

			During the ensuing months, Joyce and I arrived at a point where, despite our limited understanding, we wholeheartedly accepted Jamie as a child of God. I take comfort in the fact that God does not turn His back on His creation and allows us to move through life as best we can, trusting in his grace. Jamie is gifted intellectually with an amazing capacity to serve others and lives by a well-defined moral compass. With a heart like hers, I cannot imagine that our God considers her unworthy. We love our granddaughter and will do all we can to assure her of our love. We don’t fully understand LGBTQ issues, but we will continue to discuss, research, and study them. Jamie leads a productive life, is well-regarded by her peers, and is highly conscientious.

			

			In the Grip of Grief is organized into chapters that explore the depth of our familial loss, concluding with lessons learned, Heather’s legacy, and some resources you may find helpful if you are grieving too. There is even a favorite family recipe for muffins that Heather shared.

			The first chapter belongs to Heather, as her life is at the core of our experiences. Subsequent chapters share select journal entries I wrote in the aftermath of Heather’s death that reveal the conflicting emotions and turmoil of grief, and personal reflections from those who knew and loved Heather. Each of their narratives contributes a different story of loss and grief, a piece of a puzzle that comes together through trial and error. I hope that, through our stories, you will understand the lasting impact of grief. If our experience helps just one person feel less alone in their journey, the book will be a success.

		

	
		

		
			A Beloved Life Remembered

			Heather Denise Barber (nee Knox), daughter, sister, wife, mother.
 June 29, 1971 – May 27, 1999
			In June 1971, while I was training to become an Army Ranger at Ft Benning, Georgia, a very pregnant Joyce went to stay with her sister, Gladys, in Huntsville, Alabama. I couldn’t wait to call and check on Joyce after completing my training. Gladys informed me that Joyce had been taken to the hospital to give birth. I immediately requested permission to leave to be with Joyce during her delivery. My commander informed me that, unless there were complications, I would have to stay and participate in a graduation ceremony.

			As an obedient second lieutenant, I missed my daughter’s birth, but once the graduation ceremony concluded, I raced to Huntsville Hospital to see Joyce and meet Heather.

			During our pregnancy, Joyce and I were fond of discussing baby names. We had no clue as to the sex of the little person growing in her womb. We decided to name a baby girl, Heather Denise, but we couldn’t agree on a boy’s name. Upon arrival at the hospital, I briefly spoke with Joyce but could not wait to see my daughter. I secretly longed for a son, but when I saw Heather, any disappointment vanished. She was so tiny! Joyce was afraid that I wouldn’t think Heather was a beautiful baby, but I saw a tiny, beautiful little girl, and I was in love.

			

			Shortly after my arrival, the medical staff informed us that Heather wasn’t gaining weight. A nurse discovered that Heather had a cleft
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And now, with Jakob, Heather and Donnie become three.
				
			

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		

		
			Resources

			Songs

			“Precious Child” by Karen Taylor Good

			“God Will Take Care of You” by Rosemary Siemens

			“Trust and Obey” by Don Moen

			“Go Rest High on That Mountain” by Vince Gill

			“Wind Beneath My Wings” by Bette Midler

			“Going Home,” Largo movement of Antonín Dvořák’s Symphony No. 9 in E Minor (“From the New World”), sung by Sissel Kyrkjebø

			“The Last Goodbye” by Billy Boyd.

			“Father and Son” by Cat Stephens

			“Fathers and Daughters” by Michael Bolton

			“Mothers and Daughters” by Emma White

			

			Reading Material

			The Grieving Christian by Zig Ziglar.

			Streams in the Desert by Mrs. Charles Cowen.

			“Step by Step,” a poem by Barbara Cornet Ryberg.

			“The Dash,” a poem by Linda Ellis.

			“Remember Me,” a poem by Margaret Mead

			Small Group

			Compassionate Friends www.compasssionatefriends.org

			Scriptures

			All Scriptures are NIV, Unless Otherwise Noted

			Ecclesiastes 4:9-12

			Exodus 17:8-13

			Matthew 6:25-34

			Deuteronomy 6:4-9

			Luke 15

			Psalm 139

			Jeremiah 18:1-6

			Romans 12:1-2

			1 Samuel 18:1

			

			Something to Enjoy

			Heather’s Recipe for Cypress Inn Muffins

			These muffins are a family favorite, and the recipe has been shared countless times with family and friends.

			How Heather was able to convince the owner of the Cypress Inn (closed indefinitely) in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, to share the recipe is beyond me. ENJOY!

			1 – 15oz box of Raisin Bran1 – tsp cloves

			3 – cups sugar1- tsp nutmeg

			5 – cups all-purpose flower

			4 – eggs

			2 – tsp salt

			1 – cup oil

			5 – tsp soda

			1 – qt buttermilk

			2 – tsp cinnamon

			2 – tsp vanilla

			

			Preheat oven to 400°F. Mix all dry ingredients in a large bowl. Add remaining ingredients and mix well.

			Place in a greased muffin tin. Bake 10 – 15 mins. The batter will last for up to four weeks in the refrigerator.
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			This book has been on my heart for a very long time. Despite my best efforts to stay focused, I struggled to maintain a consistent writing pace. The embers continually burned, but there was no flame until I met Beth McLaughlin.

			I would be remiss if I failed to thank Beth for guiding me in writing this story. She has more patience than most people I know, and, through her persistence, this book has become a reality. I knew that I would need someone with the proper skill set to help me complete this task. Coincidentally, I met Beth at St. Christopher’s Episcopal Church in Pensacola, Florida, in the spring of 2022. As I got to know her on a deeper level, I realized she was the perfect person to ask, because I knew she would be honest. Consequently, I asked her in the fall of 2023 to be my editorial sidekick. She accepted before she knew what she was getting into.

			During the twenty-five years of compiling our family story, we have been surrounded by countless people who have played a role in helping to lessen the grip grief has on us. Specifically, I want to thank Joyce, Scott, Donnie, Jamie, Debbie, Mary Ann, and Angela, whose narratives were invaluable to me as this labor of love came to fruition. Without their love and support, completing this family memoir would have been impossible.
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