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THE PROGRAM 
In 2008, Wings—a Grief Education Ministry 
presented a program titled:  ©How A Fortune Cookie 
Can Heal Holiday Grief. 
 
AUTHOR/Program Originator  
Nan Zastrow, Wings, LLC., P. O. Box 1051, 
Wausau, WI 54401 
 
THE CAMPAIGN/PROJECT:  
The program inspired a year-long campaign/project 
called Twelve Gifts of Hope. In 2009, THE 
RESULTS program was presented as a follow-up to 
the original program to demonstrate the success of 
giving and receiving gifts of hope. 

THE CONCEPT 
Gifts of Hope are ideas for healing grief. Gifts of Hope are given in two ways;  Someone 
else can give them to us; or we can give ourselves the Gift of Hope. Both are 
appropriate and essential in healing our grief. In our Twelve Gifts of Hope (Fortune 
Cookie Campaign)…bereaved people were given a tool to generate Gifts of Hope in 
their lives over the period of 12 weeks or 12 months.  The fortune cookie was the tool. 
Inside of it was a fortune that suggested how a bereaved person could give or receive a 
“Gift of Hope.”  These 12 ways were listed on the chart Twelve Gifts of Hope —a 
Summary of Possibilities on which a bereaved person could journal the occurrences.  
(You will find them listed with their stories within these pages.) 
 
The RESULTS program in 2009 reported on the success of the 2008 campaign and 
asked participants to continue the tradition.  
 
The project used the fortune cookie as a teaching tool; but the project was not really 
about the fortune cookie. It’s about the concept of HOPE. We look for “hope” in a fortune 
cookie; and it was used as an analogy of looking for hope in our lives. The concept 
created an awareness that family and friends may sincerely be trying to help the 
bereaved find hope in a variety of ways. Sometimes, when a loved one has died, we are 
so consumed by our grief that we fail to recognize the ways others are trying to help us. 
These gifts don’t come in a package wrapped with a big red bow.  
 
The Gifts of Hope are also about “grief work” which is a conscious choice to heal one’s 
grief. The program encourages the bereaved to give themselves the Gifts of Hope since 
they provide active ways to heal grief. 
 
Why is the program a success?  Because whether or not the individuals used the fortune 
cookie (tool) as suggested to provide a steady stream of hope into their lives, the 
concept presented in the program did create awareness that others are, indeed, 
sensitive to our grief and willing to help us through the difficult times. Additionally, by 
focusing on giving ourselves each Gift of Hope, we are essentially doing good grief work 
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that promotes healing. The stories are proof that awareness was acknowledged and 
individuals were able to document evidence of receiving Gifs of Hope.  
 
After attending the program, we believe no one will ever look at a fortune cookie the 
same again. The analogy created will always be in one’s mind. 
 
Here is a collection of some of the stories that we received. Some include 
names/city/state printed with permission. Others just include the stories/ideas for your 
enjoyment. These will be published in our program booklet as inspiration for others.   
 
AVAILABILITYOF THE PROGRAM GUIDE or Book  
A printed version of the Program will be available early in 2010 so that you, too, can 
establish your own project and collect all Twelve Gifts of Hope to share with others. It 
explains the delightful concept of using the fortune cookie to begin the project. There is a 
small investment in materials that can often be offset by creating your own materials.   
 
Use the program guide to develop a program or purchase the program guide and stories 
just to be inspired by how people give and receive the Gift of Hope. They are truly 
inspirational and heartwarming. A special segment in the Wings online newsletter will be 
devoted to sharing more stories. To subscribe to our free online newsletter, ask to be 
added to the email list at wings1@charter.net. 
 
 
GIFT of HOPE #1 
THE GIFT OF HOPE IS….TO FIND A NEW PLACE TO GO OR S OMEONE TO GO 
WITH. 
(What this means:  We can heal our grief when we find a new place to go that can 
provide an opportunity to meet new friends and do things we may not have done before. 
We accept change and are willing to reach out to new possibilities in life. Often we will 
meet new friends who are facing similar circumstances.   
 
To appreciate how someone has helped you:  THINK:  How has someone given me this 
gift by suggesting a new place to go? Has someone invited me to go with him or her to 
someplace new?  
 
Ideas to consider:  
�� Visit a place you always wanted to go 
�� Take an adventure trip 
�� Take a class…start school and get a degree…Meet people there 
�� Enlist a friend who is also alone…and go somewhere together. 
�� Teach a friend how to play golf, bowl, ride a bike, a game of cards 
�� Take a day trip with a church group or travel group 
�� Find someone at a health club and meet them there regularly 
�� Check out a community theatre or performing arts production in your Community  
�� Become involved as a volunteer at a church, hospital, nursing home 
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Stories  others submitted 
 
 A neighbor knew how my husband loved to look at th e Christmas lights during 
the holiday season. He took my daughter and me for a ride one evening to view 
the seasonal lights. 

��� �  
 
I never saw ballet before. A co- worker had an “extra ticket” and took me to see the  
Nutcracker Suite. 

��� �  
 
After our son died in September, 2005, I was readin g an article that stated 
depression sometimes sets in 4-6 months after the d eath of someone close.  
Being aware of this and dreading its likelihood, I remarked to some friends that 
this would put us right in the middle of winter.  H aving suffered from the winter 
doldrums or “blues” many times before, I was worrie d that an actual case of 
depression was possible because of the intense grie f we were suffering.   
 
What did we do?  Well, for starters we did not dism iss the idea as unlikely.  
Instead, we said, “Let’s plan a trip during the win ter.  It will give you something to 
look forward to.”  So that is what we did.  We talk ed about where to go, what to do, 
and how to go about getting it accomplished.  Even though it was just a long 
weekend trip, the energy to complete those plans wa s enormous.  Our trip was 
nice, but more importantly, the depression never se t in during those dreaded 
months.  
  
Our grief did not suddenly subside when we left tow n.  Instead, w e took it with us.  
And, in doing so, we realized that our walk with gr ief would encompass all areas 
of our life. We would indeed carry it with us where ver we went, but now we knew 
we could handle something new even in the midst of grief.  It began a journey that 
continues today, with . (Janet Todd, Fremont, NE)  

��� �  
 
After my husband died, I found that I had a whole n ew group of friends to do 
things with… others who had also lost spouses. Prior to my husba nd’s death, I 
didn’t do things with them  because I was too busy with my spouse.  I was 
welcomed into their group and felt comfortable imme diately because we all shared 
“loss” together. We go to music plays, movies, trip s, church, and social groups 
together. I do miss my spouse, but feel so blessed that friends knew what I would 
need when he died. 

��� �  
 

I was encouraged to tell my story when I went to lu nch with a co-worker on the 
first day of my new job. As always, the conversatio n begins with, “Do you have 
children?” When I told her I was widowed, she excla imed, “So am I” and we spent 
the next hour talking about our experiences and whe re we were in our grief. 
Sometimes, I feel uncomfortable telling someone my husband died, but this 
experience was very nice. (Kathy Fink-Bednorski, Wa usau, WI) 
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��� �  
 

The holiday season became a time for a trip to some  place new and inviting. 
We’ve been doing this about 3 years now. Sure, we m iss the holiday celebrations, 
but enjoy the custom of other areas or countries ju st as much. 

��� �  
 

 
After my spouse’s death, I became active in one of  our church groups. I met a man 
there whose spouse had also died. We became friends  and married a year later. I 
never believed I would marry again. 

��� �  
 

 
Five years after my husband’s death, I was ready to  move on with my life. I had 
young children and I was worried how they would acc ept my need to let go. We 
moved to a different town and started meeting new f riends. We got involved in 

school activities and church activities. We have al l adjusted. We miss our home 
and my husband (kid’s dad). We talk about him and h ave taken him with us in our 

hearts. 

��� �  
 

A friend who also lost a spouse encouraged me to ta ke a bus trip through her 
church group. I felt uncomfortable, thinking I woul d be a “fifth wheel” but found 
there were many people who were not with a spouse. I enjoyed it so much. It 
allowed me to get out and do things I might not hav e done otherwise. 
 

 
 
 
Gift of Hope #2 
THE GIFT OF HOPE IS….TO HONOR MY WISH LIST BY CREAT ING A SPECIAL 
DAY OR HOLIDAY DIVERSION. 
(What this means: Special days and holidays are difficult times. Create a list of what 
hurts and what you feel you “must do” on these days. Carefully make choices.  Ask 
family and friends to help you honor your list.  
 
To appreciate how someone has helped you:  THINK:    How has someone respected 
my wishes and helped me honor my wish list? 
 
Ideas to Consider: 
�� Take someone who is grieving away from the ordinary or normal routine 
�� Invite a grieving person to a movie or dinner 
�� Buy cookies instead of baking them for the holidays 
�� Play “secret pal” and get a gift for someone in need of cheer 
�� Go on a mystery trip 
�� Attend a Pampered Chef, Tastefully Simple, or Home Decorating party or host 

one yourself.  
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�� Have a Make it or Bake gift giving theme for Christmas 
�� Play a board game or cards  
�� Create a contest 
�� Go on a scavenger hunt on a special day or holiday 
�� Make a picnic basket and picnic in an unusual place. 
�� Create a theme party, dress in costumes, 
�� Invite neighbors in for an evening Open House…most times we barely know our 

neighbors. 
�� Pick your loved one’s favorite holiday and have a special party in his/her’s honor 
 
 
    
When I think of the holidays, I naturally think of family gathering to celebrate and 
share together.  That changed for us, after the dea th of our son, Brian, in 
September 2005.  Suddenly, the holidays did not see m so bright or festive 
anymore.  On those days, whether it was Christmas, Easter, Fourth of July, or 
Thanksgiving, it was a struggle to even think about  celebrating without our son.  
One thing our son always loved for dessert was cher ry cheesecake.  He enjoyed it’ 
and we all knew it.  At first, the idea of ever hav ing cheesecake again was non-
existent.  A family member changed our way of think ing after making it for one 
holiday and then declaring that it was made especia lly to remember Brian.  In this 
one act of declaration, we realized just how much w e needed to keep those pieces 
of his life  in ours.  Family members did not try to ignore the  most obvious:  his 
absence.  Instead, they acknowledged it and found w ays to celebrate his impact 
upon our lives.   
 
The real diversion here was not in trying to direct  our attention away from the 
obvious pain we were suffering, but in acknowledgin g that pain.  Once we were 
able to discuss his absence, we were able to contin ue with some measure of 
comfort, albeit with tears.  For in addressing our grief, it was diminished for a brief 
time.  Someone had cared enough to realize how our hearts were feeling and gave 
us the gift of remembering past moments with him.  This type of diversion actually  
brought us closer to him on those special days. (Ja net Todd, Fremont, NE) 
 

��� �  
 

 
Holidays are always sad. My brother was murderer ye ars ago and we are reminded 
that he will never grace our Christmas holiday agai n. This year we struggled with 
a new reality. My husband was diagnosed with cancer . We decided to experience 
Christmas to the fullest. We gave no gifts. Instead , we gave our time, our 
company, our love our joy, our food and our fun. We  stayed in the “now.” As a 
result it was one of the best.  We became part of a  large circle of love. I’m so very 
grateful. (Diana Papilli-Idaho) 
 

��� �  
 

I dreaded the first holiday after my son, Kyle, die d ..and it was also near the 
anniversary of his death. As I was dealing with my overwhelming feelings, the 
doorbell rang. A neighbor who was a fireman and fir st responder was at the door. 
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(He also responded to a 911 call for Kyle when he w as sick.)  He was carrying a 
huge Thanksgiving turkey and he told me I had won i t in a raffle. I didn’t remember 
any raffle, but he handed me the “winnings”, just t he same. I was moved from 
feeling overwhelming grief to great joy that someon e could be so caring .  (Beth 
Rekowski-Wausau) 

 

��� �  
 

 
My  girlfriend called me and asked what I was doing  for the coming weekend.  I 
told her I could change my plans I had if needed.  She said pack a bag and I am 
taking you on a trip this weekend.  She made all th e arrangements and told me 
when she would pick me up.  We traveled to Green Ba y were she had arranged the 
whole week end for us.  She  arranged a great after noon and evening of fun things 
to do, After having a fun filled afternoon we went to church together and prayed, 
followed  by a real nice restaurant to eat dinner. After dinner we did some more 
fun things. When we returned to the hotel in the ev ening we talked  and cried till 4 
in the morning.  She listened to me and we talked a nd talked   Sunday, we  did a 
few more things together and she took me back home.  It was a wonderful 
weekend she had planned for just the two of us. I w ill never forget how that 
weekend gave me HOPE to go on.    (Rita Lepak, Rosh olt, WI)  
 

��� �  
 

I wished  I didn’t have to put up a tree when our daughter d ied. I wanted to skip 
Christmas this year. My older daughter came home fr om college with her friends 
and decorated the whole house. She brought with her  laughter and love, and I 
realized how important it was to continue some trad itions for the rest of the 
family. So even though I wished I didn’t have to ha ve a tree, I was glad when it was 
decorated and reminded me of good memories. 
 
 
 
Gift of HOPE #3 
THE GIFT OF HOPE IS…TO HONOR A GRIEF BURST—A HAPPY MEMORY OF 
THEY WAY IT USED TO BE. 
(What this means:  Grief bursts are sudden bursts of emotion, usually happy reminders. 
Share this memory with someone else as part of your loved one’s story.  
 
To appreciate how someone has helped you:  THINK:  How has someone shared a 
happy memory of my loved one with me?) 
 
 
Ideas to consider:  
�� Respect the beauty of a grief burst by 

allowing yourself to feel the rich 
emotion. 

�� Share the grief burst with family or 
friend. 
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�� Recognize that this grief burst is a reflection of your love for the person who died. 
�� Create a grief burst for a grieving friend. Send them a card, a picture, a memory 

about their loved one that was special to you. 
�� Honor the grieving person’s feelings without judging or interpreting their thoughts 
�� Write it down 
�� Laugh, if it is funny. 
�� Cry, if it is meaningful 
�� Pray, if it gives you joy. 

 
 
When grandma died, our grandson was 5 years old. Th e funeral home held a 
memorial service at the holiday. Our young grandson  begged to go along because 
of his close attachment to grandma. The funeral hom e gave families an ornament 
engraved with the deceased person’s name. I gave it  to our grandson after the 
first year, because it mean so much to him.  Twenty -five years have passed ,and 
he still hangs the ornament on our tree with a fain t glint of tears on his face. 
 

��� �  
 

I received a phone call from a woman who was in one  of our past support groups. 
She had a beautiful story to share. She had heard a bout “mysterious things” that 
happen, but never had an experience. In December, a fter a new fallen snow, she 
looked out her window and saw two hearts intwined d rawn in the snow. The 
points of the hearts were facing the house. There w ere no footprints around the 
hearts.  When I asked her what the significance of the hearts were, she said she 
didn’t know…then she remembered. There are two simi lar hearts on the cemetery 
headstone. This grief burst gave her great joy. (Na n Zastrow, Wausau, WI) 

��� �  
 

 
My sister-in-law sent me a picture of my son sittin g on a log eating chicken from a 
bucket on a lot they were clearing to build a new h ouse many years ago. My 
brother asked him to come there to help him. I don’ t remember ever seeing the 
picture before—and didn’t even recall the event. It  was a heart-warming memory 
someone could share about him that I was not a part  of.  (Nan Zastrow) 

��� �  
 
 

My son, Brandon, died 3 years ago.  Every year a st udent he went to school with 
(whom I have never met) always sends me a card on t he date Brandon was killed.  
This student writes that he is always thinking of B randon and will never forget 
him.  It brings great joy to my heart to know my so n will never be forgotten.  It's 
those little things that make such a big impact on us. (Patty Pippenger, Wausau, 
WI) 

��� �  
 
 

About 4-6 weeks after my son’s funeral, a cousin se nt a beautiful spring flower as 
a reminder that they were still thinking of us and our loss. When all the other 
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flowers had died, and just when you are thinking ev eryone has forgotten about the 
tragedy you went through, getting a spring bouquet was a wonderful feeling.  (Nan 
Zastrow) 

��� �  
 
 

One day in Walgreens (about a year after my father died) I was having a great day. 
I just finished what I needed to do when my eyes zo omed in on a greeting card 
that read, “Happy Birthday to the Best Father Ever. ” The tears just came and I was 
hoping no one would notice me. I put on my sunglass es and pretended to still be 
looking around. Other things have caused grief burs ts too:  a special song, spring 
with the yard work and flowers. These were things m y father loved to do. (Betty 
Diertz-Wausau) 

��� �  
 
After my mothers’ funeral, I was sobbing heavily. T hree of my friends walked over 
to the car, opened the door and just put their hand s on my shoulder. They never 
said a word. They were just present with me. It was  a healing, wonderful moment.  
(Mark Markell, St. Cloud, MN) 

��� �  
 
 

Shortly after my Mom died, my friend, Ed, and I wer e in a store looking at dolls. My 
Mom collected them and I was intrigued. I started t o cry. I told him, “If anyone 
asks why I am crying, you could say I was looking a t the price of the doll.”  I went 
outside while Ed made a purchase, and I started to cry again. A man walked by, 
whom I never saw before, and said, I’m sorry.” That  was so validating to me that a 
stranger would recognize my pain. (Mark Markell, St . Cloud, MN) 

��� �  
 
 

On Mother’s Day, the year after my son died, I rece ived an anonymous plant at my 
door in a lovely ceramic pot. On it was a card that  read:  “You will always be a 
MOM.” 

��� �  
 

 
Our Widowed Support group, which goes for 12 weeks,  brings pictures of 
their loved one and they tell us where they were in  the picture and also what 
wonderful memory they have of that time where the p icture was taken.  Each 
person does this one night of group. It ‘s amazing how each person reacts telling 
you about where and what they were doing.  They lau gh and talk about it.  It is a 
real healing experience for them and everyone gets to know them better also.  We 
have a wall of remembrance; and we ask them if they  would would bring a picture 
for the wall.  They love that.  ( Karen Mannin) 

��� �  
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On our son’s birthday, nine months after his death,  we were anxious as to how we 
were going to get through the day.  Someone suggest ed that we have a 
“celebration of his life” party.  Apprehensive as t o how this would be received, we 
soon heard from friends and family that they would support such an event as a 
way to remember him.   
 
We planned to meet at the cemetery, hold a brief ti me of reflection, and then 
release balloons into the air with messages “sent” to him.  Afterwards, all would 
come back to our house for Brian’s favorite dessert s:  cheesecake & sugar 
cookies.  
 
The day started off poorly, as our mood mirrored th e weather:  overcast and 
dreary.  It only got worse as the day progressed an d by evening, severe weather 
threatened cancellation.  We proceeded, but so did the rain and hail.  There was 
just a brief enough pause in the rain to release th e balloons & allow us all to dash 
to our cars for cover.  All who participated were a mazed at the timing.  
 
It was healing for us to have the kids at our house  again, all 100+ of them over the 
course of the evening.  We talked, remembered Brian , and shared past moments 
of joy with each other.  We cried, but the grief bu rst was aided that day by scores 
of people who came to our aid on such a difficult d ay.  (Janet Todd, Fremont, NE) 

��� �  
 

I went to the garage to find a hammer to hang up a picture. On the workbench I 
found my husband’s lucky coin that he always kept i n his pocket, lying next to his 
golf glove. It reminded me of all the times he “swo re” that his best scores were 
always received when he carried the coin with him. At first I cried, but then I 
smiled at the happiness this gave him. 

��� �  
 

A friend told me about a woman who created Memory B ears from the deceased’s 
clothing. I called and sent her my son’s clothing. She sewed the teddy bear body 
from the gray hooded sweatshirt material and a vest  out of denim blue jeans. On 
the vest, she sewed a Marlboro patch from my son’s hat. A perfect mix of favorite 
memories. 
 
 
 
 
Gift #4 
THE GIFT OF HOPE IS….TO TAKE CARE OF “ME” DAY. TREA T MYSELF TO 
SOMETHING THAT FEELS GOOD. 
(What this means: Treat yourself to something that makes you feel good—just because! 
Make this day about you.  
 
To appreciate how someone has helped you:  THINK:  How has someone suggested 
something that would make me feel good? Did I do what they suggested or did they 
share this with me?) 
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Ideas to consider:  
�� Eat chocolate 
�� Get a health-check 
�� Get an immunization you need 
�� Paint your toe nails 
�� Try on makeup 
�� Buy a new outfit 
�� Take a new car for a test drive 
�� Plan a dream vacation 
�� Read a good book by the fire. 
�� Listen to music…real loud! 
�� Play solitaire 
�� Indulge in a favorite meal at a restaurant 
�� Take a soothing bubble bath 
�� Go for a pleasant walk 
�� Take a nap 
�� Watch a black and white movie 
�� Light a candle 
�� Visit a spa 
�� Exercise until it hurts. 
�� Visit a fragrance chop 
�� Go to a community swimming pool 
�� Attend a motivational speaker presentation 
�� Buy a new bathrobe and a big fluffy towel 
�� Shop for new shoes 
�� Get a new scented candle 
�� Take a nature walk, pick wildflowers or autumn leaves 
�� Get a massage 
�� Make snow angels 
�� Go to a place that does karaoke or host a karaoke party 
 
 
Stories submitted: 
 
Our friends did a “taking care of me” for us on the  day of the funeral. They made 
sure there was water and snacks in the limo on the way to the cemetery. We 
needed the refreshment. That was very thoughtful.  (Steph Rieck, Wausau, Wi) 

��� �  
 
 

We never traveled much before Chad died—short trips  here and there. But we 
always wanted to go to New York and see the Statute  of Liberty and trace the 
roots our ancestors took before us. So, about a yea r after his death, we talked my 
sister and her husband into going with us…and we cr uised the sites of New York 
with sadness (wishing Chad could be with us), but a lso with great pride. Chad was 
a very patriotic person, a member of the National G uard—and a flag waver at 
heart. We knew this trip was something he would hav e wanted us to do. (Nan 
Zastrow, Wausau, WI) 
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��� �  
 
 

A stranger encouraged my husband and me to renew ou r relationship after the 
death of our child. We had lost sight of ourselves as a couple and put aside dinner 
at a nice restaurant, and spending time together be cause there wasn’t money left 
(after the hospital bills) for such luxuries. A few  weeks after our son’s death, a 
Visiting Nurse who had helped us with our son’s ill ness, appeared at our door. 
She told us a friend of hers had heard about our so n’s death and wanted to do 
something nice for us. The stranger purchased a gif t certificate for dinner at one 
of our favorite restaurants and included child care  for our other son, so we could 
go out for the evening. The friend wanted to remain  anonymous.  It was so great 
to put aside our grief for one evening. (Debbi Nort hrop-Wicks, Nebraska) 

��� �  
 

 
My friend took me to a spa, for lunch, and then to a movie. We spent the whole 
day together and never once talked about the sadnes s I was feeling. We tabled 
that for another day and time. 

��� �  
 

 
A friend phoned me and said, “What can I do for you  today? I’ll do anything you 
need help with.”  She was ready at the moment she c alled.  It wasn’t the usual 
greeting of saying “call me if you need help someti me.” (Kathy Fink-Bednorski, 
Wausau) 

��� �  
 

 
Some time after my husband’s death, I decided to pu t the house up for sale and 
expressed my thoughts to friends. On a long holiday  weekend, they all came from 
out of town and showed up at my house to help me pr epare it for sale. We painted 
several rooms, cleaned out the garage, and cleaned up the clutter. We laughed, 
played games late in the evening, and had a good ti me. It was the first time I really 
enjoyed myself since my husband died…and it served a good cause with help for 
a job I dreaded doing. (Lynne P., Wausau) 

��� �  
 

 
After the death of our son, my nieces decided that my sisters and I needed to have 
some relaxing time together.  For Christmas, they t alked our spouses into giving 
the three of us gift certificates to a spa where we  could go and spend some time 
taking care of ourselves.  I suspect they had ulter ior motives for such a present, 
but it was nice that they included me in the gift.  The day out with my sisters was 
both fun and relaxing, just the ticket I needed to rejuvenate a tired soul. (Janet M. 
Todd, Fremont  NE) 

��� �  
 



 12

 
After my husband died, I realized how helpless I wa s. Our house was terribly cold 
because my husband had set the thermostat on vacati on settings and I didn’t 
know how to reprogram it. I mentioned how cold we w ere at work. A friend called 
my pastor and told him about our situation. My past or called and asked me 
exactly what was wrong, then he called the right pe rson to come and fix the 
problem so we could be warm again. (Lynne P, Wausau ) 

��� �  
 

 
 

 
Gift #5 
THE GIFT OF HOPE IS…. TO RECALL A CHERISHED MEMORY THAT MAKES ME 
SMILE OR LAUGH 
(What this means:  When you talk about your loved one’s life, think about the funny and 
happy times. Tell the story.  
 
To appreciate how someone has helped you:  THINK:  How has someone reminded me 
of a great story about my loved one that made me smile or laugh at the beautiful 
memory?) 
 
 Ideas to consider : 
�� Speak about your loved one 
�� Tell their stories 
�� Look at a picture album or scrapbook 
�� Make a memory book , if you don’t have one 
�� Re-read cards from the funeral and cherish warm 

thoughts. 
�� Make an ornament with his/her picture on it 
�� Write a story …”everything I learned about life from 

…..” 
�� Hang a Christmas sock, fill it with messages  
�� Ask a grieving person about a time or place in a 

picture. 
�� Ask a grieving person to describe their loved one’s favorite things 
�� Accompany a grieving person to the cemetery to place a flower or hang a wreath. 
�� Look through memory books together. 
 
For our 40 th anniversary party, we invited friends. One couple was parents of a 
close friend of our son’s before his death. Their s on and ours deer hunted 
together which was a major event, at a hunting shac k not far from home. As a gift, 
they gave us a video of the young men at the huntin g shack entertaining 
themselves. For months it laid on our table, becaus e we were so fearful of the 
emotions it might cause. Finally, we decided to wat ch it. It was a beautiful memory 
of our son dancing, singing, cooking dinner over th e stove and having a 
wonderful time. Hearing his voice and seeing his ha ppiness was emotional, but oh 
so wonderful.  (Nan Zastrow, Wausau, WI)  

��� �  
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On my son’s birthday, after he died, we hosted a pa rty. We did professional 
fireworks, food, and a balloon release. Everyone co uld write a private message of 
anything they would want to say to our son and we s tuffed them inside helium 
balloons. At sunset, we released them. It was a won derful time of sharing and 
remembrance to honor our son. (Steph Rieck Wausau,W I) 

��� �  
 

 
We dedicated a garden in memory of my husband, Stev e. We had a bench made 
with a beautiful verse on it along with the dates a nd the words “best Dad and 
Husband.” In the garden, we planted flowers and bul bs. The children made two 
round stones with favorite quotes of their dad. And  we placed a Dallas cowboy’s 
stone there too, since it was Steve’s favorite team . Finally and angel figurine with 
chimes to remind us he is still among us as our ang el. (Emily, Nathan and Abby 
Galloway, South Carolina) 

��� �  
 

 
In  the summer of 1986 my son Curtis was 4 years ol d.  One afternoon as Curt and 
his sister Pam were walking across our backyard, a monarch butterfly landed on 
his hand.  It was completely unexpected, so I ran i nto the house to get my camera.  
When I returned, the butterfly was still resting on  Curt’s hand, and I was able to 
capture the moment.  That photo now sits in our liv ing room alongside a picture of 
Curt at age 24, and I can’t help but smile when I r ecall that special time.  Recently I 
was studying the photo, and I noticed that there wa s a picture of a rainbow across 
the front of my daughter’s shirt.  To me this was v ery significant because on the 
2nd anniversary of Curt’s passing, a vivid double rain bow appeared across the sky 
as my husband and I stood in the cemetery.  I belie ve the rainbow and butterfly 
are beautiful symbols that death is a transition, n ot a finality.  My heart tells me 
that it wasn’t a coincidence that I took that photo  so many years ago, but that it 
was a little gift of hope sent from above.  (Ruth M eyer, Antigo, WI)      

��� �  
 

 
We created a picture gallery with special year’s ac tivities of each of the children 
with their dad. That way they can remember the spec ial times they had and keep 
their dad’s legacy alive. (Emily, Nathan, and Abby Galloway, South Carolina) 

��� �  
 

 
Our son Brian loved drama and the stage.  Having su stained 4 knee surgeries, 
sports were out, but a love for the theatre gave hi m renewed purpose and 
direction.  We rejoiced when he found this new aven ue to develop and cultivate 
his creative outlets.  We became involved in this e ndeavor with him by 
participating in the booster club the parents set u p to assist with plays and 
musicals.  After his death, we suddenly found ourse lves outcasts from this club, 
not because people didn’t want us there, but becaus e the pain brought on by his 
death was so intense. 
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Having set up a scholarship in his name, we were as ked to present that 
scholarship at the annual Thespian Banquet held at the end of the school year, 
eight months after Brian’s death.  Knowing how diff icult it might be, we felt 
reassured knowing that we would be surrounded by st udents and parents alike 
who supported us. True to our beliefs, we were gree ted with lots of hugs and 
shared memories.  Being supported by such loving, c aring people helped us 
through the emotional ordeal. 
 
After we had presented the scholarship, the drama s tudents had a surprise of 
their own for us.  Not only had they shared preciou s memories and helped us 
through the pain of losing our son, they had also p ut together a collage of 
pictures and embellishments of Brian’s time on stag e.  They each signed the back 
of the framed treasure, signifying their commitment  to our continued healing.  We 
were grateful that they cared enough to put togethe r this permanent reminder of 
happier moments.  It is a treasure we have kept in our house and our hearts.  (Tim 
& Janet Todd, Fremont, Nebraska) 

��� �  
 

My boyfriend (later husband), Larry, and I met in h igh school. Larry went away to 
college and we saw each other on weekends for the n ext 5 years.  We spoke about 
marriage but knew we couldn't get married until Lar ry graduated (in the spring of 
1966). However, we had fun looking at engagement ri ngs. One weekend when 
Larry came home from school, he handed me a small s quare box.  I was so 
excited to see that box (oh my God - it had to be m y diamond engagement ring 
that we picked out together!). He didn't get down o n one knee - just handed me the 
box with a huge smile on his face.  Instead of a ri ng in the box, there were 3 
suppositories which he made in his pharmaceutical c lass. He was so excited 
about  his project. Every time I think of that stor y of the suppositories, I have to 
smile - sometimes I even giggle a little when I'm a ll by myself.  Thank God for 
good memories.  No one can take those away from me.   (Karen Larson, Wausau, 
WI) 

��� �  

 

In November 2009,  a neighbor several blocks down t he street gave me a gift of 
remembrance.  She often sees my husband, Jerry,  wa lking our schnauzer and 
she will come out and talk to Jerry and give Schatz ie a treat.  This morning she 
rang our doorbell and inquired about our new grandb aby.  In our conversation she 
mentioned she often remembers our son,  Bill (who d ied) coming to her home (he 
was her paperboy in his teens) and proudly showing her his new kitten named 
Rocky.  She made several statements on what a fine young man he was and how 
sad she was when she learned of his death.  I menti oned to her that Rocky 
became a very important part of our family and we c ared for him until he died 15 
years after Bill's death. Her stopping at our home this morning was a very 
unexpected, but wonderful gift.  (Sue Fox, Wausau, WI ) 
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��� �  
 

 
 
GIFT OF HOPE #6 
THE GIFT OF HOPE IS….  TO TAKE TIME-OUT TO ENJOY A HOBBY, SPORTING 
EVENT OR SOMETHING MY LOVED ONE LIKED TO DO. 
(What this means:  What hobbies or events did your loved one enjoy?  Try one of them 
yourself to understand why he/she liked it so much. 
 
To appreciate how someone has helped you:  THINK:  How has someone shared my 
loved one’s favorite times with me?) 
 
 
 Ideas to consider:  
�� Make a favorite meal or dish 
�� Cheer for his/her favorite team 
�� Dress in team apparel  
�� Try his/her favorite hobby like fishing, arts, 

woodworking, golf 
�� Discover what was important for 

him/her…and follow-up on the passion 
�� Go to a professional sporting event  
�� Decorate the yard or house for a season 

of choice that a loved one enjoyed 
�� Get 2-3 others together and support a 

charity event for a cause 
�� Recognize and enjoy cherished items a 

loved one left behind. 
�� Play music he/she loved 
�� Wear a piece of his/her clothing 
�� Frame a favorite item (hobby or sport)  
 
 
 
My son Kyle loved airplanes. After he was diagnosed  with leukemia, he started 
receiving two postcards a week with pictures of Air  Force planes on them.. Each 
would have a note telling about the sender’s experi ence with the plane. An Air 
Force cadet started sending Kyle cards and notes ab out how great it is to “fly. 
After Kyle’s death, the cards kept coming. Finally,  I knew I needed to inform the 
young cadet about Kyle.  I wrote him and told him h ow much it meant to Kyle. In a 
letter back, he said the whole battalion prayed for  Kyle’s healing and they cried 
when they heard of his death. He finished his lette r by saying that each time he 
flies towards Heaven he would remember Kyle, We tre asure those cards today. 
(Beth Rekowski, Wausau, WI) 

�  
 

 
Chad loved fishing. And though I’m not a fishing ty pe of gal, I found a way to 
honor one of his favorite past times. From his tack le box, I took his reels of fishing 
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line. I strung all the ornaments on our Christmas t ree with the fine fishing line the 
he would have used. (Nan Zastrow, Wausau, WI) 

�  
 

 
 
Our good friend Silver loved fireworks and her Rock  River, right across from her 
home, so on the anniversary of her birth, we shoot off a few firecrackers on the 
shore of the river each year.  (Nanci Turner, Dixon , IL) 

��� �  
 
I began a hobby of collecting angels after Chad’s d eath.  I always loved angels, 
but became more obsessed than ever with them. The y ear before he died, I 
changed my Christmas tree from traditional to one o f white lights, white 
ornaments, bells and angels. It glistened with all things white and gold. After Chad 
died, I started collecting  angels and friends and family fueled my obsession. I 
believe in angels. (Nan Zastrow, Wausau, Wi) 

�  
 
My mother died on my birthday (which is near Mother ’s Day) from pancreatic 
cancer. I remind myself that my mother brought me i nto the world on that day and 
I saw her pass on to a new world on the same day. I  could consider this day a sad 
day for mourning, but I’ve learned to reframe my th oughts and instead I rejoice on 
this day. I especially remember a tradition my mom did. She would take my sister 
and me on nature walks in the woods and along the c reeks, even down the street. 
We played a game with a penny on our walks. At each  corner, we flipped the 
penny; then, went right on heads and left on tails.  It was a great way to teach us 
about the neighborhood; and we learned to love natu re. (Dormalee Earl, Longview, 
WA ) 

��� �  
 
My son was patriotic to the core. He served in the Army National Guards. He flew a 
3 x 5 American flag in the box of his pick-up truck —and lived and breathed 
America. I made a patriotic quilt for his bed when he returned home from training. 
After his death, we took our first trip to the Stat ute of Liberty…where I proudly 
shed tears at the foot of Lady Liberty that he neve r got to see. (Nan Zastrow, 
Wausau, Wi)  

��� �  
 
 

Our son Brian collected energy drink bottles that w ere either cobalt blue or clear 
because he loved the color of one and the clarity o f the other.  He had designed 
lamps, tables, and room dividers using these bottle s.  Shelves in his room were 
made to display part of the growing 1000+ collectio n.  Many of his friends 
delivered them to our house by the case because the y knew he collected them.  
After his death, there was no question that our liv es were shattered.  Over the 
many months of mourning our loss, we struggled with  many things, one of which 
was what to do with his bottles.  They meant so muc h to him that to toss them out 
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was not an option.  We decided to break the bottles  and use the shards of glass to 
offer messages of hope to ourselves and others walk ing through the darkness of 
grief.  Like our broken lives, we shattered those b ottles and pieced together 
plaques that spelled out HOPE.  It was & is a meani ngful message to us because 
our son died by suicide.  Since he suffered an illn ess that did not allow him to see 
hope, it was important for us to relay that message  to others.  We find it healing as 
well, knowing that something beautiful came from so mething that belonged to 
Brian.  We call them our “Shattered Hope” plaques b ecause they remind us that 
shattered lives can still offer something beautiful .  (Tim & Janet Todd, Fremont, 
NE) 

��� �  
 
 
GIFT OF HOPE #7 
THE GIFT OF HOPE IS… TO GIVE AND RECEIVE LOVE AND S UPPORT IN 
UNEXPECTED WAYS  
(What this means:  Receive love through a hug, a card with a message, an unexpected 
invitation, or phone call. There are countless ways to show love and support.  
 
To appreciate how someone has helped you:  THINK:  How has someone showed me 
love and support that I didn’t expect, in my times of grief and sorrow? How did I thank 
them for their support?) 
 
 
 Ideas to Consider:  
�� Don’t wait to say, “I love you.” 
�� Express love by being involved in family’s life 
�� Send a meaningful greeting card 
�� Send a text message 
�� Spend time together—purposefully 
�� Be the first to initiate a get-together 
�� Be part of his/her extended family 
�� Write a love note 
�� Put pettiness, disappointment aside 
�� Make a whimsical “I love you” gift 
�� Give and receive hugs 
�� Give smiles 
�� Pay attention 
�� Remind family and friends that “love” is forever 
�� Re-invent family or friend times 
�� Spend quality time together 
�� Offer help, support, assistance 
�� Call someone who is hurting 
 
Stories others submitted: 

After the death of a friend who lost his fight to c ancer, I wanted to make sure his 
family felt comfortable visiting the gravesite. A f ew days before the anniversary of 
his death and his birthday, I visit the cemetery an d clear away the snow or any 
debris that collected around the stone so that when  his family comes, the 
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gravesite looks cleaned and cared for. To my knowle dge, they don’t know who 
does this which is just they way I want it. They wi ll know that someone still cares 
and remembers, too.  (Dennis  Turner, Dixon, IL) 

��� �  

A group of friends from our church and visited us r ight after our son’s death. She 
wanted to ask first-hand questions of what the bere aved want so she could share 
it with the others.  They put together care package s of paper products like 
Kleenex and toilet paper—rather than the tuna casse role. I thought it was great 
that they “asked” what we needed, rather than just assume.  (Steph Rieck, 
Wausau, WI) 
 
Neighbors who cared. We moved into a new house and there was bare soil all 
around, so we had sod laid. About the same time, ou r son, Kyle, was diagnosed 
with leukemia. The sod was the last thing I thought  about during those weeks and 
months taking care of Kyle; yet the lawn flourished . One day as I was sitting by 
my table, I saw my neighbor mowing the lawn outside  my window.  I had only met 
him and his wife a couple times and they were the m ysterious angels maintaining 
our lustrous lawn while I was spending time with my  dying child. They watered the 
lawN, did snowblowing for us, and kept other neighb ors informed of my son’s 
condition. These were incredible gestures of being good neighbors. (Beth 
Rekowski, Wausau, WI) 

��� �  
 

For over 12  years, my sister always sent a “thinki ng of you card” on the 
anniversary of Chad’s death with a special memory o r loving words written inside. 
For most, this ends in one or two years.  I was alw ays so grateful for her 
remembering, and finally one day I said. “I know yo u will never forget, so you 
don’t need to do a card anymore. But I love you for  remembering so long.” She 
still finds ways to remember Chad. (Nan Zastrow) 

��� �  
 
I was planning to plant some bushes, a few months a fter my son, Kyle, died, and 
knew nothing about the process. I attempted to dig a hole when I saw a neighbor 
with 5 children come across the road towards me.  T he mother said, “We don’t 
know of any other way we can help, so would it be o kay if we helped plant these 
bushes?” These neighbors were strangers before, but  not after. (Beth Rekowski, 
Wausau, Wi) 

��� �  
 

It’s been 10 years since my son suicided; and durin g those 10 years there is one 
constant that has remained. My church.  My church f amily continued to recognize 
the continued pain of loss. For a time, family does ; cherished family do; co-
workers do; and acquaintances come and go. Help fro m the medical field is 
limited in time of crisis, but the church has alway s been there for me. I kept active 
in church activities because it was a forgiving, sa fe place that kept me going when 
I might have been paralyzed by grief. When I am at church or involved in church 
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activities I feel very close to my son, Nathan. Thi s has worked for me on my grief 
journey. (John Alt, Edina, MN). 

��� �  
 
My friends were my support after my husband died of  pancreatic cancer after 42  
years of marriage. I was so alone. My friends invit ed me over, taught me a new 
card game, took me for lunch, visited, listened and  listened while I told stories 
about Larry. We laughed and we cried together. They  got me involved in 
volunteering for preschool, join a swim program and  generally just kept me busy 
and active. I went whenever they asked because I on ce read, “If you don’t go when 
someone invites you, they may think you are not rea dy and not invite you again.” I 
thank God for my wonderful friends.  (Karen Larson,  Wausau) 

��� �  
 
My sister and her husband “grew” through grief righ t along with us. Though our 
parents had died, none of us experienced the death of a young person that was so 
close. When my son died, we were all devastated. Ga ry and I started our non-profit 
grief ministry organization and my sister has been on my Board of Directors from 
Day One, always there for the meetings, always ther e to help for all these years. 
We’ve watched her grow along with us in understandi ng the impact of death and 
grief on someone’s life—and often comment how “wise ” she has become.  (Nan 
Zastrow, Wausau, Wi) 

��� �  
 
 
Four years ago my daughter died in a tragic automob ile accident. Mother’s Day is 
one of my hardest days during the year. However, th is year was different. A few 
weeks before, I met a man and we became good friend s. I felt very sad on 
Mother’s Day and was taking a walk in the park. I g ot a text message from my 
friend to ask how I was doing. I replied, “ok, but I miss her so much.” Then he sent 
a message and asked if there was anything he could do for me. I said, “I just wish 
I could have a sign that she is near.”  Suddenly a black truck pulled up and the 
man driving it handed me a dozen pink roses careful ly wrapped in lime green 
tissue paper and tied with pink/green ribbons. I as ked, “What are these for?” and 
he said, “Just because you deserve it and you are a  wonderful mom!”  I knew right 
away that this was a sign. These were her favorite colors and I had never told my 
friend that. Later I talked to him, and he said he never did anything like that before, 
but something just told him to do it. It was a very  special day. (Tammy Gottschalk, 
Wausau, WI)   

��� �  
 
Around the 1-year anniversary of my husband's death  two people sent cards 
simply to let us know they were thinking of the kid s and me.  It was so 
comforting to know people remembered and they under stood we were still 
grieving!  Now I do the same for newly widowed peop le that have come into my 
life. (Kathy Fink-Bednorski, Wausau, WI) 

��� �  
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On the 7th anniversary of my husband's death I was at work and in the 
morning received two separate text messages on my c ell phone.  Two friends 
each sent a short text simply to say they were thin king of me and my 
children and praying for us.  What a blessing to kn ow people cared and were 
supporting us!  Those two brief messages lifted my spirits and 
provided encouragement to get through the day!  

��� �  
  
On the anniversary of my husband's death I got home  from work and checked my 
email.  I had a message from a friend who simply wr ote "I can't pretend to 
understand how you are feeling, but I am thinking o f you and the kids and keeping 
you all in prayer!"  Just an honest and short note that acknowledged our sadness 
and let me know she cared.  She typed for just a mi nute, but it encouraged me 
forever! (Kathy Fink-Bednorski, Wausau, WI) 

��� �  
 
 
An empty bottle or bottle cap would normally not be  cause for celebration, but the 
significance of these items to us makes it anything  but normal.  Our son loved the 
rich blue color of a special energy drink bottle an d the clear design of another so 
he collected them.  Knowing this, his friends broug ht them to our house, 
sometimes by the case.  Brian would spend hours rem oving the labels and filling 
the dishwasher to get them clean before he displaye d them. It has been four years 
now since Brian’s death, but it warms our hearts to  see a bottle or bottle cap 
mysteriously appear at his grave site or on our fro nt porch.  It signifies to us that 
over time Brian’s friends remember him and the bett er moments of his life with 
them.  And, they are willing to remind us of those times as well.  Many of the 
bottles left are empty, but to us they are filled w ith love and memories that will last 
a lifetime.  (Janet Todd, Fremont, NE) 

��� �  
 

We were advised not to isolate ourselves after the death of our son, but that is 
precisely what we wanted to do.  It was too difficu lt to do otherwise.  Seeing 
people and trying to carry on a conversation were b eyond what we thought we 
were capable of doing in those early weeks.  Family  members were good about 
calling and checking on us.  They knew the impact B rian’s death had on us and 
they chose to walk us through the process.  About t he second week, I came to 
realize that a different family member was calling each night.  Finally, one of my 
sisters admitted the truth: they had all decided no t to overwhelm us each day, but 
instead, took turns calling to see how we were doin g.   Many tears were shed over 
those phone lines, as we tried to come to grips wit h what had happened.  We are 
blessed to be surrounded by family members who cont inue to allow us to grieve 
in healthy ways and take measures to help us when w e can’t help ourselves. 
(Janet Todd, Fremont, NE) 

��� �  
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In 2006 our son, Curtis, was struck by lightning ou tside his home.  At the time of 
his death, he was a guitarist in a rock band called  Below Logic.  The four 
remaining band members were devastated; they were a ll with Curt when he died.  
We met with the guys at Curt’s apartment and let th em choose whatever clothing, 
CD’s, etc. they wanted.  We mentioned that we were planning on doing a music 
scholarship in Curt’s memory.  A month or so later,  these young men asked our 
permission to hold a benefit concert to raise money  for the scholarship fund.  We 
were completely taken by surprise by their offer an d a little overwhelmed by their 
thoughtfulness.  The benefit took place the day aft er Thanksgiving in 2006 and 
was very successful.  The event was truly bitterswe et for us; Bill and Justin 
performed a beautiful, haunting song they had writt en for Curt titled, “The Storm”.  
The band was planning another benefit concert in 20 07, when Bill died suddenly 
of a heart attack at age 26.  To this day we remain  close to Curt’s friends; when 
they give us a hug, it’s as though we’re hugging a part of our son. Knowing that 
our son’s memory lives on in those who knew him is a precious gift.      (Ruth 
Meyer, Antigo, WI)  

��� �  
 
 

As a member of a church circle group of eight women  who meet once a month, 
each and every one of them has been supportive, car ing, and understanding 
through the years.  Several of them do remember our  son, Bill's,  birthday and 
date of death by phoning or sending us a note.  As the years have passed this 
gesture of remembrance means so much to us.  We are  very grateful for their not 
giving up on us and "being there."  (Sue Fox, Wausa u, WI) 

��� �  
 
 
 
GIFT OF HOPE #8 
THE GIFT OF HOPE IS ….TO HEAL MY PAIN THROUGH LAUGH TER, MUSIC OR 
SPIRITUALITY. 
(What this means:  Each of these brings happiness to the soul and even in times of grief 
are necessary to bridge the gap between pain and healing. 
 
To appreciate how someone has helped you:  THINK:  How has someone shared a 
good laugh, a beautiful song, or a gift of his/her inner spirit with me when I was sad?) 
 
Ideas to Consider:  
�� Watch a funny movie 
�� Have a great belly laugh 
�� Send a “joke” that made you laugh 
�� Listen to soothing music, without the words 
�� Create a music moment. Darken a room, put on a CD, light a candle, and drift 

into harmony and peace 
�� Evaluate your relationship between God and 

yourself 
�� Pray…ask for strength. Give thanks for blessings 
�� Look inside to find your true spiritual self 
�� Read a good book about life after death 
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�� Laugh, Dance, Sing as though no one is watching. 
�� Teach someone to dance 
�� Create your own blooper night 
�� Have a traveling “white elephant” gift that keeps showing up in unexpected 

places. Create a mystery of who has it and when will I get it back 
 

The first good laughter after the death of a loved one isn’t to be forgotten. Months 
after he died, my sister asked us to come north to their cottage one beautiful fall 
day. They were going to rake the pine needles, and we planned to help. I can’t 
even remember what happened or why, but we laughed a hearty wonderful, teary 
kind of laugh. …the first since Chad’s death. At fi rst, we felt so guilty…because 
we were still grieving, but, it also felt so good. It’s okay to laugh again.  (Nan 
Zastrow, Wausau, WI) 

��� �  
 

A neighbor held a party and invited me to attend. W e played karaoke and sang to 
the songs of the 60’s and 70’s. It was a couple hou rs of fun with laughter and 
music. I didn’t think I would enjoy it, but it was such a relief.  

��� �  
 

It was hard for me to listen to music because so ma ny songs would make me cry. 
A friend who was a songwriter and beautiful tenor w rote and recorded a song he 
wrote in honor of our son who died. And later he ma de a CD of all my favorite 
teary-eyed songs  that he recorded in his voice on a CD. Memorable, healing and 
spiritual….all in one.  (Nan Zastrow, Wausau, Wi) 

��� �  
 
Our teenage sons were active in an ecumenical Chris tian group that met together 
during the summers on Friday evenings for music, bi ble study, and fellowship.  
After six weeks of practice, they would take their musical/drama presentation on 
the road to witness to others their faith and messa ge.  It was always a highlight of 
the summer to see and hear what they presented.  Th eir closing song was always 
the same:  a message of faith and caring for one an other. 
 
This was also the group that sang at the funeral fo r our youngest son. To see a 
group of 80+ students with their arms around each o ther singing that familiar 
song was a blessing beyond measure. It was a song t hat sustained us in the 
months that followed Brian’s death because of its m essage & its delivery.  Just 
hearing the words made us cry, but as time went on,  the words turned to healing 
for we knew we did not carry the burden alone. 
 
To this day, we still support the mission of this m usical group each summer.  
Although it is hard when we remember those last pic tures of our son with this 
group, we draw comfort from the messages delivered.   They offer us comfort and 
peace knowing our son  was part of such a group that helped in our own hea ling at 
a time when we needed it most.  (Tim & Janet Todd, Fremont, NE.) 

��� �  
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GIFT OF HOPE #9 
THE GIFT OF HOPE IS….TO FIND NEW FRIENDS, A NEW SUPPORT GROUP, OR 
SOCIAL ACTIVITY TO EXPAND MY CIRCLE OF LIFE 
(What this means:  The healing journey requires support and reaching out to others as 
you seek new meaning and purpose in life.  
 
To appreciate how someone has helped you:  THINK:  Who has come into my life, if only 
for a short time, to help me accept my loss and find hope in what life has to offer for me 
again?) 
 
 
 
Ideas to Consider:  
�� Define what friendship means to you…and stick to it. 
�� Be with those who make you feel good and understand your pain 
�� Dismiss relationships that hurt 
�� Go to meetings where others go who have lost 

someone loved. 
�� Host a neighborhood party and invite a bereaved 

friend to come 
�� Host a mini reunion of family, friends, classmates, 

relatives 
�� Introduce him/her to new friends 
�� Find friendships among others who have been 

challenged by life. 
�� Attend pubic events 
�� Go to church social activities and spiritual services 
�� Create a special email list for “friends” and send 

inspirational emails.  
 
Stories others submitted: 
 
Long before the death on my son, I hated going to f unerals and felt very 
uncomfortable around funeral directors. Today, I’ve  found that funeral directors 
are just like us with their own lives and thoughts about the tragedies we face. One 
funeral director talked to Gary and I in some lengt h about the death of his own 
son.  We always see the local funeral directors att ending our seminars and realize 
that they want to learn how to be helpful and carin g to bereaved families first and 
foremost, in their jobs.  (Nan Zastrow, Wausau, WI)  

��� �  
 

My husband and I spent our married years at “hobby shows’. We would make 
wood craft items to sell and travel around the stat e selling them. When he died, I 
wanted to continue the tradition, but had little de sire to do so. I met a group of 
women who also had lost spouses and we began doing other things 
together….movies, dinner, casino, cards etc…and I f ound a whole new world of 
friends to cheer me on. (Kathy-Wausau ) 

��� �  
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Legend of the Dragonfly 

After the death of our 14  year old daughter (the r esult of a drunk driver), our 
daughter’s friends showed outstanding support,  The y created a website for 
people to post comments and stories. Her skating te am took a memory board to 
every competition and got the Skating magazine that  is distributed around the 
state to do a story about her. Although we knew our  daughter was a special girl, 
we really underestimated how much her death affecte d her classmates.  (Jodene 
Meinel, Wausau). 

��� �  
 
 
 
GIFT OF HOPE #10 
THE GIFT OF HOPE IS ….TO LEARN MORE ABOUT GRIEF THR OUGH BOOKS, 
PEOPLE, CLASSES, OR GROUPS. 
(What this means:  The key to understanding grief is learning what to expect and why 
you feel the way you do. Choose to learn. 
 
 To appreciate how someone has helped you:  THINK: How has someone encouraged 
me to learn more about my grief?)  
 
Ideas to Consider:  
�� Go to support groups 
�� Read everything about grief that interests you. 
�� Talk to others who have experienced loss 
�� Involve yourself in helping others who are new to 

grief and treasure how far you’ve come along the 
journey. 

�� Go to a seminar or workshop 
�� Attend a holiday program for the bereaved. 
�� Talk to your clergy 
�� Talk to a funeral director or aftercare person 
�� Share websites as resources for bereaved 

friends 
�� Give a bereaved persona shoulder to cry on 
�� Copy an article from a magazine or from the 

Intranet that might meet a bereaved person’s needs 
�� Create a personal website that educates about grief 
 
 
Stories others submitted:  
 
After loss, relationships change. Friends often cha nge too. A local funeral director 
encouraged us to seek comfort by attending grief se minars and education groups 
to understand more about what we were going through . Today, our friends span 
the United States and Canada—most people we’ve met while learning more about 
helping ourselves. Some are intimate relationships that have crossed the 
boundaries of grief and entered the boundaries of “ sisterhood”. Friends forever, 
through everything.   (Nan Zastrow, Wausau, WI) 

��� �  
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Shortly after Chad’s death, we were talking to a fu neral director about our 
experiences and our mission to help honor his life.  He asked us if we knew what a 
thanatologist was.  We didn’t. He asked us if we ev er heard of Dr. Alan Wolfelt. We 
didn’t. He told us…he’s going to be in Appleton. Yo u go see him and them come 
back and talk to me. We did. We were so impressed a nd grateful that we enrolled 
in Dr. Wolfelt’s Center for Loss and became graduat es of his course in death and 
grief studies which helps us do what we do today. I t also began a continuing 
mission to learn all that we could learn. We attend ed seminars and workshops 
wherever we could find them. (Nan) 

��� �  
 
 
My friend invited me along with her (we both lost h usbands) to a support group. I 
tried going to one a few months after my husband di ed, but I just wasn’t ready and 
didn’t go back. I wasn’t sure about trying it again , but with my friend’s 
encouragement, I did. It was such a relief to learn  about all the things I was 
experiencing and come to peace with my thoughts and  my obsessive search for 
meaning. I would suggest to anyone to find help wit h others in a group facing 
similar experiences. (Lynne P., Wausau) 

��� �  
 

When my mom died, I knew I was going to need some g uidance on the whole grief 
journey.  I reached out and ended up finding the mo st amazing therapist an 
individual could ask for.  She not only helped me t hrough my mom's death, but all 
the things that happened afterwards with my dad and  family, which were 
traumatic.  I can honestly say that I wouldn't be w ho I am today if I didn't take the 
step of taking care of myself and meeting such a he lpful, honest, and 
compassionate woman who walk with me for 3 years af ter my mom's death. 
(Lindsey Nolecheck) 

��� �  
 
Everyone deals with grief differently.  When we los t our 13-year-old son, I needed 
to tell my story and talk about my grief to anyone that would listen.  My husband 
is a private person and felt more comfortable not t alking about our son's death to 
others.  I attended monthly meetings of the Compass ionate Friends, seminars 
presented by Wings, on-line forums for those who ha ve lost a child, talking 
directly with other parents who have lost a child, and reading as many books as I 
could on life after death.  I needed to know that w hat I was going through, and still 
am going through, is "normal."  It helped me tremen dously to know that I was not 
alone in my feelings and that with the support of o thers, we can go on to live a 
happy life as our children would have wanted us to.   (Patty Pippenger, Wausau, 
WI) 

��� �  
 
 
After our son died by suicide, our grief was so int ense that it was almost 
unbearable to go a full week without seeking outsid e assistance to deal with the 
pain.  Fortunately for us, we had a tremendous supp ort system that presented 
multiple avenues for us to release our emotions.  F irst, a local church presented 
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an evening of information relating to depression an d anxiety which helped us and 
others who grieved Brian’s death.  Next, we were di rected to a class offered by our 
local hospital chaplain regarding grief & what we s hould expect to happen during 
the grief process.  It was very factual & explained  many of the physical things we 
felt happening.  Third, some very good friends who companioned us on our 
journey led us to a counselor who knew of our son’s  death & helped us walk 
through the terrible process of what had happened.  Next, we were called by a 
local grief counselor who wanted to start a class f or those walking the grief 
journey.  Unsure if we could handle reading a book,  we were encouraged to just 
come.  What a blessing it turned out to be.  Just a s that class ended, we were 
informed of a support group that offered monthly me etings to parents who had 
lost children to suicide.  Again we were surrounded  by people who understood 
the many facets of our grief.  We  were also introduced to TCF which held monthly 
meetings to support those who had lost children.  B y that time, I was able to 
concentrate enough to read & became absorbed readin g books from the library 
they offered. 
 
All in all, we found support through many different  avenues offered by so many 
who wanted to help, but just didn’t know how.  Thei r suggestions were all helpful 
because each session we attended, each class we too k, and each book we read, 
led us closer to the light of hope.  And when trave ling through grief, we found the 
journey to be darker than we ever imagined.   (Tim & Janet Todd, Fremont, NE) 

��� �  
 
 
 
GIFT OF HOPE #11 
THE GIFT OF HOPE IS ….TO COUNT MY BLESSINGS AND FOC US ON WHAT I 
STILL HAVE, NOT WHAT I HAVE LOST. 
(What this means:  Sometimes we focus more on what we are missing than the 
blessings we have. Choose to focus on the blessings.  
 
To appreciate how someone has helped you:  THINK:  How has someone blessed me 
with his/her presence in my life during this time of grief?) 
 
Ideas to Consider:  
�� Repeat a mantra, quote or phrase every day when you get out of bed. 
�� Replace negative thoughts with positive memories 
�� Remove woulda, shoulda, coulda language from your vocabulary. 
�� Each day, journal something you are thankful for 
�� Count your blessings instead of sheep 
�� Make a list of blessing I still have 
�� Share the blessings of grandchildren, or 

children 
�� Hug your pet when you are lonely 
�� Each day, respect the newness of the day…and 

begin again. 
�� Focus on the small miracles  
�� HONOR yesterday. DREAM of tomorrow,  but 

LIVE today 
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�� Find blessings in God’s gifts in nature. 
�� Live, Laugh, Love, and Pray together 
��  
 
Stories others submitted:  

 
It’s taken years, but we are finally learning to fo cus on what we have rather than 
what we have lost. The “loss of dreams” that accomp anies the death of someone 
loved can not be minimized, but it can also become self defeating. WE learned to 
focus on the little miracles, the special once in a  day miracle that makes for a 
happy moment. It can be as simple as the hummingbir d at the feeder, a pleasant 
phone call, the smile of a friend, a flower in bloo m etc. (Nan Zastrow, Wausau, Wi) 

��� �  
 

After losing my only two children, I thought the wo rld would end for me. I found 
beauty and hope in the precious lives of my grandch ildren they left behind. 
(Becky) 

��� �  
 

After my son Curt died I felt a huge void in my lif e and began looking for some 
way to lift my spirits.  It was around the holidays  and many organizations were 
having food drives to help out the local food pantr ies.  The thought of someone’s 
child going hungry touched me deeply, and the idea of helping at a food pantry 
appealed to me.  I inquired at my church and offere d to keep the pantry stocked.  
When the supplies become low and donations can’t ke ep up, my husband and I 
shop at a discount food store in a neighboring town  to replenish the shelves. 
We’ve been doing this for over a year now, and I’m always left with a good feeling.  
I know the need is great, not just during the holid ays but also all year long.  When 
I’m thanked for helping out, I smile because they a re the ones doing me a favor.  
(Ruth Meyer, Antigo, WI) 

��� �  
 

My blessings have been many since I lost my husband  in 2005.  I attended a 
Widows Group and it really saved me as we all got t o talk and tell our story.  One 
of the things we did talk about was our blessings.  At that time it was hard for me 
to find any as I had just lost him.  Now I facilita te that group and I have been so 
blessed.  They give to me as much as I give to them .  We talk about grief and the 
stages and have many subjects we talk about but it really helps all of us to do 
that.  It is such a blessing and I would not have h ad this blessing if my husband 
was still living.  I now have a different life with  many blessings but this is the one 
that is the joy of my life.  We do this in 12- week  sessions so I meet so many 
widowed people and many have bonds that go on forev er after our group.  It truly 
is a blessing to help others and to have them help you too.  (Karen Mannin 
Wenatchee, Washington) 

��� �  
 
  
Last Saturday night, Halloween Night (2009), I had 2 of my grandchildren over 
night.   I had both of them set in bed for the evening.   Our 5 year - old 
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granddaughter, had to sleep with Grandma.  And she wanted to sleep on 
Grandma's side, so Grandma could sleep on Grandpa's  side to warm it up for 
him.  Grandpa (Bob) went to Heaven Mar 27, 2009.  O ur granddaughter was close 
to falling asleep.  I laid next to her, crying and talking to God and Bob, thinking 
how I missed  Bob and would love to feel him touch me in bed.  Almost 
immediately, our granddaughter who was almost aslee p took her hand and ran it 
up my arm, then put her hand against my cheek.  She  has never done this before.  
So I know this was God & Bob granting my wish throu gh our granddaughter.  
Thanks God & Bob (Diane Dombeck, Wausau, Wi) 

��� �  
 

 
My husband’s younger brother and his wife were expe cting their first child four 
months after the death of our son.  Prior to this b irth, our son was the youngest of 
four grandchildren.  Being 18, Brian was eager to k now that he would not be 
known as the youngest grandchild for much longer.  Sadly, he never got to meet 
his newest cousin. Our grief was so intense in thos e early months, and all we 
could focus on was that this baby could NOT be born  on the 18 th, the date of our 
son’s death.  It was not a date we remembered as be ing happy, nor did we think it 
would be in the future either.  In fact, if we coul d have had it our way, we would 
have erased the date from the calendar altogether.  We mistakenly thought that if 
the 18 th never rolled around again, we would not have to re live that awful day. 

 
Well, the newest arrival was indeed born on the 18 th, four months later.  At first we 
were mortified, but by that time we were beginning to emerge from the early 
intense fog of grief and we realized how unrealisti c our thoughts had been.  
Removing the 18 th from the calendar would do nothing to remove him f rom our 
hearts.  We would always remember that awful day, b ut we also were blessed to 
remember the many wonderful moments we had with him  as well. The beautiful 
part of the birth for us was when my husband’s brother reached out to us and sai d 
that this baby would someday come to know her cousi n Brian.  It was important to 
us to know that even though Brian had not met the n ewest member of the family, 
she would someday know who he was and what he was a bout.  It was a blessing 
just to hear the words spoken about a son we loved.   It was a gift we had not 
counted on being given.  (Janet Todd, Fremont, NE) 

��� �  
 

 
Three years after the death of our son, Brian, our oldest son and his wife 
announced that they were expecting their first chil d, our first grandchild.  
Knowing that their due date was around the same tim e of year as our son’s death, 
we were cautious, yet excited.  We wanted to be hap py, but remained fearful of 
how our emotions would handle such a monumental occ asion, especially since it 
fell so close to the death date we would rather hav e forgotten. 
 
 Well, the baby came early and we welcomed a new gr andson into the world 
several weeks before the due date.  The marvel of b irth itself should have been 
enough to make us happy, but our son said something  that made us stop and 
count our blessings even more.  Had the baby been a  girl, they considered naming 



 29

her HOPE.  Since our son died by suicide this was t he one word we held onto with 
passion.  It was our feeling that Brian’s illness d id not allow him to see hope, but 
perhaps it was now our mission to share hope with o thers.  The idea that they had 
even considered the name brought us comfort.  It wa s a blessing to have a son 
and daughter-in-law who were sensitive to what was close to our hearts. (Janet 
Todd, Fremont, NE) 

��� �  
 

 
 

 
GIFT OF HOPE #12 
MY GIFT OF HOPE IS…TO GIVE THE GIFT OF HOPE TO SOMEONE ELSE IN NEED 
(What this means:  .  Helping others reminds us of the good we can give and minimizes 
our own losses and misfortunes. Choose to help others.  
 
To appreciate how someone has helped you:  THINK:  What have I overlooked? How 
has someone given of themselves to me?) 
 
Ideas to Consider : 
�� Serve at a charity meal for those less fortunate 
�� Pick a gift tag from a community tree—and give a gift 
�� Donate food items to a food pantry 
�� Participate in a fund raiser 
�� Support a cause i.e. breast cancer, organ transplant, SIDS, Alzheimers, March 

of Dimes,  
�� Wear a pin that supports a cause you are 

passionate about 
�� Buy someone you don’t know a cup of coffee, 

a sandwich… 
�� Buy someone you do know a cup of coffee, a 

sandwich 
�� Ring a bell for the Salvation Army 
�� Attend a charity ball 
�� Become a Santa’s helper 
�� Fix a toy for “toys for tots” 
�� Work together for Habitat for Humanity 
�� Give a donation In Memory of to you’re a 

favorite charity 
�� Go on a mission trip 
�� Give clothing items to a mission/relief agency 
�� Serve on a youth ministry project 
�� Do a good deed for someone else 
�� Volunteer  
 
Some stories we received: 
 
After the death of my murdered son, I’ve found that  healing my grief comes 
through helping others who have suffered the loss o f a child and may be seeking 
support and/or answers to their own personal traged y. My son, John Baglier (age 
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22) was taken at gunpoint from a local mall where h e went to buy a gift for his 
girlfriend. He was forced to change clothes with th e assailant and then shot 3 
times in the chest.  It was months before my son wa s found; and I was able to 
bury him. I became a concerned parent following his  death and an advocate for 
families who lose a child and must attend lengthy c ourt proceedings. As a 
Bereavement Specialist, I also counsel men who face  sudden loss while 
incarcerated. Being a victim advocate  has helped m e help others grieve well and 
go on to lead meaningful and productive lives. (Jud ith Baglier, Pennsylvania)  

��� �  
 

After my mother’s suicide I found that there is a g ift in every tragedy.  I received 
the gifts of courage, strength, and a sense of humo r about things that are 
completely out of my control.  Here are a few thing s I learned. I send cards, make 
a call or contact someone facing tragedy. I no long er believe that they need 
“space” before making a contact. When I have a “sca re” in my life, I think of 
Elisabeth Kubler Ross’s 5 Stages of Grief, and know  I can work through this. I take 
life’s setbacks in stride and believe that I can ge t through them. I treat people 
better. I don’t take things personally. I think of my mother and the gifts her life and 
death gave to me.   (Ginny Sparrow, Atlanta, GA.) 

��� �  
 
 

It is incredible what we can do with our lives afte r tragedy. My son, Darren 
Russell, was an English teacher in China. He was mu rdered there on April 14, 
2005. Since then I have worked feverishly to get ju stice. I’ve sent out over 2,500 
packets to the media, Congress, friends and support ers. As a result of my efforts 
there will be a General Accountability Office (GAO)  investigation into the State 
Department as well as 260 U. S. Embassies and U. S.  Consulates in the world. My 
son asked for the U.S. Consulate to get him to safe ty, but no one drove the 20 
minutes to save him. Three hours after his last ple a for help, he was murdered. To 
honor his life, these are a few things I’ve done. A  memory book, sponsored troop 
battalions in Iraq, Kuwait, and Afghanistan sending  over 4000 CARE boxes 
including vital things. I’ve been a speaker at conf erences against violence. I help 
other homicide victims with free resources and grie f support. I paid tuition for 4 
peasant students in China to attend high school—in honor of my son who loved 
his students very much.  This has given me renewed strength to be there for my 
husband, son, and two grandsons.  (Maxine B. Russel l, California) 

��� �  
 
 

Our 14 year old daughter died as a result of a drun k driver. Her fellow classmates 
began a petition called Lacey’s Law which called fo r tougher drunk driving laws in 
the state with the intention of submitting it to th e governor. They obtained over 
3,800 signatures (still counting) and a meeting wit h governor Doyle and Senator 
Decker (Wisconsin). The students were able to go to  the hearing and speak. The 
determination of her friends and their commitment w as amazing. (Jodene Meinel, 
Wausau, WI) 

��� �  
 



 31

One of the most healing things I did for myself was  the day I wrote a letter to a 
stranger.  Fifteen months had passed since my 24-ye ar old son, Curtis, had been 
killed by a lightning strike, when I read the obitu ary of another young man who 
died suddenly.  I also noticed that his fresh grave site was very close to my son’s.  
It was November and I knew how terribly painful the  holidays would be for this 
grieving family.  I was hesitant but felt compelled  to write them a letter letting 
them know that another family understood what they were going through.  I 
worried that they’d find my letter upsetting or int rusive.  However, within a week I 
received a call from Debbie.  She was feeling despe rate and in great need of a 
friend.  We began talking regularly and our friends hip grew.  As time went on, I 
was able to look back and see how far I had come in  my grief journey.  In the fall 
of 2008, a group of parents including my husband, m yself, and Debbie formed a 
local chapter of The Compassionate Friends to help other grieving parents.  And 
now, as I watch my friend reach out to others at ou r meetings with a caring and 
understanding heart, I know that she, too, is heali ng. (Ruth Meyer, Antigo, WI) 

��� �  
 

To this day I still don't know who to thank.  In Ma y 1986 (four months after Bill's 
death) we received a letter from the National Offic e of The Compassionate Friends 
giving the name and address of the closest chapter of TCF (an unknown someone 
had told TCF of our loss).  The nearest chapter was  in Tomahawk and the chapter 
leader was Dixie Zastrow.   I called her immediatel y and knew that she was truly a 
compassionate friend.  Each month I drove to Tomaha wk to the meetings and was 
able to tell my "story" to others who truly underst ood what I was living and also to 
listen to their "stories."  Seventeen months after Bill's death a chapter of TCF was 
established here in Wausau and continues to this da y.  Thank you, Dixie, for your 
gift of understanding and caring. (Sue Fox, Wausau,  Wi) 

��� �  
 
 
My husband died tragically while a spectator at the  Indy 500 race.  He was only 41 
years old and his death was totally unexpected.  A tire flew off of a race car and hit 
my husband in the head, as we sat in the grandstand .   The incident happened so 
very quickly and emotions just whirled.  He was pro nounced dead within the hour 
and at that time it was difficult to even think, le t only remember that he had 
wanted to be an organ donor. Actually, we  had disc ussed this quite recently.  
Having my husband be an organ donor was one of the few things that kept me 
sane during the next month.  I was so proud that he  had made this choice and in 
the depths of a tragedy, he had made many people's lives extremely better.  There 
is a saying "Don't Take Your Organs and Tissues to Heaven, Heaven Knows They 
Are Needed Here".  Because my husband was an organ donor, I knew that he had 
truly given people the "gift of life".   (Karen Ben tz, Venice, Florida) 

��� �  
The usual things that come to mind when I think of how someone presented an 
opportunity for us to give something back centers a round scholarships given in 
our son Brian’s name to students in the drama and t heatre department.  We have 
established that link, but on a more personal note,  we also like to give something 
to each recipient that links them to our son.  His bottle collection provides the 
perfect opportunity.We like to use his collection t o remind students of whose 
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memory they are receiving the memorial money from.  The first year, we gave 
flowers and used the bottles as vases.  The next, w e used broken pieces of the 
glass to create stars, a significant symbol in thea tre and stage performances.  
Another year we filled star shaped dishes with the crushed glass to remind them 
of hope.  Those who received these tokens not only received the scholarship, but 
a little piece of his life as well.  They are token s that mean a lot to us, but also give 
something extra to those in the drama and theatre a rea that our son loved so 
dearly.  (Janet Todd, Fremont, NE) 

��� �  
 

After the death of our son, we began the arduous ta sk of determining where to 
send the memorial money that people offered in his memory.  We had several 
places in mind, but one in particular was top of th e list:  a new sound system for 
the drama and music departments, both of which play ed important parts in Brian’s 
life.We finally mustered up the courage to return t o the one place that we had yet 
to visit after his death:  the school.  We presente d the memorial money to the 
principal and the drama teacher as a way of giving back.  We specifically wanted 
the money to go towards a new sound system, as Bria n and his friends used to 
collect aluminum cans in order to raise much needed  funds for a system they 
knew was not in the school budget.The irony of the whole endeavor was that our 
son had a powerful, booming voice that did not need  the aid of a microphone or 
sound system.  His stage presence was such that he often was complimented on 
how clear and distinct his voice was during perform ances.  But the importance of 
the system to the entire stage area was one we coul d not ignore.  Today, a new 
system is in place, due in part to the “seed money”  provided in the memorial.  
(Janet Todd, Fremont, NE) 

��� �  
 

The death of one’s child is not only devastating bu t can also be a very isolating 
experience.  Relatives, friends, neighbors and co-w orkers, though supportive, 
cannot truly understand this loss unless they’ve ex perienced it themselves.  With 
the death of my 24-year old son, I felt completely disconnected from society.  In 
my mind, everyone else’s life was continuing as usu al, while mine was completely 
falling apart.  My husband and I attended GriefShar e, which were grief support 
sessions held at his church.  While this was quite helpful, it was just a part of what 
we needed. We attended The Compassionate Friends me etings for bereaved 
parents held at the Aspirus Hospital in Wausau, a 4 5-minute drive from our home. 
In 2008, my husband and I joined with 5 other famil ies to begin the Antigo Area 
Chapter of The Compassionate Friends to help the be reaved in our area.  We 
began this chapter in loving memory of Curtis, Jere my, Zachary, Julie, Tyler, and 
Steve.  (Ruth & Bob Meyer, Antigo, WI) 
 

                                                                      ��� �  
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It’s your turn! 
 
We are grateful for all of you who have given 
us your heartfelt stories, but we aren’t done 
yet.  
 
We hope the stories recorded here have 
inspired others to write their own 
recollections of the gifts of hope they have 
given or received. 
 
We’d like to add them to our list and make 
them available at our website. Please send 
your stories to nangary@mail.com 
 
We will update this page as we receive more 
stories. Some stories will be published in our 
Program or documentary booklet to be 
available in 2010. 
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