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CASE STUDY | MARY’S STORY 

 

In August 2012, my mother-in-law, Mary, fell. Her wrist was shattered, as was her confidence. I 
spent a week with her and easily fell into a routine familiar to us both. She had been declining 
slowly up to the fall but had enjoyed her ninetieth birthday the month prior. She was in good 
spirits, and we had long conversations about the road we had traveled together over the years. 

One evening she shared, “Morning Star, I’ve had a good life. I’ve been fortunate to have a 
wonderful family and even have another great-grandson to welcome into the world.” 

“He is adorable, Mary. Les has waited a long time to have a grandbaby. I have never seen her so 
happy,” I said. “I’m glad you’re still here to meet him. Babies remind us that we’re part of a bigger 
circle of life and love.” 

“You and I have so many shared memories. Remember our trip to Cozumel and Isla Mujeres? I 
loved watching you swim with the dolphins,” she mused, “and our trip to Scandinavia. We had 
such fun!” 

“They were very special for me too, Mary. We have seen births, deaths, moves, and travels, all the 
things that make up life. I love you so much and am proud that you are my mother-in-law. You 
have seen me at my best and at my worst. You know me pretty well!” I chuckled. 

There was ease in our conversation, as we sat in her living room, a glass of Chianti in one hand, 
Brie and crackers in the other. This had been our evening routine as we traversed the globe. We 
had grown to know and love one another over our wine and cheese on our travels together. 

“I don’t think I have a long time left. Sometimes when I think about it, I get a little frightened. I 
have always believed in God, but what if there isn’t one, what then?” Sheepishly, she said, “I feel 
guilty for even questioning. Am I a bad person to have these doubts?” 

I looked into her eyes, seeing her quest for understanding. “My mom and I had conversations 
about the existence of God in her last months. She had become a spiritual agnostic during much 
of her adulthood, but in those last months, she wondered. I used to joke with her and say, “Mom, 
is there is no afterlife, you won’t know, and if there is, you’ll be pleasantly surprised. It’s a win/win! 
She always laughed at that.” 

Mary laughed too. “I guess that is a good point!” 
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At the end of my week with her, she held me tight, “Thank you for coming; I knew you would. 
Things can happen. I just want you to know how much I love you.” 

I knew this might be the last time I saw her. Tears stung my eyes as I walked out the door. 

Since my grandchildren had been born, Mary had spent several Christmases with us at my 
daughter Sarah’s home, and each Easter we would make the pilgrimage to GG’s house in search of 
colored eggs. It was always a highlight for GG and the children alike. 

In December, Sarah suggested we drive out for a last visit. My grandchildren, Tyler and Jordyn, 
were so excited. They loved their GG, the name Mary had given herself so the great-grandchildren 
wouldn’t have to stumble over the lengthy title Great Grandma. She thought the abbreviation 
sounded racy. So off to GG’s we went. 

Opening the door, I saw Mary sitting on the lift chair we had gotten in August. Looking up, she 
smiled sweetly with a lost look and vacant eyes. It was clear she didn’t recognize us. Four months 
had passed since I had seen her. Her decline was dramatic. With so much weight loss, I almost 
didn’t recognize her. 

Tyler and Jordyn ran to her. Sarah had prepared them before our arrival. They knew GG was very 
sick. They had never had anyone they knew die. Tyler had a friend at school whose grandmother 
had died, but neither child understood what that meant. After a short visit, Sarah took the children 
to the condo we had rented just a short walk away. 

I sat down on the footstool by Mary’s chair and holding her hands in mine, “How are you, sweet 
one?” 

Her eyes scanned my face, searching for some recollection in the cobwebs of her mind. Suddenly, 
her face lit up. She squeezed my hands firmly, “Morning Star, you’re here. I knew you would come 
back!” Tears welled up in her eyes, as the sparkle returned. The woman I knew had returned. 

“Sarah and I brought Tyler and Jordyn to see you. It’s almost Christmas. We decided to come to 
you this year.” 

“The children are here? And Sarah?” 

“Sarah just took them to the place we rented. You remember that we always rent a condo close to 
you so we can be near. They’ll come back for a visit in a little while.” We quietly sat holding hands, 
speaking without words. 
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The next few days went quickly. Tyler and Jordyn brought a ray of sunshine to all of us. Sarah had 
always been a wonderful and thoughtful granddaughter and asked for some alone time with Mary. 
Leaving them, the urchins followed me to the croquet green to play. We searched for the little 
cottontail bunnies that ran rampant along the path. 

Outside, the children had questions about GG. Thoughtfully, four-year old Jordyn inquired, 
“When will GG get better?” Her furrowed brow expressed concern. 

“Kids, I think we need to have a little chat,” I said. Walking over to a low brick wall containing a 
flowerbed, we took a seat. “You both know that GG is very sick.” 

“Uh-huh,” they both nodded. “So, when will she get better?” Tyler piped in. 

“Honey, GG is very old. She is ninety years old! When people get very old, they can get sick, and 
not get better.” 

At six, Tyler had heard stories. Authoritatively he said, “My friend’s grandma got old and she died.” 

“Yes, that can happen,” I gently whispered. 

“Is GG going to die?” Jordyn asked. 

“Yes, sweetie. She is very sick, and she doesn’t have the strength to get better. We don’t know when 
she will die, but it will be soon.” 

“Can we go back and see her?” Tyler asked, “Because the next time we see her she will be dead.” 

So innocent were they. They asked questions about what happens when people die. I did my best 
to tell them what I believe. They were curious. Their questions were an effort to make sense of 
something we all wonder about. 

That evening was our last. The caregiver was preparing Mary’s medication. Sarah and I stood by 
as Jordyn bounded into GG’s room, jumping up on her bed, her youthful energy in stark contrast 
to Mary’s twilight years. Jordyn curled up next to her GG and stroked her head gently as she softly 
whispered, “It’s OK, GG. I love you.” 

The sweetness of that moment will stay with me forever. Four generations present, all at different 
stages of our own lives, like the seasons of the heart. As the scripture says, a time to be born and a 
time to die. 
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That was the last time we saw GG. Two weeks later she died peacefully at home. My last memories 
of Mary with Jordyn were a gift that will last a lifetime. 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

About Transitional Wisdom 

Our Mission 

Transitional Wisdom is a coaching and consulting firm founded by Morning Star Holmes in 2012 
in Laguna Beach, California. Our mission is to support individuals and their families through 
intentional aging, serious illness, or age-related decline, to maintain control of their choices, 
remain independent, and have the best quality of life possible. 

Our Approach 

Transitional Wisdom is based on the premise that when we plan for aging and dying, we free 
ourselves to live more fully. We work with individuals and their families as they navigate the aging 
process—whether healthy or ill—and the process of completing life. We also guide individuals, as 
well as the family unit as a whole, to complete unresolved issues and create a family care plan to 
support the aging and/or ill. End-of-life planning gives individuals and their families the 
opportunity to complete their lives with dignity and leave a lasting imprint on those they love. 

To learn more visit us at www.transitionalwisdom.com 
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