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My Brain Has a Hole In It!
by Gordon Viggiano

  

(PAUSE) (PAUSE) (PAUSE) (PAUSE) 1.…2.…3 ….
I would like to ask you a question:  when was the last time that you met, 

talked to, or simply noticed someone who just didn’t seem quite “right” to 

you.... (with irony) I’m not talking about your boss or your spouse! (PAUSE) 

You know what I mean; I’m talking about that stranger who walks a little 

funny, or doesn’t respond normally to you, or looks a little cock-eyed, or 

distracted, or avoids conversation, or is confined to a wheelchair, or 

stutters, or shakes, or…well, you know. (LEAN FORWARD) It’s someone 

who makes you ask yourself, perhaps unconsciously… (PAUSE) “What’s 

wrong with that guy?” (PAUSE) 

Of course, you don’t want to be rude so you don’t ask.  If you are like many 

people, you pretend to look the other way.  Once he passed by, you look 

again...and you whisper to your friends (PAUSE) “Did you see that? What’s 

wrong with that guy?”  (PAUSE)
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I know – I’ve done it.  But now, through a strange and devastating turn of 

events, I have become “that guy”.  I walk a little funny, I don’t always

respond normally, my thinking has been disrupted, my right arm has gone 

on strike, and I have great trouble speaking.  Something is wrong with me.  

You see, my brain has a hole in it.  I have a walnut-sized hole that you can 

actually see on a BRAIN scan.  How did that happen? (PAUSE)

In March of 2008, I suffered a massive stroke.  

I always thought strokes happen to old people!  I’ve since learned that 

stroke is the fourth leading cause of death in America and it is the leading 

cause of long term disability. Each year almost 800,000 people suffer a 

stroke, of which three quarters are over 65.  If you are doing the math, that 

leaves 200,000 stroke victims UNDER 65.  (with impact) Can you guess 

how old I was? (PAUSE)  I was 51 years old.

I was a young, healthy, active, non-smoking, non-drinking- mostly non- 

drinking - normal cholesterol man, just like this guy! (point, Laugh) Well, 

maybe not JUST like this guy. (PAUSE) But I had NO risk factors.  Stroke 

was so far from my mind, it didn’t even register on my list of things to be 

concerned about.  And yet, it happened.  In a moment, my life and the lives 

of my wife and kids changed.  I went from confident, master of my universe 

to “that guy”.  The assumptions and circumstances I worked within -- lived 

my life around -- were instantly redefined.
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You know that I’ve never climbed Mt. Everest; I’ve never won a Superbowl; 

I’ve never won an Olympic gold medal and I guarantee you’ll never see my 

face on a box of Wheaties.  (PAUSE)  These are all spectacular 

achievements.  

But I’ve learned that for some of us, life’s biggest achievements are less 

public, more personal and just as grueling. I’ve learned that each of us---

each of you-- has a mountain to climb, a race to run, or a demon to beat, 

(PAUSE) and how we get up and meet that challenge defines us.   

Things happen to everyone.  We all have.. or will have.. obstacles to 

overcome.  But what do we do when those obstacles are so big, they block 

ALL our light?  How do we get up and move forward find when 

EVERYTHING we know, EVERYTHING we rely on, EVERYTHING that 

makes us feel secure,... is lost in the dark? I am here to tell you... that kind 

of darkness is thick with fear.  Together with my family, we had to do 2 

things:  First, we had to learn to not be afraid of the dark and, Second, we 

had to get up and find our way back to the light. The long journey from then 

to now has been filled with many emotions and challenges.  As you listen to 

our story, I hope you find inspiration to get up and face your challenges. My 

brain has a hole in it. (PAUSE) Your challenges may be different.

Seven years ago, my wife, Jill, and I had a life plan and it was all finally 

coming together.  Several years prior, we had moved to Oregon with our 

kids and I began a sales consulting practice.  We had some very lean years 
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as we got the business going but we stuck to the plan and our consulting 

practice was thriving.  We were finally earning enough to pay ourselves 

back the money we spent during my start-up years.  We were saving for 

retirement and college.  We went to church on Sundays and we donated to 

our favorite charities.  Things seemed to be going our way.  

AR 1:50 GV description pre

AR 2:45 Walked the talk pre

JV 1:05 GV high energy pre

JV 1:07 Happy, outgoing pre

March 27th 2008 was a great day for me.  I had turned 51 the day before 

and I had just closed a big deal, bringing me over my goal for the quarter. 

After work, I played squash for an hour, went home, had a fantastic dinner, 

and I talked with my family about a short vacation that was coming up.  

Can you relate to the picture I’m painting?  I didn’t think life could get much 

better!  We felt like we had the most important elements to a happy life.  

We had close friends, we came from happy families, our house was filled 

with laughter, and we knew that God had blessed us with many gifts.  I 

went to bed that night happy, healthy, and without the slightest inkling that 

every part of our lives was about to be put to the test in a dramatic way. 
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Night of the stroke...

I woke Jill up in the middle of the night, saying I couldn’t see out of my eye.

JV 9:46 Night of stroke stroke

They did numerous tests but couldn’t seem to find the problem.   The ER 

doctor concluded, incorrectly, I had a detached retina and that I would have 

go to the ophthalmologist in the morning.  That didn’t seem so bad.  Jill 

took me home.  

Well, sometimes fate thumps you on the head and says : (PAUSE) “Not so 

fast, buddy.”  It turns out that that the ER doctor’s detached retina diagnosis 

was about as useful as a hole in my brain…

 

It was 6am and I was getting ready to go back to bed when a crushing pain 

exploded inside my head.  I staggered about before I collapsed like a sack 

of potatoes on the floor.  Jill heard the loud thump of me falling and came 

running in.  I can only imagine what she was feeling when she saw me.  

 JV  13:40 Not like TV; DEAD weight; couldn’t move stroke

JV 18:35Paramedics put him on bed stroke

A paramedic told her “we need to take your husband to the hospital”.  She 

knew that the hospital he recommended had never been a part of our 
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health insurance plan, but she suspected that was where I would receive 

the best care. So, that’s where we went, even though that implied a 

potential bankruptcy (emphasis) for our family (PAUSE) and the loss of 

every dream that we had ever worked to build. 

I was told I was surrounded by doctors when my wife arrived at the 

hospital.  They told her I was having a stroke.   See those white spots on 

the scans?  Those spots are dying brain.  Be HAPPY you don’t have THAT! 

(SARCASTIC  PAUSE)  Both my carotid arteries had dissected, here and 

here (point).  Think of a plastic straw that has bent and has cracked and 

you will have a general idea of what a dissected artery looks like.  All those 

CRACKS formed blood clots and sent them into my brain!  

The neurosurgeons decided to try a clot retrieval.  They were very clear 

that the outcome was unknown. (PAUSE) Do you know what that means? 

(PAUSE) Jill discovered exactly what that phrase meant when the organ 

donation person showed up.  Organ... Donation...  (LEAN FORWARD) 

Imagine that moment if you can.  She told Jill to be ready to “make the hard 

decisions.”  

JV 26:32Organ donation lady stroke
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(PAUSE)

(PAUSE)

(PAUSE)

(PAUSE) (PAUSE) They removed 3 large clots but had to leave the rest -- 

too risky to retrieve them all.  Only time would tell if I would be a functioning 

human being. (PAUSE) Or if I be able to live with a hole in my brain.

I Wake Up

In Neuro-ICU, they kept me in a medically induced coma so my brain would 

have a chance to heal. When they woke me after 24 hours, I looked around 

at this strange new place.  I didn’t remember who I was or what I was...but I 

was very calm about it!  Since the part of my brain that cares about such 

things was impaired, the consequences of events really didn’t compute.  

My left brain was so damaged that I was really living in my right brain only – 

the place where the only thing that mattered was “now” and everything was 

ok.  Worry...and concern...and time?  They didn’t exist.  

My body?  It was just this thing I saw when I looked down.  I could move 

my left leg and left arm– no problem!  But my right side… I didn’t even 

remember that I had a right side.  The part of my brain that recognized the 

right side of my body...was dead...and I was totally OK with that! (SMILE)
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How long had I been unconscious?   Was it days?  Years?  I just stared, 

looking around until a doctor came in.  He spoke to me (PAUSE) and I 

listened (PAUSE) but I had no idea what the heck he was saying.  

Apparently, the feeling was mutual because when I tried to talk, he didn’t 

really know what I was trying to say either.  The language area of my brain 

had been damaged.  (SMILE)

I had no clue about who I was.  How old was I?  How long have I been 

here? Was I married?  If I was married, did I pick someone nice? Who is 

she? Did I have kids?  If so, what do they look like?  

I was trying to get make sense of what was going on around me (PAUSE) I 

didn’t really know what was going on. (PAUSE) I became aware of this 

beautiful woman standing next to my bed but I wasn’t sure who she was.  

Then….the nurse told me that woman… was my wife! (PAUSE) I 

thought…. “Way …to …go …me!” (add physical element PAUSE for 

laughter)

Jill looked at me and wrapped her arms around me, careful not to dislodge 

any tubes.  I looked at Jill and said in a raspy whisper: ”yes.”  (PAUSE) Not 

“you look beautiful” or “I’m so happy to see you!”  All I could say was “Yes”.  

I guess it was better than the alternative...”no!”  

I had a feeling I had kids, but I couldn’t remember anything specific about 

them.  Jill told me about our 2 beautiful children, Rachel & Tom. She told 
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me where I was and what had happened.  I could only stay awake for a few 

moments, and then I needed to sleep again.  I had no concept of time – for 

all I knew, each time I slept, another day went by.  In fact, it was more like 

30 minutes.  

After the stroke...

You might think those first few days after the stroke were tough, but they 

were EASY compared to the next 3 weeks at Rehab.  I was completely 

dependent upon others for all my needs... but really.... all I wanted to do 

was just sleep.  But they don’t let you “just sleep” at Rehab.  Recovery is 

the total focus.  Goals, instruction, repetition and discipline. These were the 

elements I had to embrace if I ever wanted to get up and get out of my 

wheelchair, and if I ever wanted to speak again.  That was my Everest, that 

was my Olympic medal -- to get up…and walk and talk and think and 

function like the person I had been only a few days before.     

It was so hard. I was so tired, and my brain was so scrambled – I couldn’t 

make sense of anything.  In speech therapy, I couldn’t point to a red 

triangle or a green square because I couldn’t make sense of those words.  

In Occupational Therapy, I watched the therapist move my arm but I felt no 

connection to it.  In physical therapy, I couldn’t move my right leg because 

my brain didn’t recognize those muscles anymore. My whole right side 
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slumped and sagged, forgotten by my damaged brain like a virus that has 

been deleted from a computer.  Everything I did or tried to do required all 

my attention.

But this story isn’t just about me, is it?  While I was in the rehab hospital, I 

would wake to find Jill crying next to my bed and I would say “Why are you 

crying? Everything is ok.”  (PAUSE) (PAUSE) And to me, everything was 

ok.  But to Jill, reality loomed large.  (PAUSE) You see... (PAUSE) her left 

brain worked just fine!  (SMILE) Here I was, her husband, half paralyzed, 

making no sense, speaking in garbled sentences, and unable to remember 

most of the last 20 years.  (SMILE) The man I was, her partner in life, was 

gone and there was no indication that I would ever be back. Since I was 

lost in the fog of my stroke, Jill was the one facing this terrible reality:  

disabled husband, financial ruin, children relying on her. 

The Psychiatrist

JV 5:57 Jill talk to psychiatrist Stroke

Lying in that hospital bed, I was confident I would be fully recovered and 

working in 6 months at the latest...and now I was told it would be AT 

LEAST 2 years and I just couldn’t grasp why!   Honestly, I refused to even 

believe it.  I decided that dumb psychiatrist couldn’t possibly know what she 

was talking about. (SMILE) All those elements of recovery from the rehab 

center, we’re the elements that Made Me a successful business man.  
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Goals (PAUSE), instruction (PAUSE), repetition (PAUSE) and discipline 

(PAUSE) exactly described me in my professional life. I lived them every 

day of my sales career.  I wanted to get up and get better. My 

neurosurgeon told me “those who want it most recover best.”  I wanted it!  

(PAUSE)

Wouldn’t you??  Is there something you want SO 

MUCH that you are willing to do everything possible 

to make it happen?  (PAUSE) Success doesn’t come 

with complacency or an 8-5 mentality.  (PAUSE)

My success…my recovery…meant commitment and 

action.  I was up for the challenge;

I was going to climb that mountain or die trying.   

Coming Home

I soon realized that no sensible person climbs mountains by themselves.  

My Everest was also Jill’s Everest.  My challenges were no more daunting 

that hers.  Mine were physical and intellectual. Hers were emotional and 
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practical.  But we were in it together.  For hours, day after day, week after 

week, month after month, and year after year, we worked as a team, going 

through the exercises given to us by the therapists.  Nothing came back on 

its own.  Each success had to be earned.  (PAUSE)

What successes do you have to earn? (PAUSE) 

Who’s on your team? (PAUSE) Do you have strategy to 

climb your mountain?  (PAUSE)   

For me, every positive response gave us something to build on.  We 

celebrated the tiniest improvement and encouraged each other through the 

dry spells.

My Life Now

Look at me now!  I’m standing. (PAUSE) (PAUSE) No wheelchair, no arm 

sling holding my shoulder joint together, not even a cane!  Do you want to 

see a video of me at the 7-year mark using my arm?? Do you think it can 

be better than that?? 

We, maybe not yet, but I am working on it!   (PAUSE) -- Also, I am still 
impaired.    


You see, language continues to be my biggest obstacle.  You may have 

noticed. (PAUSE)  I’ll give you some examples.
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I was at a professional speakers training conference recently.  As an 

exercise, each attendee pulled an item out of a bag and was instructed to 

talk about it and how the item related to their business.  I pulled out a silly 

straw.  Not only could I not articulate how the straw related to my business, 

I also couldn’t say “silly straw.” (SMILE)

Later, that night. I told my wife, Jill, about the exercise and asked her what 

she would say.

Effortlessly, she said, “The straw is a metaphor.  As we suck on the straw, 

the fluid continuously moves up to the goal, which is the mouth.  But 

because it is a silly straw, the path is full of twists and turns.  Sometimes 

the fluid goes sideways, sometimes it loops back around, and sometimes it 

is a straight shot to the top.  It is kind the way life works.”

I wish I said that!

I recently told one of my friends about these issues. He said “At least 

you can give your speech!”   

The only reason I can give this speech is because I am reading the words. 

He replied: “You can write, can’t you?” 
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My writing comes  out just as wonky as my speech. And Jill helps me with 

every speech that I do. (PAUSE)

“OK” , he said, “at least you can talk on the phone.”

Here is a recording of me trying to have a business conversation on the 

phone:

 


I got up... and practiced this speech every day...for 8 months... before I was 

able to present for the first time!  (PAUSE) And I still have to practice!  

(PAUSE) We changed 4 sentences in this speech and I practiced for a 

month so I could deliver it to you today. Language is hard for me.  I slur 

certain words. (PAUSE) My brain plays tricks on me by making me think I 

am speaking slowly when I am actually speaking too fast. I want to 

participate in a conversation but I need time to get my thoughts together 

and even more time to get the words out.  It may add up to only a couple 

seconds, but I often get left behind in the conversation.  I get frustrated, 

which only makes it worse.  (PAUSE) Think of those moments when you 

are trying to recall just the right word but it escapes you. (PAUSE) That is 

what I face all the time. 

7 years later, I still do exercises to regain and strengthen my right side.   

Everest isn’t going to climb itself now, is it. (PAUSE)
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Faith

In this time of “political correctness”, I wasn’t sure what to say about the 

role that our faith has played in my recovery.  Jill, on the other hand,  

doesn’t have this problem.  She said “Give credit where credit is due or 

don’t bother talking.”  So here it goes:

We have always been a church going, Christian family.   We say prayers at 

night, together as a family, we sit together in Church on Sunday mornings, 

and we have tried to teach our children Christian values by living them 

ourselves.  

When this crisis came along, we had the “opportunity” to find out what our 

faith really means to us.  EVERYTHING we held as normal, EVERY plan 

we had made, EVERY routine we were used to, was GONE.  Our future 

was completely unknown.  We had to find out what it really means to put 

God first and live on faith.

For Jill, it was like standing on the ledge outside of a tall, burning building.  

The safe, secure interior is in flames, destroyed.  Far below the ledge is a 

voice saying “Jump!  I will catch you.”  (look at the audience) Please keep 

in mind that Jill is terrified of both heights AND.... falling. So she stood 

there… (PAUSE) paralyzed. (PAUSE) Does she trust the voice and jump?   

Or does she stand still, hoping someone will put out the fire?   The 
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reassuring voice promises her that he is with her and that he will give her a 

safe landing.  She takes a deep breath and....steps off the ledge.

That’s faith: trusting God and His promises of love and mercy, then taking 

that terrible step off the ledge. Not just once, but day after day after day.  

At first, it was Jill taking the step of faith alone.  As I began to heal and 

become more aware, I took the step with her.   We realized that all the 

STUFF that made us feel secure... could disappear at any minute.  Every 

day we stepped off the ledge, but with faith that God was listening to the 

many prayers said for us... and that He would set us down lightly on solid 

ground.

And guess what?  Amazing things started to happen...

• It turned out that the hospital was added to our health plan only 3 

months before my stroke.  

• Friends, family, and total strangers sent us money to cover the bills 

until my disability payments kicked in.  

• When the disability payments started coming, the total of my disability 

payments exactly matched our bills.

• My aunt Anita sent us a check in December, so we had presents 

under the Christmas tree.  

• A company in which I made a very small investment in 15 years 

before, was sold and out of nowhere, a check for $20,000 showed up.  

• In one year, 2 cars were given to us.  
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• My mother passed away in February, 2011, we decided to put my 

inheritance towards the kids college fund.  My inheritance covered in-

state college tuition for BOTH my kids…with nothing left over!

These exact provisions make me stop and think.  When we pray the Lord’s 

Prayer, we ask for our daily bread – not more, not less.  When the Israelites 

wandered in the desert, manna appeared every morning and they were 

instructed to take only what they needed for the day.  There was no 

security regarding tomorrow.  Believing the next day’s provision would 

come...was an act of faith.  It has been the same for us.  What we have 

needed, we have received.  (PAUSE) You may attribute it to something 

else.  I don’t know.  I attributed it to faith.

Looking Forward...

I am happy say that I think the worst is behind us.  I am getting better each 

day, but questions linger. (PAUSE) Will I ever be able to provide for my 

family again? (PAUSE) Will I be judged on my disabilities, rather than my 

abilities?  (PAUSE) Am I fooling myself to think that I can overcome my 

deficiencies? (PAUSE) How do people I meet view me?  Do they view me 

at all or am I sidelined immediately because I’m different?  (PAUSE) From 

now on, am I going to get a little trophy for showing up but never get to play 

in the game? (bigger PAUSE) Am I truly “less” than I was?
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For all of us, our future is unknown.   For some, the future will be long, 

happy, and predictable.  For others, the future ends tonight...maybe at 3 in 

the morning! 

I was once cocky enough to believe that I was smart enough, strong 

enough and talented enough to overcome anything tomorrow might bring.  I 

was the master of my universe.  I might trip a few times but never fall – not 

ME!   (PAUSE) How wrong I was.  This stroke knocked me down, stepped 

on me a few times and left me lying in a hospital room, paralyzed, and 

unable to speak or remember. (PAUSE)

BUT here’s what I now truly understand: Falling down is painful; getting up 

changes you. (PAUSE) As I stand up once again and look in the mirror, I 

see a very different person. (PAUSE) Not as good looking as I was. 

(SMILE) I see a man who has more compassion and (PAUSE) less 

judgment; (PAUSE) less swagger (PAUSE) and more humility. (PAUSE) I 

see a man blessed with a family who loves him no matter what he looks or 

sounds like;  (PAUSE) a man with tried and true friends who are cheering 

for me to succeed. (PAUSE) I feel joy in the morning and thankfulness in 

the evening.  (PAUSE)  Who can fail who has these things? (PAUSE) 

(PAUSE)

You don’t have to have a stroke to struggle with insecurities.  Perhaps you 

are challenged physically, (PAUSE) emotionally, (PAUSE) financially, 

(PAUSE) professionally. How will you face these challenges? (PAUSE) Are 
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you going to get up….or stay down? (PAUSE) Are you willing to fight 

through fear, failure and uncertainty? Will you let them define you and 

paralyze you, or can you learn from them and become more? 

Maybe you don’t think you have the right equipment.  Maybe, like me, you 

think “I might fail” or (PAUSE) “I don’t look right” or “I am not the person I 

used to be.” (PAUSE) Maybe you think “I’m too old” or “I’m too young” or 

“I’m too inexperienced”, or ”I’m not smart enough” or…”the list goes on.    

Standing still seems so much safer than moving forward.  I don’t know why 

building confidence is so hard while eroding it is so easy.  When we listen 

to our negative self talk, we hold ourselves back from stepping out and 

taking a chance on what is possible.  

Taking that first step...

It’s time to start moving. How do your start? (PAUSE) How do you keep 

momentum? (PAUSE)  Maybe taking that first step is a little overwhelming.  

Perhaps you need to learn how to ask for help.  If you are like I used to be, 

asking for help was worse than falling into the darkness!  My wife can tell 

you I hate even asking for directions. (SMILE) I believed if I worked hard 

enough,I would get MYSELF up. (PAUSE) I would find the solutions.  I 

thought I could climb ANY mountain by myself.  

(PAUSE) How foolish of me. (PAUSE)
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Pride...  (PAUSE) Pride can certainly be a heavy weight to carry around.  It 

makes the getting up so much harder.    Now that I have a hole in my brain, 

asking for help is a necessity.  And guess what?  It’s not so bad!  People 

like to help!  Even people who would never return my calls when I had my 

swagger have now made time for me and offered encouragement.  

We all have something we need and we all have something to give.  We 

can make each other’s lives meaningful.  A little grace, a little generosity, a 

little patience, and a little encouragement can go a long way.  Today, you 

may be the giver of these things.  Tomorrow, you may be the receiver.  

There are blessings to be had on both sides.  No one climbs Everest alone.  

No one wins an Olympic medal without help.  (PAUSE) 

For me and my family, there has been an amazing support system at the 

bottom of our burning building.   We couldn’t see it when we stepped off the 

ledge, but it was THERE; all gifts...in the form of doctors, nurses, 

therapists, strangers, friends, and family.  We may never reach full 

recovery, but we keep taking steps, keep training, appreciating each day, 

thanking the good Lord for His faithfulness in providing for us and leading 

us through places we NEVER thought we would go.  

Let’s Start Now!
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I am obviously far from perfect. I have only one functioning carotid artery 

supplying blood to my brain...and I am more fragile in my overall health. 

(PAUSE)  But I am in training and I invite you to train with me.  After all, 

aren’t we all trying to climb a mountain or to win a gold medal?  While some 

people’s mountain actually is Mt. Everest, your mountain may be as 

personal as mending a relationship, rediscovering your optimism, or setting 

new goals for yourself. Wishing ...and hoping are NOT going to get us to 

the summit.  Only strategy ...and HARD WORK (PAUSE) will get us there.

BLANK  Jill’s Q&A

Now before I share my final point with you, I am going to turn the program 

over to Jill for the question answer portion of my program.

JV: I am happy to answer anything you would like to know, but one thing I 

want to share with you is how important it is to share with your loved one 

your wishes if tragedy ever strikes.  Take it from me, tragedy can strike 

anyone!  One of the things that has turned out to be the blessing in all of 

this is that I have learned from Gordon that my decisions regarding his care 

and even the life support choice were the right ones.  This provided great 

comfort and was a question I had for a long time.

 

What questions do you all have for  me?  (smile)

JV:  I have time for one more question and then I will turn it back to Gordon 

for his final thoughts.  (one more q is answered)  Gordon – back to you!
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I came here today for the purpose of inspiring you and focusing your 

attention on what is possible.   Our skill sets ...and our choices impact all 

parts of our lives.  I hope my story will light that fire under you to act on 

these 2 things:

1. When you get out of this meeting, call the person who has the greatest 

impact on you ...(a mentor, your spouse, your friend)... and thank them. 

Don’t wait to tell those important people in your life that they ARE 

important and that you VALUE them.  It is easy,... it is free,... and it is 

WORTH doing. Nurture your relationships.  My wife is a rockstar in my 

book ...and I tell her every day.  She spent the last 7 years helping me 

through my recovery.  I shudder to think what would have become of me 

if I had neglected my marriage during the good times. (PAUSE)  
Think of that person and call them as soon as this meeting is over. 

2. If your clients don’t have  disability insurance coverage, I recommend 

they buy it...TODAY!   I’m sure nothing bad will happen to them ...but 

what if it does?  Do they have a plan?  1 out of every 4 professionals 

will have a disability claim before the age of 65. 60% of home 

foreclosures had disability listed as a factor.  (PAUSE) You know, this 

can happen to ANYONE!  (PAUSE) Recently, I was giving this speech 

to a Young Professionals group… (PAUSE) when an audience member 

…who was relatively young… (PAUSE) collapsed… (PAUSE) 

unconscious…. (PAUSE) and required medical attention. (PAUSE) I will 

say it again (PAUSE) he collapsed… (PAUSE) unconscious… 
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(PAUSE)Nothing was wrong with him…it just happened. (PAUSE)…Are 

they prepared for something like THAT?  (PAUSE) We all know we are 

going to die so we buy life insurance..... But what if something happens 

but they don’t die?  

Jill is a disability EVANGELIST...and she will talk about it to anyone who will 

listen!   Stroke changed our life ....significantly ....and disability 

insurance ...paid for it.  

   

BLANK 

Let’s get up together. Let’s plan for our success. You’re going to experience 

setbacks and disappointment... BUT you will ALSO experience excitement 

and achievement!  

Remember...it’s not about falling down... everybody falls down.   It’s 

about…getting up..and discovering who you want to be.

(Don’t say thank you) 

Thank you. 

APPLAUSE
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Jill’s introduction:

The most significant... factor in my recovery... has been that Jill was able to 

stay home with me,.... work with me every day ....and support me in my 

efforts.    Please welcome Jill Viggiano.

 Applause!!!!

Jill’s Story

When it comes to Disability insurance, Gordon and I have the unique 

position of being both a success story and a cautionary tale.  It is a 

bittersweet place to be.  

Gordon first bought disability insurance in 1988 at the age of 31.  Gordon 

was a single man and an entrepreneur, starting a new company in the Bay 

Area.  He had no money and no dependents at the time.  He has no 

memory of buying this policy due to the stroke but my guess is because 

Gordon is ever the optimist, he believed prosperity was in his future.  Trying 

to do the responsible thing he bought a small disability policy with a $2,100 

monthly benefit for an annual premium of $533.  It seemed like a lot at the 

time.
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Fast-forward 4 years to 1992.  Gordon’s life had changed significantly.  He 

was married to me.  We owned a house and we were thinking it was time to 

have some kids.  Insurance was not something we were focused on at the 

time.  We took good care of ourselves, we exercised regularly, ate well, and 

kept our weight in check.  We figured we were healthy, strong, and nothing 

was going to happen to us.  

Several nights a week, Gordon played squash with a group of guys at our 

local Clubsport.  There he met an insurance man named Jack.  

Jack was one of those wonderful men who loved his kids and loved selling 

insurance, and he was more than happy to talk about either one to whoever 

would listen.  Jack started talking to Gordon about insurance and Gordon 

listened.  Jack came over to the house and we bought life insurance 

policies for both of us.  That was all well and good but Jack was not 

satisfied.  He insisted that life insurance was only part of the insurance 

picture. For us to be responsibly insured, we needed disability insurance.  

I am sure we said what a lot of people say: “We are young and healthy.  We 

take care of ourselves.  Nothing is going to happen to us. Oh yes, and we 

already have a policy!”  

Jack still wasn’t satisfied.  He went through the numbers with us and 

showed us that we were underinsured.  As a principal in his start up 
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company, Gordon was still making very little money so Jack worked with 

him to get him what he could afford.  By the end of the evening, we had 

completed an application for another disability policy.  The annual premium 

was $381 for a monthly benefit of $1,100.   

Every now and then through the years, we have looked at those premium 

payments and asked each other “Why are we still paying these?  We take 

good care of ourselves.  Nothing is going to happen to us.”  But they 

weren’t that expensive and you never know, so we kept paying, just in 

case.

By 2008, Gordon was making great money.  He had sold his business and 

was now a successful consultant in Portland.  He still played squash 

several nights a week and we continued to take great care of ourselves and 

of our children.  

In March 2008, something stirred in Gordon and without even telling me, he 

reached out to our new insurance guy, Brad, and talked about increasing 

our disability coverage.  He even went to Brad’s office and filled out the 

paperwork for a much higher value disability policy.  With this policy in 

place, if something happened and Gordon couldn’t work, we would still be 

financially set.  We would be able to pay the mortgage, send the kids to 

college, and still have plenty of money to live on.  There was just one thing:  

we were in the process of having our taxes done and he wasn’t sure what 

we were going to owe.  He felt that once he had the taxes finished up, he 
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would be ready to make the commitment.  April 15th was only a few weeks 

away so Gordon held off on signing the policy and writing that first check.

On March 28th, Gordon suffered a massive stroke and our lives were 

forever changed. 

Our success story is that we had those 2 old disability policies.  The 

cautionary tale is that that the policy that would have put us at ease, 

relieved some of the stress that total disability has brought – was left 

unsigned.  

I am grateful for the policies we had, we have been able to stay in our 

house and meet our financial obligations – with nothing left over.  I was 

able to stay home with Gordon, take care of him, and work on his recovery.  

If we didn’t have those policies, I would have had to go find a job.  Gordon 

would have been home, probably alone because we wouldn’t have been 

able to afford care for him.  Gordon’s recovery would certainly look very 

different than it does today.

I hate to even think of what our kids’ experience would have been.  They 

were only 12 and 14 when it happened.  Tough ages anyway.  Even with 

me being home, it was very stressful for them.  But at least I was there to 

provide some normalcy around the house.  If I hadn’t been able to be there 

for them, I don’t think they would be the happy, well-adjusted, positive 

people they are today.  
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We live simply and we are grateful for what we have.  

When Gordon had recovered enough to talk on the phone, he called our 

old friend Jack.  After he got caught up on Jack’s insurance business and 

his now grown children, Gordon thanked him for making us buy disability 

insurance.  It was only his belief in the product and his persistence that 

made us purchase that policy.  If Jack hadn’t made that policy a priority, we 

would never have purchased it.  He could have easily washed his hands of 

us saying, “I told them but they chose not to buy it.”  That was not good 

enough for Jack, and we are thankful.

Gordon doesn’t remember anything about the first agent or he would have 

called him too.  

Stroke changed our lives and disability insurance is paying for it.  I tell 

anyone who will listen.  I hope you are telling your customers.  Unless they 

have already seen the ugly consequences of disability with insufficient 

coverage, they are relying on you to educate them.  

It is like wearing a life jacket in a boat or wearing a bike helmet when you 

ride.  No one thinks they are going to need it – until they do.  If that boat 

takes on water or that bike hits a tree, their first thought will be “Thank God 

I was prepared!”  Please help your customers be prepared.  Help them see 
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the need before something happens.  Then, if something does happen, 

your customer can say, “Thank God for my agent. We are going to be ok.” 

APPLAUSE
JILL, GIVE THIS MESSAGE
If you would like information of when our blog is updated just fill out your name AND 
WRITE CLEARLY…  You will be notified when ever there is a change on our site.

JILL, GIVE THIS MESSAGE

Jill’s speech – St. Charles Hospital, Bend.
Can only be 10 minutes, focusing on feedback for the medical community on 
the patient and caregiver experience.

You have heard our story from Gordon’s perspective.  I will share with you my 
perspective, the experience of the person left standing, trying to hold 
everything together:
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Medical Experience in the Hospital:

• Overwhelming.          

• We were so unfamiliar with medical emergencies that I didn’t even know           

where the emergency department was.  We got lost trying to find the 

building.

• Stress so high, words I’ve never heard before.   I felt like the words were           

bouncing off my forehead.

• Didn’t know what questions to ask.          

• Afraid of what the answers might be.          

Great advice given to me by a friend:  Write everything down.   I couldn’t 

remember much of anything and many people came and spoke to me through 

the hospital experience.  Writing the people’s names and what they said 

allowed me to review info and try to make sense of it in the calm moments

Lots of people came and went, each with their part in our experience.  Even 

though it felt very disconnected, I trusted that each person had their specialty 

and they would do their part well.  That was more important to me than having 

someone focus on me and hold my hand.  

I tend to think my experience was unique in that I have close friends who are 

doctors.  2 of my doctor friends were with me at the hospital the day of the 

stroke.  They knew what questions to ask and interpreted the answers for me.  

They were invaluable.  For anyone going through a crisis, I wish for them an 

advocate – someone who can do for them what my friends did for me.
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Different hospital staff personnel have asked me how they could have made the 

hospital experience better.  Now that I have had time to think about it, I think 

some basic perspective would have been helpful.  Something like these 3 

statements: (slide?)

• What you are going through is stressful and overwhelming.          

• Don’t be concerned if you don’t know what to do or say.  Nobody does.          

• Our biggest concern is for the patient at this time.  That will be the focus           

of each person who comes to talk to you in this waiting room.

Rehabilitation Experience:

Brain injury is mysterious and complex.  Gordon started recovering immediately 

after his stroke.  He was starting to move his right side and was having work 

related conversations.  We were optimistic!  But on Day 8, he changed.  All 

movement on his right side stopped.  He struggled to form words.  He 

remembered nothing. 

What happened?  The standard response from every medical professional was 

an emotionless “Every stroke is different.”  That standard response, while true, 

is maddeningly unhelpful and a conversation killer.   I heard it over and over.  

One doctor changed it up a little.  She said, “Once you’ve seen one stroke, 

you’ve seen one stroke.”  Yup, just as helpful...  

 “Every stroke is different” came so quickly and naturally—were they even 

considering my questions? “This may be all you get” was another thing I heard 

at the rehab hospital that seemed more like a threat than the regular vague 

non-answers.  I thought the staff was trying to not tell me how bad it was.  

Maybe they were.

 !                                                                                           31



JG 35 min v3 GENERAL LG & SC 2 Responses  

Gordon had begun recovering extremely well in those first few days, and now 

he was getting dramatically worse.  He couldn’t stay awake during his therapy 

sessions but we dragged him to them anyway.  I thought he should be re-

admitted to the regular hospital to find out what was wrong.  That idea was 

never considered.  Our insurance only covered 21 days of inpatient 

rehabilitation and we were wasting them because Gordon was incapable of 

participating.  

Was Gordon’s backsliding normal?  Was this unusual?  Should he have been re-

evaluated?  I had many questions.  Can you guess what the answer always was?  

_____________Every stroke is different.  To this day, I have no explanation.  

The Effect on the Family:

I was ignorant of the far-reaching effects of the stroke.  I had no idea what was 

coming.  In the beginning, my biggest concern was for Gordon’s body to 

respond.  And that was extremely important!  He needed to be able to dress 

himself again, shower, shave, and go to the bathroom by himself.  I assumed 

his speech would return.  I assumed he would soon be able to put his thoughts 

in order.  I had NO idea language and cognition would be so hard.  

Even more, I had NO idea that Gordon would essentially become a child again.  

His behavior became wildly erratic.  After he came home from the hospital, he 

started saying and doing things he would never do in his right mind.  Imagine a 

51 year old man going through his “terrible two’s.”  Each childlike phase lasted 

several weeks, like the lying phase, the cursing phase, the “I can do it myself!” 

phase, the tantrum phase. You know how little kids tend to say exactly what is 

on their minds?  Gordon did that too.  
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“Every stroke is different.”  Did other stroke survivors go through this?  Are we 

the only ones??  Are we alone in this?  “This might be all you get.”  Terrifying to 

even think about.  I couldn’t count the number of prayers I said, begging God 

to bring Gordon through these phases, and give me back the man I married.

The children:

How does a child make sense of all this?  Gordon had always been their healthy, 

active dad: playing with them, running around on the beach, tossing them in 

the pool, walking on his hands to amaze their friends, a fun guy!  Suddenly, he 

was completely different.  

It took time to work through the shock and grief but they hung in there with me 

and eventually found a “new normal” with their dad.   That new normal is a 

testament to the importance of humor.  

Even today, my kids don’t like to talk about what happened but they do like to 

tease him about all the things Gordon still does wrong because of the stroke, 

and Gordon is an amazingly good sport about it.  They laugh, they joke, they 

roll their eyes, and they shake their heads – all ways to deal with the trauma 

they experienced and still come out with a smile on their faces.

Then there was me.  With Gordon in such bad shape, the realization of my new 

life struck me like a knife through the heart.  Gordon’s life was now my life.  He 

was helpless without me.  In pre-stroke life, I was active and involved in our 

community.  At home we had a clear division of labor:  he earned money and I 
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did everything else.  It worked for us.  We both liked working hard and we both 

felt fulfilled.  

Now, that life was over. I couldn’t leave Gordon alone, so my interaction with 

the outside world was mostly limited to therapists and the nice people at the 

grocery store.  I tried to sneak in moments of normalcy, but there was no 

getting around the fact that nothing was the same and there was no going 

back. 

Somehow, I had to make peace with that.  If I couldn’t make peace this new 

reality, I knew only misery lay ahead for me and for my family.  I was welcome 

to cry in my closet, which I did, but ultimately, I had to suck it up.  Gordon and 

the kids needed me to fill that massive gap the stroke had created.  I had to 

face each day as it came and let the past be in the past.

Perspective:

Gordon’s is a story of recovery.  Mine is a story of surrender.  It is a paradox – 

recovery has required total commitment to making it happen but surviving the 

ordeal has required total surrender of my will. 

This paradigm shift does not happen quickly.  The process of surrendering 

takes time. Admitting my own powerlessness was humbling… but ultimately…. 

freeing.  Letting go of the power stick was contrary to every part of my nature.  

But giving it up freed me of the burden of control and has allowed me to accept 

and forgive.  I don’t look for someone to blame.  I don’t think about what our 

life would have been like without the stroke.  The first doctor that missed the 

onset of the stroke was doing his best and I hold nothing against him.  
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Surrender allows me to accept the changes in my husband and love him for the 

person he is now.  Surrender allows us to bring a message of hope to others 

who are struggling, and to be a blessing to others in ways we had never 

dreamed of before the stroke

Empowerment:

My husband’s stroke was unusual in that he was young and healthy.   I searched 

for stories of anyone who had been through something similar.  I was desperate 

to hear encouraging news of someone who came back from a massive stroke 

and was doing well.  I didn’t find anyone.  

Then there were the generally accepted time limits: Recovery ends at 1 year; 

recovery ends at 2 years. 

What was recovery going to look like for us? 

At Gordon’s 6-month follow up with his neurosurgeon, we got the words of 

empowerment we were looking for:   “Those who want it most, recover best.”

That was all we needed.  No more 1 year or 2 year limits on recovery.  No limits 

at all.  With that statement, the doctor gave us permission to shape our own 

future and we decided to run with it.  Desire drives effort.  Effort drives results.  

We had the desire to recover and we were willing to put in the effort.  We 

embraced recovery as a team sport.  The results show in the amazing progress 

Gordon has made so far.
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Summary

I will sum up my part of our stroke story by saying it is complicated, painful, 

rewarding, and ever changing, and I am ok with that.  We are in it together.  I 

believe our darkest days are behind us.  We don’t waste our time in regret or 

“What if?” scenarios.  We have today and we are going to make the most of it 

together.  

Many people have played a part in our story and I consider every one of them a 

blessing and a gift.   Doctors, nurses, therapists, friends, family—all touching 

our lives and bringing us to this moment when we can stand here and show you 

an extraordinary outcome to a devastating event.   

Thank you for what you do.  I hope learning about our experience helps you in 

your journey. 

THANK YOU.

If you would like information of when our blog is updated just fill out your 

name AND WRITE CLEARLY…  You will be notified when ever there is a 

change on our site.

Jill’s introduction:

The most significant... factor in my recovery... has been that Jill was able to 

stay home with me,.... work with me every day ....and support me in my 

efforts.    The only reason she was able to do that.... was that we had.... 

disability insurance.  Jill is going to tell our disability insurance story.  We 

hope you will listen closely, ....and consider how you might impact the lives 
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of your clients,.... the way our insurance agent ....impacted ours.  Please 

welcome Jill Viggiano.

Painful Blessing

Selling at GV Speeches

I hope you enjoyed our time together today.  I have just released a book 
about my experiences in this journey. We have plenty of copies of my book 
available in the back of this room.  

The title of my new book is Painful Blessing.  
The subtitle is A Story of Loss, Recovery, Hope, and Faith.  

I created this for anyone whose life has suddenly been turned upside down. 
I also created it for those in need of hope, encouragement and perspective.  

When someone enjoys it, you will be inspired to face the challenges life 
inevitably brings.  
You’ll also see that beauty can come from ashes.  
As well, you’ll value the people in your life as you grow in compassion and 
understanding.  
I think, deep down, we all want those things, don’t we?  

I’d like to see every single copy of my brand-new book walk out the door 
today. While you’re at it, please be sure to pick up extra copies to share with 
loved ones or friends.  

On Amazon my book retails for $20. We were invited here to speak, though, 
so I’m not selling my new book. Instead, I’m happy to offer copies to you for 
a suggested donation of $10 or $15. Just put whatever you decide in the 
basket next to my messy stack of books.  

Again, I’d like to see every copy of my new book walk out the door today. 
So, please help yourself to as many copies as you want. I’ll be glad to sign 
every copy, of course.  Thank you and I hope you enjoy it. 
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* * * * * 
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