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Linda Olson and her husband, Dave Hodgens, were young doctors whose story had all the
makings of a fairy tale. But then, while they were vacationing in Germany, a train hit their van,
shattering their lives—and Linda’s body. When Linda saw Dave for the first time after losing her
right arm and both of her legs, she told him she would understand if he left. His response: “I
didn’t marry your arms or your legs. If you can do it, I can do it.”In order to protect their loved
ones, they decided to hide the truth about what really happened on those train tracks, and they
kept their secret for thirty-five years. As a triple amputee, Linda learned to walk with prostheses
and change diapers and insert IVs with one hand. She finished her residency while pregnant
and living on her own. And she and Dave went on to pursue their dream careers, raise two
children, and travel the world.Inspiring and deeply moving, Gone asks readers to find not only
courage but also laughter in the unexpected challenges we all face. The day of the accident, no
one envied Linda and Dave. Today, many do.
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Daughter’s PerspectiveIthumbed the worn edges of the envelope Adrian had given me. For three
weeks, I’d refrained from examining its contents, knowing that I would need some time alone to
process what I would see. Adrian, a dear friend of my grandparents, and I had hoped to get a
chance to sit down and record her memories of the past thirty years but had not been able to
find time. Instead, she’d offered to dig up some photographs for me, promising a detailed
discussion in the near future.I slid my thumb under the flap and pulled out a thick card. Inside it
were eight photographs and a note written in Adrian’s impeccable cursive. It read:Dear
Tiffany,Here are the photos I promised you. The one of your mom taken the evening before the
trip is not good, but it is a treasure. We were all having drinks in our house. All of our lives
changed the next day. It has been a privilege to be part of your family and this incredible
journey.Love,AdrianI have always loved looking at photographs taken of my parents and
grandparents when I was a baby, toddler, and adolescent, not to see how I’ve grown, but to see
the transformation in these people who have always been old to me. It is jarring that they were
young once.I picked up the stack of pictures and examined the first one, taken on Sunday,
August 26, 1979. In it, my mother is twenty-nine years old, three months shy of her thirtieth
birthday. Ten months younger than I was sitting there that day.Adrian was right: the photograph is
rather poor quality. It was taken haphazardly, as though the photographer were unaware of the



moment he was memorializing, which he was—they all were. There are three people in the
frame. My mother sits on the floor in front of an empty fireplace, facing the photographer. She is
slender, dressed in a dark blue, long-sleeved shirt and white pants, her legs tucked under her,
right hand resting in her lap. My Uncle Mark sits to her right, dressed in jeans and a yellow T-
shirt, staring absently at the brown shag carpeting covering the floor. The third person sits with
her back to the photographer, legs outstretched, gin and tonic in hand.The photograph was
taken in Stuttgart, Germany, in the apartment that Adrian and her husband, Johnny, occupied at
the US Army garrison. My grandparents were stationed there as well. The subjects of the
photograph, those whose faces were captured, appear tired and have probably just finished one
of my grandmother’s famous gourmet meals. Travel guides spread in front of them, they are
finalizing the details of their trip to Berchtesgaden, planned for the following day.As my father
tells it, the morning of the trip was overcast, with occasional light rain—typical Central European
summer weather. My parents, grandparents, and uncle, with his then wife, piled into a
Volkswagen van for a leisurely drive through southern Bavaria. Stopping in Ulm for lunch, my
father, my mother, and my uncle made the dizzying climb to the top of the tallest steeple in
Europe. My mother—strong, lithe, and athletic—had no problem keeping up with her husband
and his brother, both marathon runners. My father recalls that this was the last time his wife of
almost two years would use her lovely, slender legs.Continuing on their journey after a few
wrong turns, they found themselves on a steep, winding road, trying to find their way back on
course. The road flattened to cross the railroad tracks, and my grandfather downshifted. The van
stalled. The men piled out the front door facing away from the oncoming train. The women failed
to open the side door in the back seat, but my mother scrambled into the front and fell out onto
the tracks. My father automatically turned midstride to go back to help her, certain they were
going to die. Straddling the tracks, he managed to grab her under her arms. As he turned away
with her in his arms, the train made impact with the van. He felt his arms pulled downward as my
mother was crushed underneath the van. He was tossed aside, unconscious.My mother lost
both legs, amputated a few inches above the knees, and her right arm, amputated at the
shoulder. This is how I have always known her. I spent the first few years of my life thinking that
was how mothers were supposed to be. I felt sorry for the children who didn’t have a nightly
wheelchair ride or butt-walk races on the weekend. They missed playing with canes and
prostheses and may never have known how far a wheelchair can slide on an icy sidewalk.As I
got older, her disability became a source of a sort of pride for me. I hated other people staring at
her as she rolled by in her wheelchair or marched along with her awkward tin-soldier gait, their
heads on a swivel as she passed. I wanted everyone to know that her disability was only
physical, not mental, and that she could do everything that everyone else could do. I would stare
just as hard right back at them until they turned away uncomfortably.I was and still am
possessive of her. As a child, I could not wait until I was strong enough to carry her and put her
legs on. My father would patiently stand by as I tugged and pulled fruitlessly on my mother’s
stockings, trying to yank them off her legs and out through the hole of her prostheses. The day I



was able to get her legs on was as exciting as my first trip to Disneyland. My father made lifting
her eighty-pound, legless body look like picking up a sack of feathers. It wasn’t. I tried and tried
until I could finally, at about age fourteen, carry her down to the beach. Next came carrying her
with her legs on, usually up and down stairs. Her legs added about twenty pounds but gave me
something to hold on to. “No, thanks. I don’t need any help” became my mantra when going
places with her. I became a pack mule of sorts and relished the role. I felt needed and important,
able to help my mother go places and do things that would have been much more difficult, if not
impossible, for her to do on her own.Looking at the photograph from an adult’s perspective, I
was humbled by this young woman whose life was destroyed and re-created in a matter of
seconds. I wondered if I would be able to pull off such a resurrection with as much élan as she
did and still does.That was the first photograph I’d seen of my mother as an adult before the
accident. I do not know the person with legs in it. That image and my current image of my mother
are incongruous. I was frustrated that the photograph was so subdued and still. I wished that it
showed her midrun, midjump, or midkick, any demonstration of her boundless energy
innervating her real legs. I wanted to poke at the photograph and force her to stand, to show me
that those legs really did work.The second photograph in the bunch shows my mother and
father, both sitting in wheelchairs in the courtyard of the hospital in Salzburg. It shows the mother
I recognize. She is wearing a lacy white camisole nightgown and is cocooned in billowing white
sheets. Her sternum is supported by a cruciform brace, and the bruised and stitched stump of
her right arm is exposed. The part of the photograph I recognize most is her grin. Holding the
armrest of her wheelchair with her left arm, she sits straight up, laughing at someone or
something in front of her. My mother’s being serious is a rare sight for me and usually means
trouble. Her high spirits clearly were not lost with her limbs. My father sits to her left, looking as
though someone has just gotten hit by a train. No doubt he had already mentally rearranged his
life and was regimenting the next few months of rehabilitation boot camp. This is typical. My
father’s seriousness almost balances my mother’s ridiculousness. His intensity and drive,
coupled with my mother’s energy and positivity and their combined determination, are what got
them through it all. My grandmother, smiling, leans with her arms around my father’s neck, her
right hand midpat on his shoulder. Adrian’s long arms span all three of them. That photograph
exemplifies the attitude that our family and those close to us have always adopted about the
accident: “If you can do it, I can do it.”I thumbed through the rest of the photographs, which must
have been taken a week or so after the accident. My mother’s family had arrived, and everyone
had begun the process of healing and trying to return to a semblance of normalcy. I sensed a
heaviness in the subjects and not for the first time wondered how this incident truly affected
them.The last photo shows my father kissing my mother, a smile playing at her lips. It is a
glimpse, early on in the struggle before them, of the happiness and strength they would share
with everyone around them. It is my favorite.CHAPTER 1:The Day Our Life Went Off the
Rails“We’ve gotta move,” I screamed at the driver as I shook the back of the seat. “Get off the
track, Jack. A train is coming!”I saw the monster bearing down on us through the left-side



windows of a borrowed VW van. The whistle’s crescendo was deafening. We’re going to die. I’m
only twenty-nine. I’m not ready to die. In seconds, the men had clambered out of the front
passenger-side door. I clawed at the metal sliding-door handle next to me and yanked it back.
Nothing happened.Dave, his brother, and their dad had been riding in the front seat. His mother,
sister-in-law, and I were in the middle seat behind them. The sound of my pounding heart
blocked all noise except the voice in my head. Dave is out there somewhere.I grabbed the
handle again and jerked hard. Nothing.The front door. All I had to do was jump forward, slide out,
stand up, and run. I can make it!I catapulted over the front seat, landed awkwardly, and, before I
could catch myself, tumbled out the open passenger door onto the tracks. The only thing
standing between me and the train was the van, with my mother- and sister-in-law still inside. I
scrambled frantically to right myself.Suddenly, my chest felt tight and I was lifted off the tracks. I
opened my eyes. Dave’s face was inches from mine; his strong arms were wrapped around me.
He’s going to save me! I could hear again. Dave was gasping for breath. His arms tightened
around me, and then he was gone.In one earth-shaking, deafening instant, the locomotive
smashed into the van, pushing me down onto my back across the track. The blue sky above me
disappeared as the van folded over me, blocking the color and light as the train hit it. Time
morphed. Seconds jumbled and tumbled. Time ran away and disappeared.I took a deep breath
and held it. If I let it out, I might never breathe again. I must hold it . . . hold it . . . hold it. Till death
do us part . . .The train pushed me down the tracks. I felt nothing.When it stopped, I heard new
sounds. Human voices. Indecipherable words. I didn’t care what they were saying. If I could hear
them, I was still alive.The hands of time began to move again. Something was happening. I
heard the scraping of metal on metal. The train was backing up. Someone shouted. People
grunted and strained to lift the van. The terrible weight pressing down on me lessened. I found
myself squinting against the late-afternoon sun.I took a deep breath and felt a sharp pain in my
chest. Pain is good! Breathing is good. What are they saying?Then I remembered. I was in
Germany. German! They’re speaking German! That’s why I can’t understand them. Maybe I don’t
have brain damage. They pulled the van off me. I’m alive!I smiled at the panicked-looking faces
hovering over me. They did not reciprocate. Heads turned away. Hands held me down. My mind
raced. Am I paralyzed? I was afraid to move. I didn’t want to know. But I smiled. It’s what I always
did, and the only thing I could do for these horror-struck strangers. I’m okay, I tried to convey.
Don’t worry; I’ll be okay.No one was speaking English, so I had to work it out on my own: I was
conscious, my glasses were still on my face, and I could see clearly. People swirled around me,
some with purpose, others plodding mindlessly, as if through movement they could somehow
make sense of the scene before them. I didn’t feel part of it either; it was as if I were watching a
movie.The scream of a siren got closer and closer. I looked around, wondering if there were
other people on the ground. Who is the ambulance coming for? There were six of us in the van.
Where is everyone?Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a shoe, then, farther away, another. One
was Dave’s. Where is Dave? The other was light tan with a rubber sole. It looked an awful lot like
the new ones I’d bought for the trip.An ambulance stopped abruptly very near where I lay against



the hot tracks. Its doors flew open, and medical personnel rushed over. They tied tourniquets
around my right shoulder and high up on my legs. I heard the whooshing air of a blood pressure
cuff as it tightened around my left arm.I stared at each face. They looked at each other and
shook their heads. “My blood pressure is always low,” I said. Why do they look so worried?I knew
from my medical training that if blood pressure got too low, the team responsible for saving my
life might start to lose hope and motivation. I smiled and repeated, more slowly and more loudly,
“My . . . blood . . . pressure . . . is . . . always . . . low! It’s okay!”Big men gingerly slipped their arms
under me and transferred me to a stretcher. An attendant picked up my still neatly tied shoe and
walked toward me. He placed it at the end of my gurney. Conveniently, my foot was still inside it.
Someone else put part of a leg next to it. The knot in my stomach twisted tighter.I tried to sit up
but couldn’t. I pushed again. Nothing happened. Why can’t I raise my arm? The right sleeve of
my dark green velour shirt looked fine, not so much as a tear. My right hand, attached to my arm,
lay motionless beside me on the gurney. My arm looked perfect as it protruded from the sleeve
cuff. It was, however, hanging loose inside, unattached to my body.I closed my eyes.The
ambulance swayed as it sped around mountain curves. The paramedics rocked back and forth
in time with the motion of the vehicle, silent as they steadied my gurney. Time seemed to fly
away again until we slowed and stopped. The ambulance doors were yanked open, and the low-
hanging sun temporarily blinded me. A man in a US military uniform poked his head in toward
me. “I’m Dr. . . .” His eyes quickly scanned the scene in front of him. “Let’s get her out!”He’s
speaking English! He leaned over, pulled the sheet off me, and pressed his fingers against my
neck, feeling for a carotid pulse while he looked at the bloody tourniquets tied on three of my
extremities.“How are you?” he asked curtly.Not wanting to state the obvious, I flashed a smile
and said, “Fine.”The doctor in me assessed my situation: foot in shoe, leg on gurney, loose arm
in sleeve. I’m going to die. I’m going to bleed to death. In some ways, I was fine—fine with dying. I
wasn’t sure I wanted to live like that.There was a brief silence as the doctor stepped away from
the door, then an exchange of words that floated over my head. He pulled the sheet back over
me as he said, “We can’t keep you here. You need to get to surgery as fast as possible. We’re
calling ahead to the trauma hospital in Salzburg and alerting them to prepare for your arrival.” He
looked deep into my eyes and squeezed my remaining hand tightly. “Hurry and good luck! We’ll
be praying for you.”I watched the doors slam shut. I did want to live. Maybe they’ll get me to
Salzburg in time. Surely they wouldn’t have sent us off if there wasn’t any hope. I looked at the
faces of the men in the ambulance. If they have hope, I have hope. I’ll fool them as long as I
can.“I’ll be okay. My blood pressure is fine. It’s always low,” I reminded them. Don’t give up on me,
guys. Please don’t give up on me.It was a twenty-minute race to the trauma hospital across the
passport-controlled border between Germany and Austria. The rapid, deep, up-down, two-note
sound of the siren provided the soundtrack for the scene as the ambulance sped me toward my
date with a room full of surgeons. I’m going to die; I’m going to live. I’m going to die; I’m going to
live. I’m going to die; I’m going to live.We stopped abruptly, and the doors clanged open. Out and
down I went on the gurney, gripping it with the only extremity I had left. I fought to open my eyes,



but they were too heavy. Everything was spinning. The sharp smell of alcohol and clipped,
ordered speech of people told me I must be in an emergency room. Time was running out.I was
fading as I felt the sting of a needle in the skin under my clavicle, and the ER doctor put a
catheter into my subclavian vein. As a physician, I knew this meant serious trouble. Then there
was nothing.Slowly, I became aware of the soft beeping of a cardiac monitor, speaking the
universal language of medicine. I pulled against the weight of my eyelids, willing them to move.
When they finally opened a crack, the glare hurt. I winced, closed them again, and listened.
Subdued voices floated over me while squeaks from rubber-soled shoes moved quickly around
the room. The beeping had a steady, reassuring beat. The voices, on the other hand, were
unintelligible, so I made a bigger effort to open my eyes. Across the room, a clock on the wall
said it was four. Probably in the morning. It was pitch black outside the window.Concentrating
with all my might, I heard and saw everything that had happened. Was that yesterday: the van
stopping, a train, Dave picking me up, the loudest noise I’ve ever heard, an ambulance, my foot,
part of a leg, and an arm disconnected from my body?I took several deep breaths, opened my
eyes, and forced myself to look down. A tent-like apparatus covered the lower half of me. I
allowed my eyes to scan the contours of my body. My left arm lay at my side on top of the sheet.
Under the sheet covering me, I could make out the familiar curve of my waist and flat stomach,
but just below my hips, the fabric made an abrupt plunge to meet the mattress. It was true. Both
my legs were gone. My right arm was gone. Life as I knew it was gone.Images of Dave’s face
floated all around me. I clenched my fist and tried to make them go away but drifted back to the
beginning.I’d noticed him the first day of medical school, the blond, handsome guy with the cute
mustache and sideburns who sat below me in the anatomy amphitheater. He was in the front
row of every class, taking extensive notes, staring intently at the slides or blackboard, and
watching the professor. He was so focused that he didn’t notice my considerable efforts at
flirting.He grew up relying on sports to serve as an emotional outlet and to help him to maintain
an even keel in life. But medical school was so time-consuming that he needed exercise he
could do at odd hours and that didn’t require money or other people’s participation.So, running
became his thing. Starting at 5:00 a.m., before the Inland Empire heat and smog settled in, he
ran in the dark on silent, isolated roads through orange grove after orange grove. If you’d passed
him on the road, you would have seen him talking to himself, his arms pumping and hands
gesticulating, his mind racing ahead of his feet.If you’d asked him why he was running, he would
have said that it calmed him and helped temper his impulsivity for the rest of the day. This was
the 1970s. Researchers were just discovering the opioid neuropeptides (now known as
endorphins) that eventually inspired the term “runner’s high.” Dave is living proof that it is an
effective process. When he doesn’t run, he is hard to live with. When he runs, he is easy to
love.By the end of med school, he averaged thirty-five miles per week. I rode my mint-green
Bianchi racing bike alongside him whenever I could. We didn’t talk. The effort the terrain required
didn’t allow it. Footfall by footfall, pedal stroke by pedal stroke, breath by breath, we were
together yet separate. We’d become a team.Daylight streamed in through the window. It was



Tuesday, August 28—in medical jargon, post-op day one. In my mind, it was the first day of a
different life. I’d been mentally preparing for it over the past few hours. I knew where I was. I knew
what had happened. What I didn’t know was how Dave was doing. I hadn’t seen him since the
accident, but I’d been told that he’d broken his ankle and been knocked out but would be
okay.Will he really? Will he be okay with having a severely disabled wife? He married a cute, slim
doctor with whom he hiked, biked, and traveled. What if I can’t do things with him anymore?
What if I can’t work? Why would he want to stick around?In good times, Dave struggles with
anger issues. I wondered what he would do when he saw the mangled, tiny version of Linda, the
visible remains being only the face he’d loved to kiss and one arm—half of what I used to hug
him with, half of what I used to play the organ and piano for him with, half the person he used to
cook Julia Child recipes with. Will he take out his anger on himself, or someone else . . . or me?I
knew I was in stable condition because a nurse was carefully sponging my face with a warm, wet
cloth, avoiding the scabs and scrapes, while another gently worked a comb through the tangles
of my hair. How would my husband of only two years react to seeing me wrapped in bandages
and missing my legs and right arm? I was grateful that the nurses were doing their best to make
me presentable. I pulled my shoulders down, trying to make them look as level as possible, and
sat up as straight as my bed and back brace would allow. At least I look sort of normal from the
shoulders up.The double doors swung open. I held my breath as Dave, gripping his crutches,
hobbled in with his left leg in a walking cast. His blond hair was unruly. A brown hospital robe
was cinched around his waist. Eyes fixed on me, he limped past the nurses’ station and headed
straight toward my cot, the only one occupying the long, seven-patient, old-school intensive care
unit. He looked frail. The heat rose in my face. My chest tightened. I clenched my jaw and twisted
the sheet in my fist, trying not to cry as I looked at his pale, haggard, unshaven face. What is he
thinking?I needed to be strong for him. I grinned as he crutched to my bedside while I silently
rehearsed the two sentences I’d carefully crafted and memorized.When he reached me, he
slipped one of his hands under mine and with his other stroked the back of my hand. The
gentleness of his touch on my wrist, across my knuckles, and down to my fingertips sent a
familiar, warm sensation up my arm and across my chest. He gingerly bent over me, kissed my
forehead, and pressed his cheek against mine. I could feel and hear his heartbeat and breath.
As he straightened, I avoided his gaze, focusing instead on the empty space beyond the stumps
of my thighs.“I’ve been thinking about things,” I began. “I’ll understand if you don’t want to stick
around.”He shifted and let the crutches fall away from his body. I dared to look up and into his
green eyes. Tears ran down his cheeks as he squeezed my hand. “Olsie, Olsie, Olsie, I didn’t
marry your arms and your legs. . . .” His voice cracked. “If you can do it, I can do it.”We were
awash in a flood of emotions for several minutes. When the tide ebbed, Dave asked, “Do you
know what happened to you?”“I never lost consciousness,” I replied. “I remember everything. I
know I’ve lost both my legs and my arm.”I faltered and then forced myself to continue. “Wh. . .
what happened to everyone else?”His grip on my hand tightened. “You aren’t going to believe
this. . . you and I are the only ones that got hurt. When the train hit us, my mom and Carol were



thrown into the back of the van and nothing happened to them. Mark and I and my dad got out
safely before the impact.”He drew in a long breath, and I watched as the emotion cleared,
making way for Dave the medical professional.“Linda, is it okay if I do a neuro exam to see
whether you have a spinal cord injury?”“Yes, Dr. Dave,” I said, winking away a remaining tear.He
slipped his hands under the protective bridge and stopped briefly to admire the precision with
which the staff had wrapped and taped the surgical dressings that covered the ends of my
thighs. “They did a wonderful job,” he said, more to himself than to me. “Okay, Linda, can you feel
this?” he asked as he gently touched the tops, sides, and bottoms of my left thigh.“Yes, I can feel
it,” I said, happy to be feeling anything that a normal spinal cord would allow me to feel.“What do
you feel?”“It feels like your finger is just barely touching my skin.”“I’m going to test for pain and
lightly pinch you.”I felt a gentle pinch and nodded my head, relieved to have the information.“Can
you move your thighs comfortably?”“Just a little,” I said as I moved each one up and down and
side to side.“Do you feel any tingling or burning up here?” Dave asked as he softly drummed his
fingers on my thighs.“No, but I can still feel my lower legs and feet, and that’s a tingling feeling,” I
said.“I think you’re good. No deficit that I can detect.”Satisfied that there wasn’t any neurological
damage, Dave stepped back into husband mode, pulling the sheet up over me and once again
taking my hand in his.We talked. We didn’t talk about piano playing, the pipe organ, bicycling,
hiking, skiing, or climbing the steps of the bell tower of the Ulm Cathedral, which we’d done the
day before. We didn’t talk about how I had often climbed barefoot up onto Dave’s shoes to reach
up and give him a kiss. We talked about getting through the next few days and weeks. We
focused on the new and the now: this afternoon, tomorrow.“Fünf Minuten,” announced a nurse
from the station across the room. Technically, I was stable but still in critical condition. It had
been less than twenty-four hours since the accident. The nurses wanted me to rest.“If you can
do it, I can do it,” Dave said as he picked up his crutches and limped reluctantly to the double
doors. He turned awkwardly to look at me one more time before stepping out into the bright
hallway beyond the comfort of me and my bedside. I was pretty sure he was crying. I was.“I love
you,” I murmured. And then I was alone, a tiny figure swaddled in white.White sheets covered
me. White pillows propped me up. Rolls and rolls of white gauze covered by white tape protected
the ends of my severed arm and legs. Even my feelings were vanilla, kept at bay by powerful
painkillers that let me float above all the whiteness. Nurses glided around me, whispering terse
observations and orders in German. A central venous line, an IV, and a urinary catheter took
care of most of my bodily functions.All I had to do was rest. All I could do was think.For the rest
of the day, in a haze, I alternated between two personae: Dr. Olson and Linda. Looking around, I
assessed my situation.Legs:• gone but somehow still here• absence of legs from midthigh down
—not okayThat was going to be a big problem. That would require a wheelchair. I was not okay
with that. People in wheelchairs are nobodies. There’s no way I can spend the rest of my life in a
wheelchair.Arm:• have one left; nondominant• doesn’t hurt• has full range of motion• no scrapes
or bruises• all five fingers intactIt would take some practice and creativity, but I was sure I’d have
a perfectly usable arm.Back:• hurtsActually, it hurt like hell!I’d asked to see the X-rays of my



spine. The findings were obvious when I held them up to the light and looked at the lateral view.
Instead of the normal, rectangular appearance, two of my vertebrae were crunched into wedge-
shaped structures. Diagnosis: two vertebral compression fractures. Broken back.Mental
evaluation:• oriented to person, place, and time• dull, blandThe effects of the medication
brought into sharp focus another fear: getting hooked on pain meds. I dreaded the pain ahead
but couldn’t bear the idea of not being fully aware and engaged with the decisions that were
coming.My less confident Linda persona knew that there wasn’t much left of her body, and what
was left had some pretty ugly scars. How could Dave find that attractive and sexy? My dreams of
hiking the John Muir Trail, scuba diving, biking, swimming around the pier, and wearing my bikini
to the beach were all gone. Will I ever drive, make love, or work as a radiologist again?I was
afraid of falling into a huge black hole and never crawling out again. Even worse, what would I do
if Dave decided to walk out those double doors and never come back? I couldn’t imagine life
without him.It was useless to open my eyes. When I did, white lights, white walls, and white
bandages blurred into nothingness. Without anything to hang on to, my mind spun, jumped, and
fell. I needed something to touch or hold, or at least something I could think about. From my
hospital room in Austria, I escaped to Mexico.It started as a relaxing beach camping trip in Punta
Estrella, Baja, Mexico, and what should have been a short walk to meet friends for lunch in San
Felipe. Skimpily clad in bathing suits, tennis shoes, and windbreakers, Dave and I strolled north
up the hard-packed sand, holding hands. We were young, carefree, and in love. Crashing waves
sparkled in the morning sun.The atmosphere was intoxicating. I drew in a lungful of salty
morning air as I shaded my eyes to see beyond the expanse of sand. “It’s like the entire world is
out in front of us—like I own the whole world,” I said.Dave took a deep breath, then let it out. His
shoulders relaxed, and the corners of that sexy mustache slowly curved upward. With his thumb,
he gently stroked the back of my hand and winked. God, it’s great to be alive!Lost in
contemplation and conversation, we walked for miles. San Felipe, which we’d expected to simply
run into, never came into sight.Our pace slowed as the midday sun burned down, parching our
lips and subduing our spirits. We had an ocean full of water but nothing to drink. Finally, a dune
buggier came upon us. Before speeding off, he gave us one bottle of beer, which we nursed
between us for the next hour. What was supposed to be a two-hour, five-mile stroll stretched into
a ten-hour, twenty-mile death march through desert sands. Our fears escalated when we
stumbled upon a set of human skeletal remains. A cold chill went up my spine, and the telltale
tingling of a spike in adrenaline radiated through the tips of my fingers and toes. We are lost. I
looked around and listened—sand and more sand. Is this how they’ll find us?After night fell,
shivering in the dark, with no food or water, the heat of the day replaced by a cold wind, we knew
we weren’t going to make it to our friends. We had no choice but to turn around and face the long
slog back to camp. The first tears fell silently; then I started shaking. I stopped walking and burst
out crying.Dave stopped and put his arms around me. “We can do this. I’ll carry you if I need
to.”With my head down, I concentrated on setting a steady pace as I struggled to see the ground
through the darkness. One foot in front of the other while we talked about whatever came to



mind. When we ran out of things to say, I started to sing and was surprised when Dave joined in.
At first, we sang silly kid songs like “Old MacDonald Had a Farm,” “Three Blind Mice,” and “Row,
Row, Row Your Boat.” Then on to our national anthem and “America the Beautiful.” Whatever we
could remember the words to. We plodded on through the desert blackness and started to
realize and appreciate each other’s strengths: Dave the protector, Linda the entertainer.It was
the coldest, most miserable night of my life. As we trudged on, I relived each hour of the day and
knew something had changed. The man I’d started walking with that morning had become
someone I could trust with my life. We were strong. We were a team. He was my partner. I knew
we could do anything if we did it together. I knew by the end of that weekend that we’d stay
together.I held on to that memory, mulling over it for hours—how Dave had put his arms around
me in the darkness and said, “I’ll take care of you. We’re together.” Maybe he will stick around.
Maybe this story is my beacon. Rather than doubt him, I decided to be positive and try as hard
as I could to make him happy.What Kind of Life Would That Be?I am touched by her fear. She is
mangled and crumpled and lies in an ICU bed with an amputation bridge over her from the waist
down. But I know that she isn’t really afraid of that. The pokes and prods and needle sticks by
the nurses make her wince, but she really isn’t afraid of those, either.The future, which twenty-
four hours ago was a happy family vacation in Bavaria, is now no vacation whatsoever. It looms
large and will need to be dealt with. But she isn’t afraid of that, either. Her mind will already have
begun to figure out work-arounds for losing her right arm, as well as her legs, searching for a
way that will allow her to practice radiology.Death. She has no fear of that. And I know she has
thought about death.This is the first time we’ve seen each other. Alive. It is me. I am the source of
the fear.I am not angry. I am not menacing her. I am not remonstrating with her. I am just standing
here, with the competing emotions of ecstasy over seeing her alive and anguish over why this
happened to her causing tears to spill down my cheeks.But I know that she isn’t really afraid of
me. The fear is that I might not have been able to stand there, and, more importantly, that
tomorrow, next week, next month, or five years from now I will not be standing by her. The fear is
that I will leave. She is not afraid of my presence. She is afraid of my absence.But she is also
afraid of constraining me, and that is what touches me so deeply. It is so thoroughly and
genuinely Linda.“I will understand if you don’t stick around,” she said as she squeezed my hand.
Those were the first words I heard, not a wailing, tearful “Don’t leave me!” Just a measured “I’ve
been thinking about this, and I would understand.”A concern for my happiness, my future as a
doctor, my desire to have a family, my love of an active, outdoor lifestyle resulted in her being
able to glibly allow me to leave. No questions asked.We are husband and wife; we are not new to
each other. She has been making me a better person for more than six years. I stand touched to
my core by that fear and by the way she has accommodated it.Fuck this bullshit. I’m staying! my
mind screams.Will I miss her piano playing? Will I miss watching both hands fly across the keys
while both feet race over the pedals of the pipe organ? Will I miss having her ride her Bianchi
alongside me while I run? Will I miss the hikes in the mountains? Don’t ask.Will I miss having her
climb, with bare feet, up onto my shoes so she can reach me with her lips and give me a kiss, a



spontaneous gesture of love and caring that I have always savored? Will I miss having her right
and her left arm looped around me for a hug? Will I miss gazing at her sexy, slim legs and the
gentle caresses of her right hand? Don’t let me think about those things. It hurts.I am here,
where I belong, and I am staying. Even if our lives are reduced to the simplest of activities, she
can still be my sunset and I can still be her moonlight.I have done a lot of thinking through the
night as well, most of it recognizing the cruel reality that she might be dead by morning. I have
dealt with her death and the prospect of life without her. To find her alive this morning is a gift
beyond imagining, and I am ready to push on at her side.“Olsie,” I started, “let’s think about it this
way. None of my cancer patients, at the time of their diagnosis, know whether they will get better
or get worse. Many do get worse, but they still fight hard. Your trauma was yesterday. You are not
going to get worse. We are going to work and fight to make you get better little by little. My
cancer patients do this. We can do this.”I know slow progress both from my practice and from my
long-distance running. I have learned that even when you can’t see the finish line, if you keep
going, you will reach it. Concentrate on some small goal on the trail ahead of you, and then
refocus on another small goal that allows you to go long and seemingly impossible distances
without having to think about their magnitude. Running has taught me patience.I am here. I am
staying. I’m happy to be here, even though there is no finish line in sight.Running to save her
switched my soul into reverse. She had been making me a better person for six years. I knew I
was a better doctor, a better man, and a better husband yesterday than I had been before we
met. I hadn’t done this to myself. Her soft and gentle influence had washed away and abraded
some of my sharp edges, anger problems, and perfectionism. Her tolerance of me and my hard
personality went beyond patience. It was her.But she wasn’t finished. There was still a lot of work
to do. She owed me a lifetime of this. I wanted a lifetime of it. My soul was not ready for life
without her. So I ran to her. My soul was ready to die beside her. So I leaped in front of the train
to grab her and hold her. My soul wanted to be intertwined with hers from then on. Dead or
alive.This morning, my soul is not ready for life without her under any circumstances. Where
would I go? And, most important, what kind of life would that be?Fuck that bullshit! my brain
screamed again.So, here I am. I’m staying. There’s work to be done, so let’s get
started.CHAPTER 2:The PactPost-op day two. Into the ICU swept a small, bony woman with
chestnut hair gently sagging in a bun on the back of her head. Her thin lips were painted bright
red, in contrast with her darkly penciled eyebrows. Her bronzed skin showed early signs of
leathering, a trait we came to associate with Austrian and German sun worshippers.“Guten Tag,”
she said curtly but with a smile. “I’m Schwester—Sister—Nora, and I will be your nurse. I am
sorry my English is so poor. Do you speak any German?”
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JTStraus, “An inspiring story by a courageous woman.. Gone is a book by a life long friend of
mine, Linda Olson. We were close as kids, calling each other cousins, a tenuous connection by
marriage. She had an infectious giggle and a great sense of humor. She was a talented pianist,
was very bright and so much fun. I stayed with Linda who was a few years ahead of me in
medical school, in Los Angeles where I did a Radiology elective, while she was a resident in
training. I watched her with her cute petite figure, as she cheerfully and energetically walked
around the department at work in her tall boots, a fashion trend I could never quite pull off. Her
Mom picked us up and we all rode together for her wedding shower. Although we ended up at
opposite sides of the country, we continue to make occasional contact throughout our lives. I’ve
enjoyed seeing her kids grow up and become adults on the Christmas photo cards she sends
out each year. Linda told me she has the gift of the “happiness gene” and I truly believe this to be
true. Her subtitle of the book addresses “taking back her life.” It is a powerful image.Reading the
book was an intense, moving and riveting experience for me: I thought I knew that Linda was a
strong person, but I really had no idea how strong. I found out about her accident by accident at
work, as a colleague talked about it in reference to her husband, Dave. I immediately asked,
“Who are you talking about, Linda Olson?” and the answer sent shock waves through me. I ran
to a phone, with weak knees, called my Mom and asked her to call “Grandma Dupree” or “Aunt
Lenna” to find out if it was really true. They confirmed that it was true, and that the entire family
was en route to Linda’s bedside in Europe, where they joined her support team. I never knew
until reading the book what actually caused this horrible accident; she never disclosed it to
anyone, because she wanted to have a happy family and a happy life. This kind of selflessness
is rare, as is Linda’s amazing strength of character and her determination.The book follows the
difficult scenes of Linda’s initial recovery, her rehabilitation, their return to San Diego, where
Dave was a Medical Naval Officer, and Linda’s ongoing rehabilitation there. The difficulties of
going about doing what we all think of as daily activities that we take for granted were
tremendous hurdles for Linda. It was not easy, but she worked through these activities of with the
help of her husband and an awesome team of people they found to help make her life more
livable. Amazingly, Linda finished her radiology residency while pregnant and living alone in Los
Angeles, learned to drive, and and went on with living her life, having and raising two children
and overall, accomplishing more than most people do who don’t have such a crushing injury.
She and Dave were a devoted couple. She was never bitter or blaming, and her life long
optimism and reliance enabled her to overcome and triumph after an accident most would have
considered life and career ending. Instead, she is an inspiration to all who know her, and to
many others who have learned about her through her memoir. The family traveled and went on
outings like a normal family. She worked in a challenging career that required tenacity and
expertise, winning teaching awards. Her children and Dave describe their lives in chapters
leading and scattered though the book.So much of this story seems normal, but Linda has lived



a heroic life, in that she has overcome incredible adversity, not just surviving, but excelling with a
positive attitude as well as bravery, humor (I can hear Linda’s giggling in some of the scenes)
and the power of love. It’s an exhilarating read and I recommend it to anyone who enjoys a great
story.”

KathyS, “A Powerful Memoir About Tragedy, Inspiration, Courage, and Love. This is a powerful
memoir written by Dr. Linda K. Olson. The author begins her story, in the prime of her young
adult life, when a terrible tragedy changes her world in every possible way. She must reinvent
her life from the ground up. However, it is not a sad story, but one of inspiration and love.This
book will make you cry, laugh out loud, and cheer for this dynamic and strong woman. She
reveals her pin-point focus to heal physically and create a life full of love, one chapter at a time.
Yes, this book is a love story of a man and a woman who face one of the worst challenges that
you can imagine and they come out victorious. It is a book of inspiration for everyone. I strongly
recommend this as one of the best memoirs of the year!”

Karina Laurel Neel, “Everyone should read this book!!. This was recommended by a friend to
me. And after reading the back of the book I thought, this isn't my kind of story. I can be queasy
when it comes to medical things and I was on my way on vacation and thought, I didn't need a
depressing book.Boy was I surprised. Just 2 pages in I was hooked. Linda's writing is easy to
follow and her voice is so real and honest. Not to mention, this book was anything but
depressing! Linda's outlook is inspiring to all of us, even those with all of our limbs! And the love
story...oh, the love story. I gave this to my friend and she read it in one sitting! READ this book
today! And I suggest you buy a couple copies, because you'll want to hand it out to everyone you
see! I just bought 3 more!Thank you Linda for sharing your story and for being so vulnerable!”

BerkeleyChick, “I am not sappy but .... Caveat: I know Linda from many years ago at
UCSD.Linda had my admiration when I met her in the halls of UCSD Radiology. She was always
frank and open about herself. One of the most unassuming persons ever regardless of number
of limbs. This is unusual for most people let alone a physician. I think we all had Linda stories.
But the book filled in things maybe I didn't need to know but gave me a reason to contact her
and say thanks. It's not every day you get to meet an angel with a big grin. Thanks, Linda”

Linda A. Moore, “Wow- Inspirational. The last eighteen months have been a challenge that
seems unrelenting. Whatever you are facing, you will be touched by the smile that shines from
Dr. Linda Olson's face. The manner she dealt with the unimaginable challenges and the
strength of her husband and children humbled me as I, like most of us, deal with the limitations
of our CoVid world. This is a story of hope and resilience that will lifted me from the gloom, a
blue print to persevere.  Thank you Linda Olson for sharing your story.”

Michael Nussbaum, “An Extraordinary Person and A Love Story. This is a dynamic memoir and I



highly recommend it! I had to put it down frequently in the beginning because I couldn't stop
crying. And then in other parts of the book, Linda had me laughing out loud and cheering her on.
I love the introduction by her daughter, the ending by her son, and the occasional excepts from
Dave. The flow of the story was outstanding. Linda explained her challenges in such a real and
humble fashion!I had the privilege of being mentored and trained by Dr. Linda Olson and I can
tell you that her smile indeed lights up a room. This memoir captures her independence and
spirit on every page and through every turn of her life. My word to describe her has been
"inspirational" and this memoir depicts this well. But the most remarkable part of the memoir is
her love relationship with Dave and their devotion to each other. This is truly magical!I have
gifted this book to my four adult children and cannot wait to hear their remarks! I recommend this
book for for all ages to see the wonder of a positive spirit and grit and especially for those
embarking on a relationship. This is a page turner and will make you say "Why not" and "Get out
and go!" Thank you so much for sharing your thoughts, adventures, and love story with the
world, Linda! You continue to amaze me.Mariana”

The book by Linda K. Olson has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 166 people have provided feedback.
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