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She thought itwasher
wake-up call.

LeeWoodruff an-
swered thephone that

Januarymorning in 2006, in ahotel
roomatDisneyWorld, andmut-
tered “Thankyou” to theperson
sheassumedwasa front-desk
clerk.

But thepersonon theother
endwas thepresident ofABC

News, calling to tellWoodruff that
herhusband, journalist and
nightly co-anchorBobWoodruff,
hadbeen seriouslywounded ina
roadsidebombingwhile covering
thewar in Iraq.

Her old lifewasover, andanew
onewashere— inan instant.

That’swhat theWoodruffs
would eventually call theirmemoir
aboutwhathappened: “InAn

Instant.”Taken largely froma
journal LeeWoodruff keptwhile
helpingherhusband recover from
a traumatic brain injury, thebook
wasaNewYorkTimesbest-seller
andhasbecomea source of inspi-
ration for other families going
through life-changinghealth
crises.

LeeWoodruffwill shareher
experiences and insight as the

keynote speaker at nextSat-
urday’sCaregiverSDCommunity
ExpoatLibertyStation.

“Humanbeings arebuilt to
survive,” she said in a recent
phone interview. “Weare resilient.
I think inside everybody is that
pilot light of hopeandwanting to
get better, and it burnsbrighter in
differentpeople indifferentmea-
sures, anda lot of that is about
your support system,who’s
aroundyou, your family.

“I just thinkwearebuilt to
come through stuff. Itmaynot
alwaysbepretty.Godknowsours
wasn’t. Butwearepretty incred-
ible animals.”

Part ofwhathelpedherwith
the “stuff” of her husband’s injury
wasanatural instinct to take
control. Almost immediately she
sawherself as “the gen-
eral,” and the troopswere
her four children ranging in
age from5 to 14.

“I realized veryquickly
that I can’t react theway
theydo in themovies and
fall onmyknees,” she said.
“That’s not going towork
formykids.Theyneeded to
seemealmost like the
general in abattalion.They
needed to seemesure ofwhere I
was going, full of commandabout
whatwewere going todo, and if I
fell apart, itwouldprobably set the
tone for theway the rest of thiswas
going to go.”

The first time she sawher
husband, in ahospital inGer-
many, hewasunconscious andon
life-support,with a large chunkof
his skullmissing.Doctors toldher
not to get herhopesup.

Transferred toWalterReed, the
medical center inBethesda,Md.,
he remained ina coma for about
fiveweeks.Hiswifewas there
everyday, talking tohimbecause
thenurses toldher she should,
that even thoughhewasuncon-
scious, his brainmightbeknitting
itself together again.

And thenhewokeup.
BobWoodruffwasbackatwork

a year after hewas injured, a re-
markable ending thatmasks all he
went through to get better, and
whathiswife andkidsdid tohelp
get him there.

Still, theyknowhow lucky they
are.AtWalterReed, andatVA
hospitals around the country, they
have seen servicemembers and
their families copingwith farmore
grievous outcomes.That’swhy
they created theBobWoodruff
Foundation, tobring attention
(and financial help) towounded

veterans.
And it’swhy, 13 years later, Lee

Woodruff still flies around the
country, talking tomedicalwork-
ers andcaregivers aboutwhat
worked for her, andwhatdidn’t.
She talks about the “FourF’s” that
became the legs of a stool keeping
herupright: Friends, Family,
FunnyandFaith.

And she talks abouthope.
“I’mabigproponent of howwe

canaddmorehope into the
health-care system, because I feel
like every stepof theway in the
medical system, for themostpart,
is intended to sort of beat thehope
out of you,” she said.

Sheunderstands thatdoctors
don’twant to overpromise. “But if
you takehopeaway fromthe care-
giver,” she said, “youare taking
away the giant engine that is going
tohelp thatpatientmoving for-
ward.”

Whenherhusbandwas in the
hospital, what gaveherhopewere

thenurses and therapists
who shared stories of other
people they’d cared for—
“positive stories, surpris-
ing stories, outcomes that
noonehadexpected.”

Those stories, she said,
“becamebeadson the
necklace Iwasbuilding to
weaveamantle of hope
aroundmyself.”

Shealso kept a journal.
“Itwas really the onlyway Ihad

any control over this hideous,
completely out of control situa-
tion,” she said. “Iwrotebecause I
knewmychildrenwouldwant to
knowwhathappened ifBobdied,
and I certainly knewBob, as a
completely curiouspersonanda
journalist,wouldwant toknow
whathappened if hewere alive.
Andbecause life in an ICU is 990
miles anhour, I knew Iwouldn’t
remember anyof it.”

Less thanayear later, shehad
written 600pages.A friend in the
publishingworld suggested she
turn the journal into abook, and
“InAn Instant”wasborn.Her
husbandprovided first-person
accounts aswell. Thatbookwas
followedbyLee’s collectionof
essays, “Perfectly Imperfect,” and
hernovel, “ThoseWeLoveMost.”

In theWoodruff family, Jan. 29 is
Bob’s “AliveDay,” theanniversary
of the roadsidebombing thatcould
havekilledhimbutdidn’t. “We
usuallyall call eachotheror send
texts,”LeeWoodruff said. “This
year it sortof cameandwentand
wedidn’tmark it thewayweusually
do.AndIwasOKwith that.”

She views it asprogress, anoth-
er step forward ina life that
changed in an instant.

john.wilkens@sduniontribune.com

Author and journalist Lee Woodruff will speak at the CaregiverSD Community Expo.
COURTESY PHOTO

SPEAKER’S CAREGIVING JOURNEY

KEEPING
HOPE ALIVE

BY JOHNWILKENS

ONLINE: For more information about
caregiving, go to the Union-Tribune’s

website CaregiverSD.com
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