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Memorial Day has always been one of my favorite times of the year because it’s the start of summer. 
There’s nothing more exciting than the anticipation of vacations, hot steamy days by the bay, and the 
flexibility in our schedules. I also pause at this time of year to remember my biological father, Frankie 
Eugene Sweeney. He died on Memorial Day weekend. I always thought he died when he was 23. When 
Aunt Betty died, Steve gave me a framed picture of him. It was a picture that I had never seen before. I 
recently took the picture out of the frame to see if anything was on the back. Granny had written the 
year and his age. He was 22. 
 

 
 

I now have this picture in my office and I am so grateful for it. I believe I’ve shared with you about how 
he died. Though I don’t know the full story, what I’ve been told is that Mother found out she was 
pregnant at 19. They had been dating for about 4 years including all of the years she was in high school. 
She met him at Eastside Baptist church in Denison. My Dad didn’t want to get married because he was in 
college. In those days, women “went away for a visit” if they weren’t married and found out they were 
pregnant. She moved to Louisiana with a couple friend of theirs, Bobby and Janet.  After she moved, 
they ended up getting married in March. My Dad would travel back and forth on the weekends between 
Denison, Oklahoma (where he was going to college), and Louisiana to visit her.  He came to visit her on 
Memorial Day weekend. He was supposed to leave on Monday, Memorial Day, but they had an 
argument and he decided to leave before, Sunday evening, May 28, 1960, around 6:00 p.m. She said he 
sped out of the driveway and she thought to herself, I probably won’t see him again. Around 10:00 p.m. 
she got a call that he had died instantly in a head on collision going over a bridge in Marshall Texas. She 
not only had to return to Denison for his funeral, she had to come back being 7 months pregnant with 
me. I can only imagine how helpless and disgraceful she felt. She didn’t have a job or education and 
didn’t know how to drive. That's a lot to endure at 20 years old! 
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I believe I have a greater sense of awareness about death because I had to deal with death from the 
very beginning of my life with the tragic death of my Father. I also dealt with the experience of death 
when my brother died at 14 and I was 16, as well as many others: 3 sets of grandparents, a first cousin, 
an adopted Dad, and a very close Aunt. I’ve had 56 years to contemplate the experience of death and 
come to terms with it in a transformational way. Because Memorial Day just passed, my inspiration is 
about the transformational experience of death. There’s not a lot of information or research about how 
to deal with death. We don’t get to experience how to process through death until it happens. My hope 
is that I can share my experiences to help you when death happens in your life, prior to it happening. 
And, give you a positive perspective about death as it being a transformational experience in daily living. 
 

Death and talking about death is a heavy subject. It’s emotionally charged. At the same time, even 
though it’s painful, it can be transformational. The experience of death is normally seen as depressing. 
At the same time, it’s when we seem to be the most appreciative of life. Think about when you hear of 
someone dying or if you go to a funeral. It’s a reminder of appreciation. It’s when we feel an 
overwhelming sense of gratefulness. 
 
Most of people aren’t prepared when they lose someone they love. We get more experience in how to 
drive a car than how to deal with the experience of death. We get a lot of training on practical things but 
not on spiritual things like living in awareness, dying, and grieving. So when we do experience death, we 
feel lost. We have beautiful experiences around death maybe at the time of the funeral with old friends 
and family showing up. But then everyone leaves. They may show up a few days or a few weeks later 
but as time goes on, everyone gets back into their normal schedules. Then the feeling of real loss sets in. 
 
I believe death must be the hardest loss a parent can endure. We never expect our children to die 
before we do. It’s not the natural order of life. We have such high expectations for our children. We 
expect them to grow up healthy, be happy and productive, make an impact on our world, and love us 
until the end of our days. When that doesn’t happen, it’s tragic. Most parents never recover. 
 

I was going through my old photo albums and I found these of my dad when he was young. There 
weren’t dates on the back of these pictures but he looks to be maybe 10 and 15. The young girl in the 
picture on the right is Carolyn, my first cousin and Aunt Betty’s daughter (who also passed away with a 
sudden brain aneurysm at the age of 47 before her mother). I hope one of the greatest advantages of 
these inspirations for you is to help you see the experience of life in the span of a whole lifetime. I hope 
you find it interesting and helpful to you. 
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The story about my Father that I have pieced together based on what others have told me including 
Mother, Aunt Niecy, Aunt Betty, Granny Sweeney, and Uncle James, was that my Father was a “pretty 
boy.” He was the youngest of three (Aunt Betty, Uncle Jimmy, and my Father). He was an adolescent 
diabetic so Granny babied him. He was the favorite of everyone. He was great looking. This picture is his 
graduation picture. I put my graduation picture next to his. We look a lot alike. Our strongest 
resemblance is in our teeth. I remember everyone saying when I was growing up that we had the exact 
same teeth (as jacked up as they were). 
 

 
 

The other interesting aspect about him that I heard all the years I was growing up was the he was smart 
and always had aspirations of going to college. He never did any manual work. He worked at an ice 
cream shop while in high school, Ashburn’s. He never got his hands dirty. That’s why they called him a 
pretty boy. This picture of him had the year 1959 on the back. Doesn’t that look like a classic “happy 
days” picture? He was probably a junior in college. When he died, he was close to graduating. The tools 
in the picture are his engineering tools. His major in college was civil engineering. He worked for the City 
of Denison in their civil engineering department during summers and when he was home from college. I 
remember hearing over and over about how proud everyone was of him because of that job. It would 
have been considered a very prestigious job coming from a family of a janitor and peanut factory worker 
where no one had ever gone to college or had even considered going to college before. And, no one on 
either side of the family ever had a professional job. That was why he was so special to everyone. 
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As a parent I believe any losing any child would be horrific. I believe it is a slap in the face when life takes 
away your most precious one, maybe the one that lives up to all your expectations. The one that treats 
you the very best. The one that is kind to everyone else. The one that has a greater sense of a vision for 
themselves. The one that has it all together in every aspect of life. The one that does all the right things 
and is excited about being alive. I believe that one was my Father. No wonder his death was a 
tremendous loss to everyone. Rumor was that Granny favored him and didn't pay too much attention to 
the other two, Betty and Jimmy, so when my Father died, there was a twinge of karma. I don't know if 
that was true. I do believe that life sometimes has a weird way of putting things in their place. 
 

I assume after the funeral, there was a span of dead time. Mother didn't have a dime to her name. She 
had to move back in with her parents. It was hot and she was miserable. There was 7 weeks of waiting 
for me to be born. Can you imagine the anticipation? Can you imagine the soul searching that everyone 
had to do during those weeks? Then I was born on July 18th. This is a picture of Granny Sweeney 
“Feeney” holding me the day after I was born. The picture had July 19th on the back. I believe in that 
moment she had a transformational experience of death. There was a rebirth when I was born. The fact 
that Mother named me Frankie Jeanene Sweeney was a gift to her. No wonder she loved me so much. 
Me now being a grandmother of Dahl, I understand it so much more. That’s the way life works. We can’t 
go back in time yet we don’t have the perspective about a full span of a lifetime. I wish I would have 
taken better care of her. I wish I would have spent more time with her. I wish I would have told her how 
much I appreciated her for loving me the way she did. I wished I would have told her how much I 
appreciated her taking care of my Mother. Granny is now gone. What’s left for me is the 
transformational experience of her death and how she helped transform me into the person I am today.  

 

  
 

Then there was Mother having to come to terms with her transformational experience of death. I am 
sure she was thinking, what in the world am I going to do. I can't even imagine. This picture was taken at 
Christmas so I was about 6 months old. Mother doesn’t look so happy but I must say, I do! I think I look 
like Baby Dahl. Mother told me that Granny and Boobie came over every night to help her put me to 
bed. I believe that was how they made it through my Father’s death. Mom said whatever I needed, they 
provided. They were her support system because her parents were of no help whatsoever. In a subtle 
way, they treated Mother poorly because they were so mad at her for getting pregnant. That was how 
they got back at her. They did little to help her. Mom finally packed up and moved in with Granny and 
Boobie to get out of the house. She had a cousin, Bobby Blankenship, that taught her how to drive. She 
got a job, pulled herself together and transformed her life.  
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This picture is me with Granny and Boobie on my 1st birthday. It's a reminder that loved ones and 
people come into your life and they plant seeds. They may never reap the harvest of those seeds in their 
lifetime but those seeds flourish into greatness as I have, as you have, and as your children will. That’s 
where the real transformation takes place over the span of a lifetime. It's the circle of life! 
 

 
 

Byron Cady has a quote, “When we argue with reality we lose 100% of the time.” It is inevitable that the 
physical body as we know it will end. The body ages and the body dies. Tragic events occur and people 
die unexpectedly. What is transformational is to know that we are something more than our physical 
body. There is a universal energy that is so much bigger. Even though someone we love dies, the love 
doesn’t die. The connection doesn’t die. That’s what is confusing because the body does but the spirit 
doesn't. I didn't even meet my Father but his spirit is in me. I know that. I know I am very much like him 
in every aspect of my life. I feel a deep connection that is unexplainable. Mother has said on numerous 
occasions, your Dad would have been so proud of you! That's one of the nicest things she's ever told 
me.  
 

The transformational experience of death is remembering that every moment is precious and valuable. 
We never know when we will experience death. We live our day to day lives like things are certain, but 
they aren't. Life is fragile. I don't believe that we should worry ourselves to death about dying, we just 
need to be more conscious of it. Because our lives are so busy, it's easy to forget to connect to the 
people that we love the most. We must take time to appreciate life and be grateful. That’s where it 
becomes transformational to live in the awareness because we just don’t know what will happen. We 
always think things are going to stay the same. We ignore the fact that they won't. 
 
I have had people ask me, how you can be so upbeat with day to day living with so much work to do in 
balancing being a mother, a professional, a wife, and everything else. I have had people say, there is 
something you do or some quality that you have that I want. What is that? As morbid as it sounds, I say, 
I just think about me or others that I love dying every day; not in a bad way but in a practical way. I 
always try to remember how I want to be in relationship with those I love. I focus on the seeds that I can 
plant in my life and in others that will flourish in future generations. That is how I embrace the 
transformational experience of death in a transformational way. 
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There is a mystery going on that can’t be explained but we know the things in our lives and even the 
losses and painful experiences in our lives, there is a magic to them, maybe not in the moment but in 
hindsight. In day to day living, we focus on youth, productivity, and planning for the future. I believe if 
we spend a portion of our time focused on growing as spiritual beings, we are more able to live our lives 
so we are able to deal with death in a more positive way. If we make the most out of every day, knowing 
we don't know what tomorrow will bring, we are able to live life being appreciative for every second. 
You are my transformational experience of life up until the day that I take my last breath! 
  
I love the total bliss with the best people in the whole world more than life or death itself - Love Mom! 


