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To my husband, Job, and to all those who are left behind to weep
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Introduction



I was 47 years old when my husband, Job, died. We had known and loved each other for nearly 20 years.


The poems which follow were mostly written on the spur of the moment as a way of coping with my grief. They would spill out of me in moments of extreme emotion and provide me with some relief.


They should be read as if they were entries in a diary. The fact that they are written in the form of poems should not mislead the reader into thinking that he or she is about to read a volume of poetry. It was essential to me to be able to express my outpourings of grief in simple prose and short phrases, enabling me to release my pent- up feelings without my mind intervening and interrupting this process.


After some time the idea started to grow that maybe others who had lost a loved one could find solace and recognition on reading these ‘poems’. If it could relieve some of their isolation and give comfort, then perhaps there would be added meaning to Job’s death. For others, this journal may be of help to understand what a grieving relative or friend is going through. The process usually takes far longer than is generally presumed. For outsiders it is difficult to understand the extent to which one’s world is devastated by the loss of a loved one.


On reading through this journal, four years after his death, I am struck by the continuous cycle of denial, grief, depression and then partial acceptance only to be followed once more by denial. It is like the peeling of an onion. Each new layer brings one closer to the core; the realisation that the loved one is really and truly dead. Each layer peeled away presents a new shock. The reality of the loss, of that ‘never, ever again’, threatens to come closer, causing once more a rejection of the emotional reality of the death.


In order to follow this process, each poem is dated, in time passed since the death.


Although my mind registered his death, when it happened, it took nine months for me to emotionally begin to accept that he was dead and it was three years and nine months later that I could finally accept that Job, the husband I had loved so much, was really dead. Only then could I emotionally let him go.


This journal is in English and not in Dutch. Although I have lived in Holland for twenty-one years and I speak fluent Dutch, when it comes to expressing myself emotionally I revert back to my mother tongue, English.


For those who have not lost a close loved one, the poems may seem repetitious. Yet it is this seemingly endless cycle of disbelief, pain, grief and depression that so characterises the state of bereavement for me. For those who have lost a loved one, maybe you will find some solace in realising that you are not alone, and that the endless grief, depression or other emotions you are experiencing, are normal, and that given time, yes, it does slowly get better. The wounds do eventually heal.


I also regard this journal as a last tribute to the strong tie that bound Job and myself. A love story that continued through death.


For the English meaning of the Dutch words used in some of the poems, see pages 249-250.





Journal of Poems







Before



Job is dying.


My Job is dying.


Deep, deep inside me


    I know.


Deep, deep inside him


    he knows.


But it stays there


    deep inside.


We cling to straws.


We go through the motions


    of normal life.


He gets thinner and thinner


    and still we think:


‘Tomorrow he will get better.


    He conquered it once.


    He will again.’


His strength ebbs.


Like a lion in a cage


    trapped by the walls


          of his impending death.


He paces up and down.


    Up and down


    in rage


          at his narrowing prison.


Rearing to get out.


Growing weaker and weaker.


His efforts becoming


    more and more futile.


Refusing to accept


    the inevitable.


Ten days before he dies,


    he suddenly stops struggling.


Peace descends upon him.


As if he knows


    and accepts


          all that is to come.


Those last days with Job.


However to describe them?


Such intense sorrow.


The precious last moments


    before an impending departure.


Total unreality.


Yet an undercurrent


    urging, forcing,


    him, us


          to feel each moment


          so laden with conflicting emotions.


Scenes spring out


    scorched on the mind forever.


Sitting around his bed.


    All of us crying


          as one.


    A cloud of warmth, love,


          hope, desperation


    Breaking us open


          till we ache in unison.


    The poignant finality


          searing through us.


Emotions too deep for words


    swirl around the house.


In a daze we hug and comfort


    one another.


Joined in love and sorrow


    as the inevitable draws


          inexorably nearer.


One by one


    he calls the children.


The last confrontation.


The last coming together


    with Papa.


          For protection.


          For love.


          For measuring one’s strength.


Whispered words of wisdom


    to last a lifetime


          without Papa.


Yes, he says good-bye to the children,


    his sisters, his friends


          but not to me.


The anguish between us is too deep.


It is unthinkable.


A separation – forever


    just cannot be.


A short journey perhaps


    and then he will return.


A final good-bye – an absurdity


    unthinkable.


I move as in a dream.


Calm and strong,


    organising all.


Trying to ease


    the pain and sorrow


          around me.


Protecting Job and myself


    from the reality of being tom apart.


Ignoring the anguished screams


    tearing apart my insides:


“Don’t go


    Please don’t go.


    Don’t leave me.


    I can’t live without you.”


But these frantic cries


    are buried so deep,


          surrounded by a feeling


               of total unreality.


My big strong Job


    cannot possibly be dying.
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The Death



Our last night together.


Did I realise it would be


    our last night?


Like a baby you were


    that last day,


          sucking your ‘ijsklontjes’.


    So sweetly docile and grateful,


          while I ministered to your needs.


One of the very few times


    that I could take care of you.


You, who were always so strong,


    so self-contained.


In your half dream-like state,


you repeated over and over:


    “Nu wil ik stoppen.


    Nu is het klaar


          met Job.


    Klaar, punt, stop.


    Nu wil ik gaan in het Zelf.


    Zo snel mogelijk naar Huis.


          Het is fantastisch.


          Het is er.


          Nog niet helemaal.


          Het komt….”


Did I realise


          as I lay next to you that evening,


that soon, soon


          you would be gone?


I wanted to go on and on


    looking after you.


For days and days.


    To feel you still.


To touch you forever.


But slowly I realise


    your bright hope during the day,


          of reaching Home,


    has turned into a desperate struggle.


You toss and turn


    in your anguish.


Death eludes you


    again and again.


Slowly it sinks in.


You need help.


I cry out to my guides:


          “Do something.


          Help him to die.”


I imagine that I see your silver cord.


Feeling your agony,


    feeling your longing to be gone,


I cut it.


Realising what I have done,


    I break down


    and utter


    the most inhuman howls


    of grief.


Suddenly, like a miracle


    from that world into which you had sunk,


your hand reaches out


    to touch mine


          in comfort,


          in love.


Peace descends upon us.


Our last minutes together.


Then you lift yourself up


    in a superhuman effort.


With far-seeing wild eyes


    you stare into space


    and you cry out in triumph:


          “Je gaat Job!”


My breath stops


    for moments in awe.


Yours forever.


All is now calm.


    Peaceful.


I tidy your limbs, your face, your hair.


    I love you so.


I lie down beside you again,


    very, very close,


    touching you.


So grateful that we are alone.


    Just you and I.


Then I hear you.


I feel


    your words vibrating through me:


          “Het is zo mooi, Kay.


          Niet te beschrijven.


          Fantastisch, heerlijk.


          Wijd, vrij.


          Eindelijk vrij.”


My being expands,


    is filled


          with an incredible lightness.


          An immense sense of freedom.


          Indescribable.


Oh, my Job, my Job,


Is this what you are feeling now?


Are you finally happy,


    finally free?


For another hour I cherish


    this glorious, peaceful


          oneness with you.


Until it gradually fades.


And still close,


    oh, so very close,


    still touching you,


I drift in and out of sleep


    for the next few hours,


    till dawn comes,


          and I must break loose from


          these last enchanted moments


          of still being


               so, so close to you


    and announce to the world:


“J. W. van Dijk is dead.”


However, months


    and months and months


          will pass


    before I will accept that


‘My Job’ is no longer alive.
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See note 1.





2 days later



Unreality.


Unreal.


He is no longer


    lying beside me,


          but a few feet away


    in his coffin.


I can still touch him


    whenever I want.


And I do, I do.


I run my fingers


    through his thick hair.


Oh, it feels so good, so good,


    my Job.


Who says you are dead?


I can still touch you,


    still feel you.


Now I touch your chest.


It still feels the same,


    a bit cold…. Yes,


          but it is still You.


I promised I would stay with you


    every night.


It is also so comforting


    for me to fall asleep


    sensing you still


    so close by.
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See note 2.





The Memorial Service – Three days later



(Written 1½ years later)


I have been so peaceful lately.


Seeming to accept


    your death.


For the first time I dare


    to listen once again


    to the requiem of Faure


          that was played over and over


          at your funeral service.


It all comes back:


    that evening one and a half years ago.


I am in a state of shock.


Moving in a dream


    of pure unreality.


Screaming inside


          No, No, No.


He is not dead,


He cannot be.


Sustained on the surface


    by your beautiful death,


    by the very nearness of you


          lying close by


               in your coffin.


          And at the same time


               floating


               in the air


               around me.


The children


    bereft,


    uncomprehending.


Held together


    by a tight bond


    of invisible love


          that pours out


          from your centre.


All these people


    gathering to pay you


          their last homage.


    Uncomprehending


          of the true state


          of your intrinsic being.


Where are you now


    my Job?


My beautiful Job.


Are you truly


    hovering above us,


          as I so strongly feel,
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