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What People Are Saying About 
Chicken Soup for the Caregiver’s Soul . . . 

“Chicken Soup for the Caregiver’s Soul is a heartwarming book that captures the essence of what it means to care and what it means to give. I definitely recommend it.”

Suzanne Mintz 
president/co-founder,
 National Family Caregivers Association 

“Chicken Soup for the Caregiver’s Soul shares the stories of caregivers who represent us all. From the up-front, right-next-to-you caregiver to the long-distance caregiver, the messages are ones that will resonate with caregivers everywhere. If you have ever been a caregiver or will be a caregiver, you will find yourself in this book, which portrays the challenges and rewards faced by us all in one of life’s most important roles.”

Ronda C. Talley, Ph.D., MPH 
executive director & professor, Rosalynn Carter Institute 
for Caregiving 

“This great book truly captures the heart and soul of the family caregiver within these pages. It’s sure to be a classic and help a lot of caregivers along the way.”

Gary Barg 
editor-in-chief, Today’s Caregiver 
magazine author, The Fearless Caregiver 

“The miracle of humanity at its best is portrayed here in these stories. Chicken Soup for the Caregiver’s Soul draws you into a world of gentle, intimate compassion filled with hope to face the brutal realities of life events. I recommend this inspirational book—not only to caregivers—but to anyone who wants to know life’s meaning in a deeper way.”

Paul Falkowski 
Desert Ministries Radio Hour 

“The word ‘caregiver’ encompasses a great deal: choices, responsibilities, emotions and even hidden joys. Chicken Soup for the Caregiver’s Soul embraces all of these, leaving you with the greatest emotion of all—laughter through tears. You’ll find yourself giggling while choking back a sob, realizing that through any circumstance you can still find hope. A perfect gift for a friend or yourself.”

Lisa Copen 
Rest Ministries 

“Caregiving is primarily an act of love and one of life’s worthiest endeavors, and these wonderful words and stories will help dedicated caregivers with their task. They offer the special blessing of tenderness for those who tend and nourishment for those who nourish. What a gift!”

Gretchen Thompson 
author, God Knows Caregiving Can Pull You Apart:
12 Ways to Keep It All Together 

“Beautifully written, like a book of great fiction filled with laughter and tears, but with real voices of courageous caregivers who share their triumphs and sorrows, helping make your caregiving journey an easier one. These amazing stories, written with passion and delightful humor, will warm your heart and have you nodding in recognition, as you gain valuable insight, solutions and hope. Captivating and edu-taining—you won’t be able to put it down!”

Jacqueline Marcell 
author, Elder Rage -or- Take My Father . . . Please!
How To Survive Caring For Aging Parents 
host, “Coping with Caregiving” radio program 

“Inspiration, tears, even laughter—I experienced them all in Chicken Soup for the Caregiver’s Soul. A beautiful salute to caregivers —ordinary people performing extraordinary service.”

Gloria Cassity Stargel 
author, The Healing: One Family’s 
Victorious Struggle with Cancer 

“The stories are fabulous! This is exactly what caregivers need! When they do have a moment to themselves, to be able to pick up a book that contains stories just like their own is priceless. They are reminded that they are not alone. It provides them with the means for laughter and tears; both so essential in the caregiver journey.” 

Jo Huey 
author, Alzheimer’s Disease: Help and Hope 

“For twelve years I had the privilege to care for my wife, who died from the debilitating impact of multiple sclerosis. During those twelve years, I searched for all the inspirational material that I could put my hands on that would emotionally help me through those trying times of being a caregiver. I found many books that talked about the subject of the disease that she and I were battling, but very little that directly was written to help and inspire me. Finally, the book has been written. You have it in your hands. You will be helped, informed, encouraged and inspired in your life by Chicken Soup for the Caregiver’s Soul. ”

Glenn Mollette 
author, Silent Struggler: A Caregiver’s Personal Story 

“The support of caregiving families centers on relationships and community. We learn more about the challenges and joys of caregiving relationships in the stories and reflections shared in Chicken Soup for the Caregiver’s Soul. ”

Brian M. Duke MHA, MBE 
WHYY Wider Horizons 
Caring Community 
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Foreword 

Chicken soup is everyone’s recipe for anything that ails you. From mothers to scientists, from folklore to data, this familiar food has been prescribed for hundreds of years to relieve the symptoms of the common cold. Recipes handed down from one generation to the next contain the ingredients that University of Nebraska Medical Center scientists have documented as “good medicine” for our bodies. Now the authors of Chicken Soup for the Caregiver’s Soul have brought that “good medicine “ to support caregivers and help them as they carry out their vital roles.

Today, there is a serious and rapidly growing crisis in caregiving over the lifespan in America. Nationwide, an estimated 52 million caregivers currently provide continuous care each year to their loved ones. This figure includes ill or disabled family members or friends. Caring for others, despite its challenges, is often rewarding for both those who give care and those who receive it.

For more than 30 years, I have been involved in efforts to improve the quality of life for people with mental illnesses and those who care for them. In the course of my work, I have heard from so many people who were caring for a loved one, neighbor or member of their congregation, and not only for mental disorders but for all sorts of illnesses or disabilities. Because of these messages, in 1987, we established the Rosalynn Carter Institute for Caregiving to study the issues and take action to ease the burdens and recognize the rewards of caregiving.

The Rosalynn Carter Institute stands as the only university-based center in the United States dedicated to helping both family and professional caregivers. We research critical caregiving needs, provide education, raise public awareness of the issues and advocate for policies and legislation that support caregivers to help them as they fulfill one of the most important challenges they will ever face.

At the Institute, we have found that sharing the poignant experiences of caregivers is powerful therapy. Like chicken soup, these stories soothe and nourish family members and professionals devoting themselves to the care of those who are ill or disabled. Chicken Soup for the Caregiver’s Soul is a potent resource for encouragement, advice and empathy, and I am confident readers will find comfort and strength in the following pages.

Rosalynn Carter 





Introduction 

Over fifty-two million people in the United States and more than a quarter of the adult population worldwide help care for ailing family members and friends. Millions more selflessly give of themselves in day-care, elder-care, community and international settings. While rewarding, caregiving requires tremendous emotional, physical and spiritual stamina. That’s why we created Chicken Soup for the Caregiver’s Soul—to offer care for the caregiver, a respite where you can read real-life stories of encouragement and inspiration.

Mother Teresa, one of the greatest caregivers of our century, said she never looked at the masses as her responsibility but only at the individual. She could, she claimed, love only one person at a time. And that, dear caregiver, is what you do. We included her stories and those of caregivers from all over the world to show you that you are among an international league of caregivers, and your efforts are no less important.

This collection of inspirational stories will lift your spirits, nourish your soul and remind you that others understand. Like caregiving, these stories celebrate life and death. Read them one at a time, savoring the hope, the healing and the happiness they offer.

It is our sincere wish that Chicken Soup for the Caregiver’s Soul gives back to you a portion of the love and caring you give to others. We honor you for your daily contributions and thank you for making a difference in another’s life— and in the world.





1 
SPECIAL 
MOMENTS IN 
CAREGIVING 

I am one, but still I am one. I cannot do everything, but still I can do something. I cannot refuse to do the something I can do.

Helen Keller 





That’s Why I Am Here 

What gift has providence so bestowed on man that is so dear to him as his children.

Cicero 

My children have always been involved in 4-H. Heavily into the animal divisions with a few other projects, they took their county fair presentations very seriously. I was a professional dog trainer and handler, and one year my two youngest children entered our registered dogs in the Beginner Obedience class. My fourteen-year-old son, Jeremy, wanted to do something with the dogs too, but he was very independent and didn’t want to do something that everyone else was doing. He came to me in the spring, several months before the fair, and said, “I’ve decided to make my dog project count.” He proceeded to show me his detailed plan for his Citizenship project, which was to provide therapy-dog visits to local nursing homes.

In the north-central portion of Minnesota, where we lived, this was an unheard-of concept. Jeremy told me he had already done some of the legwork by asking his brother, sister and two members of the 4-H club to come along and assist. What he most needed from me was to choose the appropriate dogs and teach the handlers how to present a dog to an elderly, and perhaps bedridden, person. We contacted several nursing homes and finally found one that agreed to allow our therapy dogs to visit. Jeremy called his 4-H buddies and set up a training schedule. When all five kids were comfortable presenting the dogs, we made an appointment with the nursing home.

The first day we visited, I went along as driver, photographer and supervisor. We went from room to room, sharing our smaller trained therapy dogs and puppies with as many people as possible. Each child carried a dog and a towel to place on the bed in case someone wanted the dog there. We were a hit! The joy these folks exhibited was genuine and wonderful. They all asked us to visit again.

On our next outings, we left earlier so we could visit more residents. Jeremy enjoyed watching people’s faces light up as we entered a room, but there seemed to be something disturbing him. I asked if he was having a problem with the project. He became solemn. “I love coming here, but I want to make an even bigger difference. I’m not sure how, but I know there is something more I can do.”

Each time we visited, the residents anticipated it with greater enthusiasm. Some even had family members bring in photos of their own dogs to share with us. We listened to stories about their pets, their families and their lives when they were young. Each sat constantly petting one of the dogs, gaining the comfort and unconditional love only an animal can give so freely.

One day, we ventured into an area we hadn’t been to before. As a nurse’s aide led the way, we came upon several rooms that were quieter than most and not decorated. The aide motioned for us to continue following her to the residents down the hall who had requested visits. Jeremy stopped and peered into one of the rooms. The aide reprimanded, “There is no use going into that room; that lady hasn’t moved or spoken in months. She is unresponsive and pretty much alone.” Jeremy looked at her and then at the French bulldog he held in his arms. Calmly, he replied, “That’s why I am here.” He proceeded into the room and stood hesitantly. The woman was ghost-white and showed no signs of life. She lay prone and didn’t move so much as her eyes when we entered. Jeremy took a deep breath and moved to the side of the bed. “My name is Jeremy, and I am here with my therapy dogs. I brought a dog to see you. Since you can’t come to see the dog, I’d like to place it on your bed. I have a towel so no hair will get on your blankets.”

The woman did not move. Jeremy looked to me for approval. I nodded. He moved to the side of the bed where her arm was exposed and placed the towel on the bedspread. While all this was happening, the aide left to get a nurse. By the time Jeremy was ready to put the dog beside the woman, two nurses and the aide were in the doorway. As one began to tell me we were wasting our time, I raised my hand to silence her. She huffed but was otherwise quiet.

Jeremy placed the dog against the woman’s arm. He spoke softly. “She won’t hurt you. She came here just to see you.” As he spoke, the woman’s head shifted slightly. The glaze in her eyes seemed to disappear. Jeremy allowed the dog to nestle close. The woman raised a weak arm and placed it on the dog’s back. Although she had no words, she began to make sounds. Tears brimmed her eyes as she moved her hand along the hair. The nurses rushed to the bedside and began pressing the nurse-call button. More people rushed into the room. There was not a dry eye in the group. Jeremy looked at the aide and reiterated, “This is why I am here.” Then he looked at me, tears flowing unashamedly down his face, and he said, “I made a difference.” I hugged him and acknowledged that he certainly had. When it was time to leave, Jeremy gathered up the dog and the towel and said to the woman, “Thanks for letting us come into your room—and into your life.” She smiled at him and touched his arm.

Jeremy received the highest award for his Citizenship project and went on to the state level, where he earned Grand Champion. But for Jeremy, the ribbons were nothing compared to his biggest award—the touch of a hand and the smile from a woman who was said to be a waste of time.

Loretta Emmons 





The Day Wishes Came True 

There is nothing more properly the language of the heart than a wish.

Robert South 

My mother was very hard-of-hearing for almost all of her life. As a child, I became her hearing aid before the precious invention was made available to her. Even after she began wearing one, I spent a lot of time repeating myself or the words of others so she knew what was happening. In those days, the contraption buzzed and squealed so loudly it hurt our ears. No matter, the device was there to stay. She thought hearing aids were the greatest. Many times I wished for her to be able to hear me without speaking loudly, or having to stand where she could read my lips. I used to see other mothers and their little girls whispering secrets, and I would think, When Mother and I get to heaven, she will be able to hear me whisper secrets.

Daddy died when Mom was only forty-five, so I served as her caregiver her last years. Despite her near deafness, she kept up on current events from the newspaper, local news and the blaring television. But her favorite pastime was recalling the past.

One day, she recounted to my daughter, Debbie, “I married your grandpa two days before my seventeenth birthday. On July 19, 1928, we went into Lake City, Arkansas, to buy me a new dress for our wedding. He wanted me to have a pretty white dress, but we couldn’t find one. So, he bought me a blue dress with white lace, new white shoes and a hat.” She chuckled as she told how they were wed that day and then hurried back to their respective homes in time to milk the cows!

Mother always told her wedding day story with humor—especially that they had to split up and go back to their parents’ homes to do their chores. However, she always admitted her regret that she didn’t have a white dress for her special day. This time, she concluded, “I married in blue, but when Albert sees me, I want to be in white.”

Mother and Debbie shared a love for catalogs. In between Debbie’s visits, Mother created a stack and had them waiting for her. One day when Debbie came over to help me, as she often did, she said, “By the way, Mom, Grandma and I ordered her a long white dress.” She went on to explain that she had ordered and paid for the gown of Mother’s choice for her burial.

When the dress arrived, Mother loved it. She even asked for a new slip to go with it. She had wished for that dress for so many years; like a youthful bride, she looked forward to wearing what Albert had wanted for her long ago.

Mother suffered from congestive heart failure, and in her last days, her kidneys failed so her body was retaining water; she was a little woman and had put on close to twenty pounds within a few days. One day, she was in pain and couldn’t eat, and we didn’t place her hearing aid in her ear that morning. Losing her mobility made her angry, so she stood up from her chair without help and began trying to walk. Of course, she did not move far in her attempt to defy death. Later in the day, she absolutely could not pull herself to her feet, so she asked me to please help her stand. Just Mother and I were in the house. By then, she was quite heavy and I was sixty-four years old. I picked her up as if she were a child and had her stand on top of my feet. I laid her head on my shoulder while I walked her around.

Absentmindedly, I began to sing softly as we walked. When I was young and lived on a farm, I sang at the top of my voice as I pumped water by hand for our thirsty, hardworking farm animals. Some of our neighbors would say to me, “You have a beautiful, clear voice. You should be a singer.” I had not sung in years except in the congregation of our church. I didn’t even know a complete song. But while walking Mother, I began to sing some of those long-ago songs.

“Lula, where is that beautiful singing coming from?” she asked.

“Me,” I said, almost surprising myself. Then, in a hushed tone, I started quoting scripture. I said, “You know, Mother, you will not always be trapped in this old, sick body, but you will walk on streets of gold, pure gold.”

She said back to me, “Pure gold, Lula.”

Then it dawned on me: She was hearing every word I said to her, without her hearing aid! God was giving Mother and me that precious day I had longed for since I was a kid. In spite of that miracle, it didn’t dawn on me that my precious mother was only minutes from being on those streets of gold.

That evening, in her beautiful white dress, she walked down the eternal aisle to Albert.

Lula Smith as told to Kim Peterson 





A Musical Eye-Opener 

Music is the medicine of the breaking heart.

Alfred William Hunt 

My father had been diagnosed with dementia and lived in a nursing home. He became ill enough to be admitted to the hospital, so I stayed with him. He was confused and rarely spoke, but that didn’t keep me from chatting away, trying to communicate with him.

One day, I ran out of things to say, so I decided to sing. Unfortunately, I inherited my daddy’s musical ability. Neither of us could carry a tune in a bucket. I crooned, “I love you. You love me. We’re a great big family.”

Daddy opened his eyes, turned and looked at me. For the first time in days, he spoke. “I love you too, honey,” he said. “But you don’t have to sing about it.”

Nancy B. Gibbs 





Christmas Eve Devotions 

A song will outlive all sermons in the memory.

Henry Giles 

It was Christmas Eve 1997, my first working at the Good Samaritan Home. It was the custom there for the supervisory and administrative staff to conduct Christmas Eve devotions for the residents. I was looking forward to participating, but I didn’t know quite what to expect.

There was no set program, but all the supervisors came prepared to share something. Some read scripture; others shared special Christmas memories. I love to sing, so, naturally, that’s what I decided to contribute.

Before we started the services on each unit, we greeted the residents, wishing them all a Merry Christmas. They welcomed us with smiles and even some tears as a feeling of warmth and love filled the air.

We arrived at the Special Care Center for those suffering from Alzheimer’s disease. As we had done on all of the other floors, we spent time visiting with the residents prior to the devotions. Most of them, however, were very disoriented and confused.

I noticed one particular woman, Mary, sitting alone, and I went over to speak to her. She had a distant look in her eyes, a look you might find on the face of a small child lost from her parents—scared and utterly helpless.

When I reached for her hand, she said in a raspy voice, “Is Tom here yet? He should be here any minute.”

I could tell that Tom was someone very special to her. I wondered, Who is he? Is he a relative coming to spend the holiday with her? I hoped so.

As I moved on to greet another resident, a nurse who had seen me talking with Mary walked past. “Who is Tom?” I asked.

The nurse pulled me aside and with sadness in her voice said, “Tom was her husband. He’s been dead for at least five years now.”

My heart just broke. It was all too sad. So many of the people here didn’t even know it was Christmas Eve. Could they truly appreciate this service?

We began the devotions, reading scriptures and reciting poetry. Then it was my turn to sing. I began, “O Holy Night, the stars are brightly shining . . .” And then suddenly, I heard it—another voice singing with me. I turned my head and saw it belonged to Mary! With a radiant smile on her face, she sang strong and clear, as if she were performing as a soloist. The words just flowed from her lips, “It is the night of our dear Savior’s birth . . .”

I sang past the emotion welling up in my throat, and our voices blended together. This woman who had lost so much showed us that somewhere deep inside her, the flame of life still burned brightly. Although ravaged by Alzheimer’s disease, her spirit had not been vanquished. She was alive with song.

Mary kept singing, and gradually, everyone in the room joined in. “Long lay the world, in sin and error pining . . .”

As I wiped the tears from my eyes, I noticed that a nurse—our activity director—and a visiting family member did the same.

I’m sure the Lord was looking down and smiling on us all as we sang, “Fall on your knees, and hear the angel’s voices . . .” Because that’s exactly what we were hearing.

Amy Ross Vaughn 





Daddy’s Dance 

Dancing . . . the body and the mind feel its gladdening influence.

William Ellery Channing 

I loaded the last of my retreat supplies in the back of my minivan then kissed my husband and son good-bye. Not only was I excited about the overnight ladies’ retreat where I would be speaking, but I had mapped out a driving route that took me right through the town in which my parents lived. I planned to stop and spend a few hours with them, welcoming any opportunity to visit my mother and father, now eighty-three and eighty-six years old. Often, though, these visits were difficult.

Daddy was in the throes of Alzheimer’s disease, and his comprehension and communication were severely impaired. The progression of the illness was devastating, especially to my mother, his mate of sixty-six years. She was now more a caregiver than a wife, and Daddy was often unable to even recognize her face. I grieved for both of them as well as for myself. I wasn’t ready to let go of the father I had known forever, the one who was so full of life—smiling, singing, joking, laughing. Where had he gone? How did those “tangles” in the brain rob him of words, faces and places?

Many times, Mama wanted to tell me of personal incidents, thinking I would understand, me being the mother and caregiver of an adult son with special needs. But I didn’t want to hear humiliating details of Daddy’s debilitating disease. This was still my father, the man who held me on his lap and rocked me as a child, who put me on my first horse to ride, and taught me to drive in an old 1948 Ford pickup truck. This was the daddy who used to show up unexpectedly at my college dormitory to bring me home on weekends when he thought I had stayed away too long. There was no way to divorce myself from those memories, nor did I want to. I held them close to my heart.

Once when I presented him with a framed picture of me, Mama asked, “Do you know who’s in that picture?” He smiled and pointed directly at my face, and said, “That’s my baby.” Indeed, I would always be his baby girl.

But today, after arriving at my parents’ home, Daddy gave me a quick hug then went to the bedroom to take a nap while I sat at the kitchen table with Mama. She spilled out her fears, resentment and pain. She had no idea how to cope with Daddy’s anger when she didn’t fulfill his requests. How could she possibly know what he wanted when she couldn’t understand his words or gestures?

Because of my own son’s lack of communication, I could identify with her frustration, but it seemed harder for my mother. This was her husband, and it wasn’t supposed to be this way. This was the time she had dreamed of traveling and relaxing after many years of hard work.

Daddy got up several times from his nap to make trips to the bathroom, always requiring Mama’s help with snaps and zippers on his clothing. Neither of them liked this situation, and both were argumentative and irritated with each other.

Finally, I left for the retreat, but my heart was heavy.

As I drove, I thought of the anger, fatigue and emotional pain that my parents were experiencing, and I wondered if they ever had a happy moment. I loved them and wanted to help, but had no idea what to do. As I guided the car along the highway, I prayed for peace, harmony, love, health and even joy in their lives.

The retreat provided a refreshing respite for my body and soul, and I was in great spirits as I headed back home. Again, I stopped for a visit with my parents, hoping things had improved.

I pulled into the driveway just ahead of my brother, and we congregated in the living room with his guitar. Monte played and sang several songs, then Mama and Daddy joined in. By the time they hit the old hymn, “I Saw the Light,” Daddy was singing every word from memory and smiling from ear to ear. I sat in awe as I watched his whole countenance change.

Suddenly, Daddy, who normally shuffled and slumped when he walked, jumped up from the couch and began to dance a jig to the music, his face alive with pure joy and fun. Then, he put his hands out toward my mother. She stood up, and together they two-stepped across the living room floor, both of them laughing and gliding like I remember them doing when I was a child.

I sat clapping my hands in time to the music and wiping away tears. I had forgotten how much music had been a part of our family while growing up. I couldn’t count how many times Mama and Daddy had stood beside our old upright piano and sang while I barely plunked out a melody. Daddy also led the singing at our little country church and even sang while he worked in the fields, often letting me ride on the horse’s broad back while he guided the plow behind. My mind was flooded with wonderful memories. Good times and hard times, but happy times.

Soon, Daddy plopped down on the couch, a smile still lighting up his face.

I left for home with a new peace and joy in my heart, and while I drove, I again prayed for my parents, thanking God for allowing me to witness the love and happy times they still enjoy.

I know there will still be hard times in the future. But I’m thankful for this beautiful memory and reminder to celebrate every moment in life—perhaps even dance in it.

Louise Tucker Jones 
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My Sunshine 

The world goes up and the world goes down, and the sunshine follows the rain; and yesterday’s sneer and yesterday’s frown can never come over again.

Charles Kingsley 

I looked out the window of the plane thinking, Is this it? Will Dad be okay again, or will this heart attack make me face the inevitable? When I arrived, I went straight to the intensive care unit. Dad was hooked up to numerous tubes and machines. He smiled when he saw me, and I took his hand. The look on his face said more than his words. This was going to be a tough one.

The next day, the doctor met with Mom, my sister and me outside Dad’s room. “I have good news and bad news. The good news is we got his heart started again. The bad news . . . his kidneys are failing.” He paused a moment as we tried to figure out what it all meant. “We could put him on dialysis, however, he’d need surgery to implant a shunt in his arm for the treatments. I’m not sure his heart would make it through that surgery. He’s eighty-one and has lived a good life. I suggest you unhook the machines and let him go.”

The doctor’s words floated off into space like clouds passing over. All I could hear was, “Let him go.” I thought, I’m not making that decision. My sister can. My mother can.

But Mom didn’t want to. Neither did my sister. They turned to me. I said, “I’m not going to make the decision. Dad should. He’s coherent, and after all, it is his life.”

I went to Dad.

There was a mutual admiration between Dad and me that formed in my infancy and strengthened in me in adulthood. He was my adviser, my counselor, my father, but more important, my friend. I knew the love we had for each other would get us through the experiences ahead.

I walked into his ICU room. “Dad, the doctor says they got your heart started again, but there is scar tissue, and it’s pretty damaged. And your kidneys are failing. You could go through dialysis to try to keep them going, but the doctor doesn’t feel your heart is in any shape to handle even the initial procedure.”

I stopped talking and waited. I saw him grow still and speculative. He looked up at me and said, “If I do this dialysis thing, will I ever get out of the hospital?”

“I don’t know, Dad.”

“Will I be dependent on a machine for the rest of my life?”

“Yes.”

My throat ached during the long pause that followed, and I swallowed back tears. His eyes met mine and there was a slight smile on his face. He said pointing to the machines. “Then, unhook ’em.”

We informed the doctor of his decision. Dad was disconnected from all the lifesaving devices and moved to a private room. The doctor told us Dad would last twenty-four to forty-eight hours. Bracing ourselves for the inevitable as best we could, we spent the next two days by his side, falling into bed at night in total emotional exhaustion. The third day, Dad was still hanging on.

Day after day, I drove Mom to the hospital. Fifteen days passed. I was really stressed. I’d been away from home three weeks now. I was worried about my family, my business, my life. Dad had been in and out of a coma for days, and he seemed oblivious to my presence. As I drove into the parking lot, I talked to the higher power above, trying to negotiate a deal. Tears streamed down my face as I pulled into the parking space. I had to tell Dad I needed to go home to my family and work.

I walked into his room to find him sleeping with his arms folded across his chest. I looked down at his loving face and hands. This was the man who had supported me in everything I endeavored. This was the man who never missed a concert, athletic event, graduation or the birth of a baby. This was the man who had been there for me every day of my life. How could I even think about going home? He had walked through forty-four years with me. The least I could do was walk the last mile with him.

I held his hand and started humming. My dad loved music and had a beautiful tenor voice. He always sang to me as a child. He’d bounce into my room every morning to wake me. Enthusiastic and happy, he sang, in his most operatic tenor voice and to the tune of “Oh My Papa,” these lyrics: “Oh my Suzanne, to me you are so wonderful!” He made sure it reached a decibel that not only woke me but half the neighborhood. I would usually put my pillow over my head and beg for mercy. What an awesome message he gave every morning before I went off to school and work. What a positive reinforcement his songs were.

Now it was my turn. I began humming “You Are My Sunshine,” as it was a favorite of ours often sung around the family piano. When I finished, Dad didn’t budge. His eyes remained shut. He didn’t hear a thing. I started to cry.

Dad opened his eyes, “Oh Suzi, I’ll never take your sunshine away.” He closed his eyes and went back into that familiar deep sleep.

Five hours later, he died.

My dad was the sunshine in my life and continues to be so in spirit. There have been dark moments and days since he died, but I always look up and say, “Okay, Dad, send me some sunshine.”

Without fail, the sun always comes out.

Suzanne Vaughan 





Caregiver’s Handbook 

Pretty much all the honest truth-telling there is in the world today is done by children.

Oliver Wendell Holmes 

I heard the sounds of car doors opening and shutting, and nine-year-old Ellen’s eager hop-skippity. In the flick of an eyelash, she stood at the door, arms stretched wide. “Grandma, I’ve been missing you!” The radiance of that smile made me forget the punishing weight of relentless July heat.

Her arms locked around my waist, her head pressed against my chest.

I looked down. “New shoes?”

She nodded. “Fast ones,” she said, then announced, “I came to give Grandpa a big hug.”

Red flags whipped from my caregiver’s antennae. For the be-zillionth time in the past three years, my frustration level shot off the chart. I needed a caregiving how-to book, where I could run my finger down the table of contents, point to a key word, flip to that page and read the answer. Should I let her see him?

I drew Ellen closer and gazed over her to meet my son’s eyes. She’d seen her grandpa two days ago, but . . .

“He’s much worse,” I mouthed. “Seeing him might frighten her.”

My son’s gaze held steady. “She’ll be all right, Mom. She needs to hug him.”

I felt compelled to protect her. Would she store up nightmare images that frightened away memories of his healthy years?

And I felt just as compelled to protect my husband. Yesterday’s words from our hospice nurse still echoed sharply inside me. “He needs to relax and let go,” she’d advised. “Distractions now will disrupt the dying process.”

How could I take responsibility for even a single-minute’s extra suffering? Yet, how could I deny either of them a last hug? I teetered on the edge of denial and consent.

Where was that caregiver’s handbook?

My son’s arm circled my shoulders. “She’ll be okay, Mom, I know.”

My emotional teetering steadied. I nodded at Ellen, whose face glowed with expectation. “He’s sleeping,” I said, “but he’ll wake when he knows you’re there.”

Tiptoeing into the bedroom, she gazed at the still, slight form beneath the covers. In seconds, she was on the bed beside him, arms gentle around his neck. He turned to her with a sun-and-stars smile that matched hers. “Hello, Ellen. How’s my buddy?”

“I love you, Papa,” she said.

“I love you, too.”

She snuggled beside him, stroking his face. “I have new sneakers.”

“They’ll help you run faster,” he said. His eyelids grew heavy.

My son signaled Ellen, and with a farewell pat on Grandpa’s shoulder, she climbed down.

“Did I help him feel better, Grandma?”

“Yes, you did. Much better.” I watched as he rolled again to the place where his body rested more at ease.

Leaving him, the three of us moved to the cool shade of the deck for ice cream bars.

“I wish he could get well,” Ellen said. “But I’m glad I made him smile.”

“Yes, and he gave you the best smile ever.”

The previous week, she’d asked when he would get better. I’d tried to explain that he couldn’t get well, that his body had used up all its strength. The cancer, I told her, was taking his body, but it could never take away who he really is—his sparkling smile, the light in his eyes, his love for her.

Looking back on the countless teams of caregivers— the teams shifting and changing with each new twist and turn, every team giving its all to his care—I saw that Ellen herself had been a constant. For the entire three years of his illness, her steel thread of caregiving never wavered. She brought a kind of caregiving no one else could offer, partly out of the innocence of childhood. There was more, though. She and her grandfather had always shared a special bond, but his illness had deepened their connection.

Since infancy, Ellen herself had been in and out of clinics, emergency rooms and hospitals, but the summer her grandpa underwent major surgery, she seemed to set aside her own fear of hospitals. During the month of his stay, she often rode the elevator to his fourth-floor room and blended into the sterile atmosphere with the nurses and doctors bustling in and out, the beeping monitors, the medicinal smells, the tubes and needles attached to his body. With a clinical interest, she inspected each object, asking how it would help Grandpa get better, the way she’d gotten better.

He explained, “I’m trying to be brave, just like you, Ellen.”

How do you tell a child about dying? How do you tell her that soon Grandpa won’t be with us?

How I yearned for that caregiver’s book.

As she ate her ice cream bar, she said, “I’ll miss him, Grandma. It makes me sad.” After a moment, her brown eyes grew round. “Will he be an angel soon?”

“Yes, he’ll be an angel watching over us even when we can’t see him. And, he’ll stay in our hearts always.”

My son knew his little girl. She had needed to see her Grandpa one more time.

I thought about how as a teenager I’d felt hurt and left out when my parents kept me from seeing my dying grandmother. Now I’d nearly repeated history, trying to protect my own granddaughter.

Did her visit disrupt his dying process? Maybe. But her farewell touch gave a loving grandfather a last moment’s earthly treasure. He, in turn, gave the gift of that moment back to her, to our son and to me.

Ellen didn’t need a caregiver’s handbook. She opened her heart and followed it.

Beverly Haley 





When All Hope Is Lost 

“Don’t you know? There will never be a cure!” my teenage daughter screamed from the backseat of the car.

I steadied my hands on the steering wheel while Jenna continued to rant and rave. I tried to swallow the lump in my throat. Not finding a single word that could or would change the situation, I remained quiet and tears stung my eyes. God, you have to help the scientists find a cure soon. My daughter is losing all hope.

“It’s just too hard! I’m tired of feeling sick! I’m tired of being tired! I’m sick and tired of being sick and tired!” Jenna sobbed from behind. “Mom, I just don’t think I can do it anymore . . .” she said as her voiced faded off into silence.

Jenna’s words cut deep, for I knew that without hope, her heart would break. Wishing that this conversation wasn’t occurring on a freeway, I fought traffic and slowly made my way to the off-ramp, checking my rearview mirror only to see the penetrating look in Jenna’s eyes as she stared back at me. The unnerving silence was only interrupted by the sound of my turn signal.

It had been twelve years since Jenna truly “felt good.”

For twelve years, she had lived courageously, fighting her chronic disease. I understood her feelings of defeat. I, too, was tired of daily watching my daughter tend to her catheter site, injecting herself with the proper medications and experiencing the unpredictable side effects. I, too, wanted to join her in screaming, “I’m sick and tired of you being sick and tired!”

Watching her in such emotional and physical pain made me ache all over. If only I could take her illness upon me, I’d give her my health and bear her infirmity. But I felt helpless not knowing how to console her.

I pulled into the first parking lot I could find. I parked the car, stepped out and crawled into the backseat, where Jenna lay motionless. I brushed her hair from her eyes, hoping she’d open them and look into mine. She didn’t move. For five minutes, I just sat and held her, praying that God would renew her strength and will to live.

What does a mother say to her child who is living a nightmare, praying that she’d someday soon wake up and it would be over? What words could bring comfort when all hope is lost?

Not knowing the answers, I spoke from my heart, hoping to reach Jenna’s. “Jenna, look at me. I need to know that you really understand what I am about to say.”

She turned her head towards me and opened her eyes. Immediately, she began to repeat her words of hopelessness. Gently, I placed my finger against her lips.

“Honey, today you’re tired and you’ve lost all hope. Today, you can rest in my arms and let me hope for you. You can be assured that my hope is endless and so is my love.”

“Mom,” Jenna interrupted me, smiling slightly. “If you can hope for me, I guess I can too.” She draped her arms around me. “Tell me again, Mom, that your hope is forever.”

“It’s forever, baby. My hope is forever.”

Janet Lynn Mitchell 





Daddy’s Little Girl 

You are the bows from which your children are as living arrows sent forth.

Kahlil Gibran 

When I accepted a new nursing home patient, my hospice volunteer coordinator said, “This patient really needs a caregiver who will help him cope with his depression. I hope you can reach Allen.”

I was surprised at his name. Allen. My father’s name.

I glanced over at him. Even from across the room, his body looked tense. Walking to his bedside, I looked down on his sleeping face, and froze. I was looking at my father. I couldn’t look away. His face had the same distinctive features, with weathered skin stretched over strong jaws and cheekbones. His hair was gray and white, long enough to wave. The resemblance was uncanny.

Common sense took hold, making me admit this was a different Allen. Dad had died years ago, but I had stubbornly held on to the guilt in me.

Looking down at Allen’s hands, emotions assaulted me yet again. Unbelievable! The same golfer’s hands as Dad’s; muscular with sun-worn, stubby fingers. I reached out to touch him but stopped short. I could have sworn I saw the Masonic ring Dad always wore.

Brushing away tears, I choked on the word, “Allen.” I almost said Daddy. Clearing my throat, and getting back in control, I repeated clearly, “Allen.” His eyes opened immediately, as though he’d been expecting me. Taking his hand in mine, I smiled into his beautiful eyes. “Well,” I said, “I already know what I’ll call you—Old Blue Eyes.” He grinned, and his wide eyes welled to the brim. As I’d hoped, the phrase “Old Blue Eyes” was meaningful to him, he being one who’d lived through the ‘sentimental journey’ years of Frank Sinatra and his music.

I introduced myself, explaining that I’d visit him often if he’d like. Keeping a strong grip on my hand, his eyes searched mine and he nodded.

During the first visits, I needed to do most of the talking. Allen was in the advanced stages of Parkinson’s disease, which made his voice soft and low, and difficult to understand. But we came to sense what each other meant by using our own shorthand of words. I knew he needed to recall the good times of his life. Music became our bond. I took my tape recorder with a selection of cassettes— including the Sinatra favorites and other oldies—guaranteed to evoke emotions. “Fly Me to the Moon” and “One for My Baby” performed their magic. As we reminisced, memories decorated the room. It became a dance floor, a candlelight dinner or a bus station to see a loved one off to war. When I played “Near You,” Allen’s eyes overflowed. Choking and trying hard to swallow, he said, “My girl and I . . . we danced . . . hotel ballroom . . . proposed.” His voice drifted off.

Although the music brought tears, it also brought emotions out in the open, where they could be felt and shared, not buried or denied. His depression eased.

Because of his strong resemblance to my father, spending time with Allen satisfied my intense yearning to be with my dad again. Over the weeks, we became good friends, yet I sensed there was some deep, unlabeled ache within him. “Are you afraid to remember too much?” I asked.

He shook his head and muttered, “No, no one lets me . . . here. I’ll tell . . . about my daughter . . . but not today.”

Some days were pure joy, as the music brought fun flashbacks. We laughed and joked as we tried to remember the words of songs that triggered our memories.

One day, I played a mixed cassette of titles. When one song began, I quickly glanced at Allen to see if we were sharing the same impact. We were. “Daddy’s Little Girl.” The endearing words proclaimed the loving connection between father and daughter.

“I’ve loved this song my whole life,” I said.

“Me too,” he whispered.

I pulled my chair closer, took Allen’s hand, and his tormenting story poured out. His daughter, a young woman who while in her teens, had been the victim of a long, painful illness. Months of heartbreak and dedicated caring vanished when she abruptly died while he was away on a business trip. As he confessed unnecessary guilt, it echoed mine. Late in my father’s terminal illness, after years of separation, we’d come together and had shared several memorable evenings forgiving each other and renewing our love. But then I felt guilty when I hadn’t been there for his last moments.
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