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Games lubricate the body and the mind.

~Benjamin Franklin



I’m pretty sure I haven’t played Clue since I was nine years old. I don’t think I ever had as much fun playing it as I did last night. There’s a group of us that used to go out to dinner on the weekends, but since most of us are out of work, we stay in and have game night on the weekends. When my neighbor showed up with Clue under her arm, I thought it was for the kids. She informed me that Clue was her game of choice for the night.

I was a little skeptical that it would keep us entertained, but I was so wrong. We had a great time as we all reverted to our nine-year-old selves. Adam was holding back information and Erica was throwing a fit about it. I was sneaking peeks at others’ game cards and my husband was trash-talking all of us. I wasn’t aware that you could trash-talk during a game of Clue, but he was a master!

We laughed our way through four games, a bag of chips and a bowl of dip before the kids got ornery. Then I remembered an old Clue movie we had in the basement and while I popped the popcorn, Erica got the kids settled in the living room, Craig searched for the movie, and Adam hooked up a VCR. We laughed right out loud through the movie. It was funny without being over the top like so many movies are today.

After we’d said good night to everyone, Craig commented on how much fun we had just doing “dumb stuff.” I thought about the times we were so grown up and went out to dinner at nice restaurants. Who wants to be a grown up? I want to be a kid again, where my biggest worry is what game to play when my friends come over.

Next week it’s our turn to bring the game. I’m sure we have a Sorry! game somewhere in the house, and they’d all better watch out because I was Sorry! champion in the fourth grade!

— Christina Dymock —
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If you allow yourself, you can become stronger in the very places that you’ve been broken.

~Jane Fonda



That night, I erased the little whiteboard calendar on my refrigerator. Appointments, play dates, plans for dinner — everything disappeared under my shaking fingers. Instead, in bold black letters, I wrote one word so large it covered the entire week: Survive.

That word stayed on the calendar for a year.

I never imagined I would become a single mother in a single day, let alone three days before Christmas. But I held in my tears that day in the courtroom as they placed the handcuffs around my husband’s wrists and led him away. He mouthed, “I’m sorry, I love you,” and then he was gone. I was alone — entirely alone — one month after leaving everything behind and moving to a new state for a job my husband didn’t have anymore.

It had always been my biggest fear, that somehow I’d lose him, but not like this. Never like this. Since before we got married, I would wake up crying from recurrent nightmares where I’d be searching for him but unable to find him. He’d hold me as I cried, still shaking from my dreams, and promise me that he wasn’t going anywhere, that he’d always be there….

But now he wasn’t. My nightmare had become my reality.

I told my sweet babies their daddy would be gone for a whole year. He was going away for a while to learn to be a better daddy. They cried. I cried. Their warm, tired, little bodies filled the empty bed my husband left behind.

When we stand before friends and family and promise to love each other for better or for worse, we never imagine exactly what that worse will look like. The year ahead loomed like a gaping chasm waiting to swallow me in darkness. How was I supposed to do Christmas without him? Life without him?

At first, the days dragged. Every morning, I woke up and went to work at my new job, hiding in the bathroom to take phone calls from lawyers and wiping the tears from my eyes before students came into my classroom. I drove our young children eight hours every other weekend to visit him. I pulled them screaming from his arms at the end of every visit, trying to hold it together when even the prison guards had tears falling from their eyes. After every bedtime story, muscles aching from a full day’s work and doing dishes, I curled into a ball on the floor of my bedroom and cried myself to sleep. I drowned in tears of misery and anger. How could he have done this to me? To us?

But then the unthinkable happened… the days began to pass faster. I started to find small joys in watching my students solve a difficult math problem or in watching my children laugh and play at the park with new friends. I started getting help from a counselor and joined a support group for women in similar situations. I took my children to counseling to process their loss, too.

I started making new friends. Our evenings became filled with plans. I joined a writing group. Instead of crying myself to sleep at night after the kids went to bed, I started working on edits for a book I’d always wanted to get published. Then, six months after my husband went away, I got a three-book contract with a major publisher.

I did Christmas, birthdays, Mother’s Day, and Father’s Day by myself. I started working out at the gym, eating healthier, and supporting other women in their pain the way they had supported me in mine. I decided I wanted to become a counselor for wives and families wounded by addiction. I applied for and was accepted into a master’s program for clinical counseling.

Slowly, I began to recognize the emotional abuse that had crept its way into my marriage because of addiction. I learned new terms like “gaslighting” and “betrayal trauma.” I realized that I had somehow lost the strong woman I had been in college through years of having my thoughts and intuition questioned. That was how he kept his addiction hidden. I had to relearn to trust myself. Then I was angry. So, so angry. How could I have let this happen to me? I grew up in a home broken apart by addiction. How had I not recognized the signs? How could I have let myself become so emotionally dependent on him?

Slowly, he began to change, too. Intensive counseling and treatment while incarcerated made him realize many of the same things. I heard and saw the changes taking place in him. Everyone told me I was crazy for not leaving him, but I wanted that decision to be mine and mine alone. I’d grown up around addiction and seen the miracle of recovery that can take place when someone hits rock bottom, but I was wary. So very wary.

When the year ended, I erased the word “Survive” on the calendar. I realized that I had survived. We survived. Sometimes, it was only a minute at a time, or a second at a time. But my husband did not come home to the same weeping, lost, and scared wife he left behind. He came home to a wife with a renewed sense of self, who could set healthy boundaries and take care of her family with or without him. A wife who had chased her dreams and made them come true in the midst of incredible hardship. He came home to a wife who was not only healthier, but stronger. And if he planned to stay her husband, he had to prove he was just as strong as she was and fight to stay healthy, too.

I thought the day my husband went to prison was the worst day of my life, but it turned out to be the first day of my new life. It is a life I had always wanted and finally had the chance to reach out and take for myself. And now, I hope to help other women make that same journey away from emotional abuse and self-doubt into the joy and freedom that God always intended for us to have.

I hope my marriage will continue to grow and change as we both continue to grow and change, but we will take the future exactly like I survived the year without him — one day at a time.

— Carin Cameron —
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Cheerfulness is what greases the axles of the world. Don’t go through life creaking.

~H.W. Byles



Thirty years ago I’d wake up all too often engulfed in raw, jagged emotions. My life was so full of unhappiness and yet I was only thirty. I hated my job, I couldn’t get out of debt, I didn’t care much for a lot of the people I called friends, and half my family had just died in a car accident.

The only ray of sunshine on a dark horizon was my relationship with Tom, and as much as I loved him, I needed more than love to lift me out of my depression.

As I sat home, my leg in a cast after I broke my ankle, smoking a pack of cigarettes a day and watching repeats of old TV shows, I wondered how I’d ever gotten to this point. “I need to change my entire life,” I said to Tom over dinner.

“Why?”

I stared at him. “Can’t you see I’m in a rut so deep that if it rains I’m going to drown?”

He nodded. “That is an awfully extreme way of looking at it, but yes, you have been sad since the accident.”

Sad? I wanted to scream, sad is how you feel when you lose a contest or your puppy runs away. This is so much more than sad. “I’m despondent!”

He nodded. “What can we do about it? Want to go away for the weekend?”

I always wanted to go away, but this time I knew that leaving wasn’t the answer. I couldn’t run away from myself. “We can go to the shore after I get the cast off in two weeks but for now, whatever my problem is, I have to figure it out myself.”

The two weeks came and went and I was cast-free and back to work but still unhappy. As the months passed, I got a grip on my mourning and was able to accept the deaths of my brother and sister-in-law.

When summer arrived I had two and a half months off. Away from the teaching job I hated more than anything, I decided to take stock of my life. Sure I’d had some really harsh breaks, starting most recently with my broken ankle. It had been my own fault playing kickball with my students in three-inch heels and I was stuck with a bum ankle that wasn’t healing well. I was still missing my family members who were gone. My pay was so low I was broke and in debt, never quite able to pay off my credit cards. Most of all I hated my life and I guess that meant I wasn’t too fond of myself.

But there was also some good in my life. Tom was always there for me. He loved me and supported me even though I was such a downer to be around. I was lucky to have a job and although the pay was considerably less than the other area school districts, it still paid for my car and apartment and my occasional trips to the shore. I still had my parents, my sister and my nephew.

“If I’m ever going to be happy, it will be up to me,” I said to myself in total disgust. “I’m going to change my life because no one is going to charge up on that white steed and do it for me.”

Yes, the job made me unhappy, but I was just going to have to deal with that. It was only a job. It didn’t have to come home at night and I really did enjoy working with my students. I forced myself to detach from the problems of a corrupt urban school district and inept administration. With Tom’s help, I stopped constantly talking about the events that were so disruptive to my existence.

Slowly, I began relating the things that happened at work as humorous stories. Sure, I embellished a bit here and there, but I started making the people around me laugh, including my students and co-workers. Then I started laughing as well, looking forward to the evenings to share my day with Tom. I began writing stories, in the beginning thinly veiled tales from work, but soon I didn’t need that any more. I had found a way to tolerate and even sort of enjoy going into work every day. As time went on, I married Tom, left the horrid job and had my own children who supplied me with so many stories, I just had to keep writing and actually ended up penning a column about my family for nine years.

As I changed my life, cleared out the people who weren’t good for me to have around and tried to surround myself with real friends and things that made me happy, I also changed myself. It was a long, difficult process but throughout it all, I learned how to be happier, even though bad things still happen in life. Best of all, I really learned to like myself in the process.

Life is a series of bad and good, but it can be easier when you face it with a good friend you can always depend upon, especially if that good friend is yourself.

— Dina A. Leacock —
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I learned there is a blessing sent from God in every burden of sorrow.

~Sherrie A. Hundley



My husband played professional football in the NFL for eleven years. It was an industry that made it easy to be consumed with tanning, mani/pedis, gyms and spa treatments, just to mention a few. Glamorous girlfriends and wives consistently raised the standard of beauty.

Early in my husband’s career we were involved in a freak kitchen accident resulting in third degree burns from the hot oil in a fondue pot. I sustained the greatest trauma, so the doctors life-flighted me to a burn unit. After a month-long stay, a few surgeries, and four skin grafts, I went home. Forty percent of the front of my body, including my face, was burned. The doctor prescribed compression garments for me to wear from my toes to upper abdomen for a full year.

My confidence was challenged by the new normal I faced. I grew up playing sports and always took care of my body, but this time I was not able to work off my scars in the gym. Make-up made me feel like a clown. Our tragedy stripped me of the beauty that made me feel accepted, normal, and worthy. I had to grieve my old looks to make way for a new confidence that was not dependent on my appearance.

Wearing my compression garments for a year had its challenges because we lived in hot, sunny Florida at the time. My new wardrobe consisted of long sleeves, pants, socks, closed-toe shoes, and a hat. Not only did I have to forego fashionable clothing, but the sun I once loved became unbearable for my tender skin. I would sweat rather than expose my unattractive compression garments.

For many reasons, it was a trying, difficult time in my life. Getting out of bed was just plain hard. I had a sweet friend who would meet me at a nearby gym every day, and we would work out or take a boot camp class to stay in shape. When I woke up each morning, I immediately put on my running shoes. My actions told my brain, “I will follow through with what I know is good for me today.” This simple act of putting on my shoes got me out of bed and on the right track.

My confidence was severely shaken but over time my faith helped me find the strength to develop a new confidence based on my inner beauty, not on my outward appearance. “I am a burn victim” became “I am a dearly loved child of God” (Colossians 3:12). When I became confused and leaned toward unbelief, God’s word reminded me, “I have the mind of Christ” (1 Corinthians 2:16). I chose what to set my thoughts on and which thoughts I believed. When I felt alone, God whispered, “I am with you” (Joshua 1:5). When my physical reality screamed louder than God’s eternity, the “God of all comfort” would break through my isolation and comfort me (2 Corinthians 1:3-4).

I cried out to God, and He answered. Joy filled one day, and discouragement the next. God continued to teach me, love me, and encourage me. My circumstances wanted to define me, but God gave me a new identity. My desires morphed into the desires of God’s heart. My thoughts centered on Him rather than on myself. Instead of allowing my past to push fear into my mind, I chose to focus on what God had to say about me. God’s word directed my thoughts and focused my mind.

As I focused my thoughts on God’s truth and sought His hand in my every day, God created a new heart in me. My heart began to love deeper and trust more easily. My confidence was in Him alone, and He became my strength, allowing me to love others.

It took time for the compression garments to smooth out my scars, and it took time for me to learn how to capture my thoughts and replace them with God’s truth, but it was worth it. A stubborn joy grew inside of me, proclaiming that God will use everything for His good. Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting; but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised (Proverbs 31:30).

I would not wish for anyone to be burned. But on this side of my healing, I am grateful for the spiritual muscle I developed because of my burns. My old confidence that had been based on my looks faded, replaced with my new confidence based on who I am and what I believe. My new reality brought new freedom because I chose daily to surrender it to God. It was a tough process not performed perfectly, but God used my baby steps of obedience to create a confident heart in me. My appearance in no way affected my husband’s success on the football field. A trip to the Pro Bowl and Super Bowl rewarded my husband’s hard work, but gaining inner strength remained our greatest reward.

— Kasey Hanson —
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Your greatest contribution may not be something you do but someone you raise.

~Author Unknown



I can still picture the day seven years ago when Mary Ellen grabbed my hand and said, “Grandma, don’t ever leave me.” She followed me around the house, never letting me out of her sight. When I sat, she sat in my lap. Her parents were preoccupied with an illness my husband and I had yet to acknowledge for what it was, and she had asked to come home with us. She was two years old.

The situation in her home got better after a time, so she went back.

Three years later, my husband and I became her legal guardians. So, we gave up the fun of being grandparents and took on the hard job of parenting a child who was hurting in ways I’ve never known. A child who was angry because her family was torn apart. A child who couldn’t understand why. A child who had to grow up too fast.

She, of course, didn’t remember the earlier time. But she did remember loving her parents. She remembered that they loved her. So, she asked, “Why must I live with you? Why can’t Mommy and Daddy take care of me?” And always, “When can I go home?”

The answers never sounded complete or adequate. “Mommy and Daddy are sick because they put something in their bodies that isn’t good for them. It keeps them from making good decisions that keep you safe.”

“When will they get well?”

“I don’t know. They’re working on it.”

Then tears, always tears. Great sobs for which there was little comfort.

Twice that first year, I saw her acting out a story. Both times, she was running around, obviously taking care of a bad situation. When I asked what she was doing, she told me her parents’ house was on fire. She needed to rescue them and put out the flames. My heart hurt for her. I wanted so badly to tell her that her parents were fine, that they were well on their way to recovery, and she would be going home soon. But I knew none of that was a guarantee and that false hope was worse than no hope.

The three of us were very fortunate to have great support. Her school counselor assured her that she wasn’t the only child in her situation. Her teachers stayed in close touch with us and always insisted she work hard and follow the rules. Her principal wrote notes of encouragement on her classwork.

Our friends at church knew her name. They talked to her and listened to her responses. Once, we saw her religious-education teacher at the grocery store. Two days later, Mary Ellen had a note from Miss Maisie saying how nice it was to see her at the store. Mary Ellen was thrilled!

She became involved in Brownies, art lessons, and sports — finally settling on soccer. Her PE teacher told me she held her own against four boys at recess. There was probably something therapeutic in kicking a ball and running.

But, in some respects, every day seemed like what Mary Ellen called “opposite day.” Papa and I helped with homework, listened to her read, hosted overnights, and attended kids’ birthday parties — all the things we had done before as parents.

Along the way, she was told that I wasn’t her real grandmother. It’s true, sort of. Her father’s my stepson. It’s sometimes hard to put all the branches on a family tree. So, I asked her if she loved me. She said yes. I told her that I loved her, too. And if we chose to be grandmother and granddaughter, we could be. That works for both of us.

After a couple of years, she gave me a great gift. She said, “Grandma, I would rather live with my parents, but I’m happy.” That made me happy, too.

Someday, Mary Ellen will realize that she is one of the fortunate children who has been removed from her home. Her parents made a mistake, but through everything they loved her — loved her enough to get well.

After three and a half years, Mary Ellen went home. There will no doubt be hard times ahead. Parenting isn’t easy for anyone, but her family has the love and support of an extended family and many friends.

After loading her bicycle into her dad’s car, my husband walked inside and said, “Now we can be old.” And grandparents — the kind who can play and give too much candy and send her home.

A friend asked me if I ever regretted agreeing to take custody of her. Not for a minute.

As I write this, I am looking at a handwritten note on a background of geometric shapes colored with pink and orange pencils and taped to the bookshelf above my computer. It was penned by a seven-year-old. It reads: “Hi, I just wanted to say ‘I love you’ and thank you for everything. With love, Mary Ellen.”

Regrets? Not for a minute.

— Vicki Schoen —
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The soldier above all others prays for peace, for it is the soldier who must suffer and bear the deepest wounds and scars of war.

~General Douglas MacArthur



Ted slept soundly on a lazy Sunday afternoon. It was time to wake him. Gently, I touched him on the shoulder, saying his name softly. In the next breath, I felt his hands around my neck. As quickly as it started, it was over. His hands dropped to his sides, leaving no marks on my neck, only on my psyche. To this day, I recall his words, “Never stand too close or touch me to wake me up…” and to this day, I don’t.

Then one day we were walking up a tree-lined street as a car backfired. It didn’t strike me as unusual, so I kept walking. Ted dived face down on the sidewalk. As people stared, he slowly got on hands and knees, and then stood tall beside me, apologizing for his behavior.

Like many wounded warriors, Ted rarely talks about his war experiences. One time I noticed a sad look on his face and I asked what he was thinking about. He described “riding shotgun” on a helicopter that was moving severely wounded men to an aid station. The pilot was shot and died instantly. The co-pilot was severely wounded. Ted climbed from behind to the front seat, pushed the pilot aside and took over the controls. Never having flown himself, he managed to bring the copter down in a bumpy but safe landing. Few people know this story as it was lost in the chaos of war.

All these incidents occurred in the mid-1960s. At that time, I didn’t see that Ted was a wounded warrior. You may wonder why. It may be because I was an Army brat whose father served overseas during World War II. He returned to us with war wounds no one could see, carried deep inside, wounds not acknowledged by either the civilian or military communities. I lived within this Army family, learning to hide human weakness, to ignore fear and just move on. In the early 1960s, I finished my Bachelor of Science in Nursing with help from the Army student-nurse program. After graduation, I moved from being an Army brat to being an active-duty Army nurse working in a stateside Army medical center where I cared for severely wounded survivors of the Vietnam War.

Along the way, I met Ted. Years later, after he had served two years in Vietnam, we married. Ted left the Army and earned his Master of Social Work, re-entering the military as a Medical Service Corps (MSC) officer. His aim? To help men and women who, like himself, carried both visible and invisible wounds of war.

Shortly after Ted started his life as an Army MSC officer, we received orders to go to Tehran, Iran. We saw it as a wonderful opportunity to experience a culture different from ours. Ironically, the Iranian Revolution hit full force ten months after we arrived. I made the decision to leave Iran with our three-year-old son as military families were evacuated to escape the dangers of the revolution. Along with the other men, Ted watched our bus pull out into the steely cold just before the sun rose over the Elborz mountain range in northern Iran.

During the revolution, Ted holed up with a group of men from his unit, watching the unfolding revolutionary drama from a high apartment. When it was time for the U.S. forces to be airlifted out of Iran, he and the sergeant who worked with him drove toward the rendezvous point. As they drove, young revolutionaries fired warning shots across the front of their Paykan car. He slammed on the brakes. Their captors separated Ted from his sergeant. Ted’s captor was untrained in how to use a sophisticated assault rifle. With the safety disengaged, he shoved the rifle up under Ted’s armpit and ordered him to drive. This Ted did, praying they would not hit a bump causing the gun to discharge. After a brief interrogation at a remote location, he was driven to the Tehran Hilton hotel to meet up with other military being evacuated out of Iran.

Ted’s Iran experiences exacerbated the trauma he had experienced during the Vietnam War. While we did not recognize it, he began to experience more signs of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). We thought it was “just” depression. As military folk often do, we dealt with it and just moved on with our lives. Ted completed twenty-plus years of exemplary military service as he continued to have occasional episodes of kicking out and punching violently in his sleep, sometimes knocking things to the floor and screaming, “Get away from me!”

For fifty years, I have lived with Ted. When we married, we had high hopes for a bright future. He has always been a gentle, loving man who helps others with their difficulties. At the time we married, we did not know how deeply he carried the wounds of PTSD. When people say, “Thank you for your service,” on Veterans Day and Memorial Day, I know they mean it. I also know most do not understand the heavy costs of military service.

Yes, Ted still carries those deeply buried wounds. Yes, there have been times when his depression overwhelmed him, and we, his family, had to find ways to live with his physical presence but emotional absence. Yes, I am proud of him and us. Most importantly, I would do it again… and again… And, yes, it scares me when our six-year-old grandson stands proudly at attention, giving a cock-eyed salute, saying he wants to be a soldier “like Grampa.”

Today, my feelings confuse me. I feel tears deep inside because I know I am proud, happy, and sad all at once. I have a deep understanding of the sacrifices and the strengths of those who serve in the military and the families who stand with them.

For me, life is a double helix, people spiraling together with never ending moments of sadness, anger, and grief for what has been lost, but also full of love and caring and hope. We have learned to say “yes” to life, knowing it may be difficult, but it is interwoven with deep love and compassion for one another and others. Somehow, we get through. This is what carries us forward individually, as a couple and as a family. It’s what makes us strong.

— Carolyn L. Brown —
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Not all those who wander are lost.

~J.R.R. Tolkien



I have a secret. Not all is as it appears. Most anyone living with a traumatic brain injury already knows this. We’ve all heard someone say “but you look normal,” and we know that person doesn’t get it.

I live in the new “Frontier Land” that is life with a brain injury. We can even spot each other. About a year after my brain injury, a new man appeared strolling in my neighborhood. He was a bit older than me. He walked with a cane and his wife ever present by his side.

As I still cycle twenty-five miles a day through our neighborhood streets, I know most of the local regulars by sight. I have given most of them oddball nicknames like “Dog-walking Lady” and “The Power Walking Couple.”

My wife Sarah and I drove past this new neighbor regularly. Month by month, we could see his pace increasing and his stability improving. “I bet he had a brain injury,” Sarah guessed.

Quite unexpectedly, I found myself stopped at a corner on my bike as the man and his wife walked by one day. The dis-inhibition that comes with brain injury can be so freeing. My first words brought huge smiles to them both.

“You are doing so well. It’s great to see the progress you’ve made.” Introductions were shared, though his name, like so many others, is forever lost to me. And the conversation flowed like water. He fell on ice the year after my TBI and joined our exclusive brain injury club, the one that no one really wants to join. Brain injury is indeed the last thing you ever think about — until it’s the only thing you think about.

“The doctors said I would never get any better, but I decided not to listen to them,” he chuckled. I listened intently to his tale and smiled.

Then I dropped my own verbal bomb. “My brain injury was a year before yours and like you, my own doctor said I was permanently disabled and to not expect much. I didn’t listen either!” We shared a hale and hearty laugh and went our respective ways.

And my secret? My TBI has taught me that all is not as it appears. That old man fumbling with his wallet in front of me at the checkout counter no longer makes me impatient. He might be someone affected by traumatic brain injury. That driver cruising along at ten miles per hour under the posted speed limit no longer makes me tap my foot. She might be one of the 5.3 million people in the U.S. living with a disability from a traumatic brain injury. The person at the supermarket with his shopping cart parked dead center in the aisle as he stares at all the soups? You know where I am going with this. We are everywhere.

My TBI continues to teach me a level of patience, understanding and compassion I never had before my accident. When someone passes by you and does something you didn’t quite expect, remember that they might just be one of us. After all, we look normal.

— David A. Grant —
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You only live once, but if you do it right, once is enough.

~Mae West



Sue and I sped along the highway at seventy-five miles per hour as we began our climb up the curving mountainous roadway where North Carolina intersects with the southern border of Virginia. Sue, my youngest daughter, also a mother and grandmother, is a young-at-heart fifty-year-old widow. I suppose she could be identified as a “tweener” — between me and her younger family — since I’ve often asked her to drive me long distances or to do other things I can’t or don’t want to do for myself.

The more politically correct term, I suppose, is that Sue is now a member of “The Sandwich Generation.” These young to middle-age men and women are still raising their families, even if they are mostly grown, and suddenly they find themselves also responsible for their aging parents and must add additional responsibilities to an already busy lifestyle.

I leaned back in my seat and enjoyed the luxury of the comfortable ride, while taking in the sunshine and scenery so different from that in Florida. I had to admit there were times when I longed to see the mountains and rolling hills, and missed the colors of the changing seasons. Still, Florida had been a good place for me to live after retirement and while caring for my aging mother — except in situations such as this when my son developed a potentially serious medical problem. I was happy that my daughter had been willing and able to transport me to see him through surgery. It was a free trip for her, too, a chance to visit with old friends and other family members.

As we entered Virginia, the trees and valleys glistened ever more brightly with deepening shades of green reflecting the sunlight of late spring. One of the most beautiful spots along the ascending highway featured a vertical drop to picturesque valleys on the right, looking over many miles of neatly manicured farmland dotted with white buildings of civilization. On our left were even steeper cliffs rising skyward with trickles of running water, jutting rocks with mossy patches and scattered growth of new plant life highlighting the incline of the mountain. Occasionally, small piles of rock and dirt had broken loose from their moorings and lay as evidence of man’s failed attempt to conquer the hilly terrain.

I twisted my body to the right in my seat, trying to find the mountain with the “bite” taken out of the top. I assumed it was a “man-made” bite to make way for utilities and other signs of civilization, but it had become a game for my family, looking for the sign that we were approaching the area where Uncle Charlie used to live.

It was April 28, 2009, a day I should not forget — but for how long would I truly be able to remember it?

My cell phone rang, breaking the tranquility of the pleasant scene. I glanced at the caller ID and answered with a degree of trepidation. I had been waiting for this particular call.

“Hello, Ms. Bennett,” the cheery voice said. “This is Annette in Dr. Jay’s office. He wants you to know that your PET scan results are in. They’re consistent with Alzheimer’s disease.”

I gasped! No friendly word foreplay to break the ice or soften the blow — just the dreaded diagnosis — one which I expected but dreaded nonetheless. I had even asked to have the PET scan (an imaging technique — positron emission tomography — producing three-dimensional images of a body process) done.

“He wants you to start taking Aricept right away,” the caller added. “I’ll call in a prescription for you. You have a good day now, you hear.” And just as quickly, she was gone.

I closed the cell phone, put it back in my purse, and said nothing, just stared at the scenery, which had lost some of its magical luster.

“Who was that?” Sue questioned.

“Just someone at the doctor’s office,” I replied, trying to show at least a half-smile. “She’s calling the pharmacy with a prescription for some of my memory problems.”

Sue turned her head toward me and started to speak.

I placed my hand on my daughter’s arm, stopping her before she could question me further.

“Better keep your eyes on the road, sweetie. This road is really curvy — and steep. Looks like those clouds are dropping right on top of us.”

I was not ready to share my diagnosis with family or anyone else at this time even though nothing had really changed — it had just become formal — no longer a suspicion, but now a reality.

Had I been driving, my thoughts could easily have led me down a dangerous path. The callousness and lack of empathy with which the news was delivered sent chills racing up and down my spine as my eyes strayed to the steep descent to the valley below. For a split second I wondered if I’d be better off just to leave the highway and sail through the air and trees and brush to my ultimate fate, rather than spending years dependent on others and living in the foggy mental state that surely lay before me.

But reason prevailed and in that instant, I made a major decision.

I will not become a victim. I will take each day as it comes and deal with it. Beyond that, it’s out of my hands. But, I will never consider myself just a number or a victim — I’ll do what I can to try to slow the process down, but never, ever will I be a victim.

— Lois Wilmoth-Bennett —







[image: Chapter 2] Fighting Health Challenges


[image: A silhouette of a female superhero, with her cape flowing in the wind.]







[image: Story 9] Just a Kid



A hero is an ordinary individual who finds the strength to persevere and endure in spite of overwhelming obstacles.

~Christopher Reeve



“Van, I can’t move. Please get me off the ice.”

“I wish I could Travis, but we need to stay here until the ambulance arrives.”

And then we waited. “Of all nights for a snowstorm, why tonight?” I thought to myself as we waited what seemed like an eternity for the ambulance.

Hockey connects many different groups of people — players, referees, coaches, and even the off-ice officials. Sometimes there are events that draw together all of these participants as well as others from outside of the arena.

This story, although tragic, is a story of inspiration. In the 2000-2001 season I was coaching the Assumption Crusaders senior boys hockey team, a high school team from Burlington, Ontario. We were an average team that had shared some above average experiences. The previous spring we travelled to the Czech Republic, Germany, and Austria to play a series of games against European teams. This trip also enabled the boys to experience other cultures and take in the incredible sites of the Austrian Alps and surrounding regions. In the fall of 2000 we travelled by bus cross-country to play in a tournament in Dartmouth, Nova Scotia. The boys were a close team, a group of players bound together by hours spent in dressing rooms, working hard at practice, and competing in games, not to mention hours hanging out together outside of the arena.

In December of 2000 we were playing another local high school team. They were the dominant team in our league, and we knew we had our hands full just trying to keep the score close. Through two periods of play the score was 4-0. During the intermission our conversation was light as our coaching staff reminded the team that they were playing well and were only a “field goal” away from tying it.

At the start of the third period, our captain, Travis Colley-Zorrilla, broke in from the side boards at the blue line and went in on a partial breakaway. He made a wonderful move pulling the puck from his backhand to his forehand before shooting the puck past the outstretched glove of the goalie and into the back of the net.

What happened next took only seconds but its impact would last forever. Travis caught his foot on the goalie and that, coupled with the weight of an opposing player who landed on him after the goal, changed the direction of his fall from a gentle slide into the corner to an abrupt crash into the end boards. Not able to get his arms up to protect himself, the impact was absorbed by his head and led to a variety of horrific injuries including three broken vertebrae in his neck; specifically C4, C5, and C7. The most significant and sustaining injury was the crushed spinal cord that led to the paralysis of his arms and legs.

There are so many feelings and thoughts that went through me when I heard the doctor describe the extent of his injuries. Disbelief, shock, sadness, devastation, numbness, even anger. Travis, on the other hand, elected to be strong, resilient, optimistic, and uplifting to all who came to visit. While he remained in the ward recovering from his injuries and numerous surgeries, he never once questioned “why me?” or demonstrated any sign of self-pity. Early on he even commented, “I am glad that this happened to me and not anyone else, because I know I can handle this.”

Travis was just a kid but he simply took this enormous challenge in stride and talked of walking again, going to college or university, and accomplishing all of his dreams in spite of this setback. I watched other patients in the ward who also suffered spinal cord trauma try to cope with the staggering news. They all had such sad stories of one wrong turn, or one bad decision, or being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Not all of them shared his strength of mind.

While Travis remained in the hospital, so many people in the school community pulled together to help. No one knew quite what to do, but we all tried to do something. Classmates, teachers, and parents all chipped in to prepare meals for his family, car pool for visits, and help out around the house to somehow make life easier for his family. In the meantime a committee was organized to fundraise. The reality of an injury like this is that modifications are required to all aspects of the home: kitchen counters need to be lowered, bathrooms need easier access, floor plans need to be altered, and all aspects of day-to-day living require greater accommodation. Transportation is another issue all together; a new van would be required to accommodate a wheelchair.

We decided a dinner-dance with a silent auction would provide the greatest return. Our committee reached out to everyone we could think of — local politicians, school community, local parish, celebrities, local businesses. We used our school as a depot for auctionable items. The outpouring of items was overwhelming. Sports memorabilia such as signed NHL jerseys and sticks came from teams across North America; Don Cherry provided all sorts of items but especially his genuine care and interest; PGA golfers like Fred Couples sent golf equipment and clothes to auction. We raised more than $100,000 through the generosity of our community — not just our local municipality but the hockey and sports community at large.

In addition to raising money, the local fire department stepped forward and offered to provide all the labour to customize Travis’s house. A local building supplier (Home Depot) matched our efforts by providing an equal value in required building materials to every dollar spent in the store. It was a labour of love as every day a team of people showed up with tools and went to work on Travis’s home. In total more than 100 workers would come over to the house, some immediately after their own twelve-hour shifts. The entire community was one big example of positive thinking and can-do attitudes.

It’s been more than ten years since the accident. In that time Travis has dedicated much of his time to giving back to the community. He speaks to children in the community, both as an individual and for the Shoot For A Cure campaign, never shy about describing, in detail, his injuries and how his life has changed since that fateful game. He served as an ambassador for other fundraising ventures such as Wheels in Motion. He, along with friends and former teammates Chris Warren and Colm Rea, served as coach of the Crusaders lacrosse team for three years — teaching, instructing, motivating, and passing on skills that he is more than capable of providing.

Travis and I have always had a very close relationship, but in these past ten years we have become genuine friends. We live only blocks apart and find time as often as we can to catch a Leafs game on TV, travel to Cornell University to watch the Big Red battle away in the Lynah Rink, wheel around Glen Abbey Golf course and watch Fred Couples and other PGA tour stars shoot incredible scores trying to win our Canadian Open.

There are times when people will ask me how Travis is doing; I can’t even get through a sentence without acknowledging that he’s the bravest person I know, that he’s my hero, and that he has demonstrated what it means to be a champion. A captain is expected to be a role model: mature, responsible, hard working, and dedicated to the goals of the team. Travis has maintained those qualities for life. Travis is truly an inspiration to all who know of his story and what he has overcome since that snowy December afternoon.

— Carl Van Landschoot —
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If you don’t like something change it; if you can’t change it, change the way you think about it.

~Mary Engelbreit



When I met the woman who eventually became my wife, we were both young and struggling to get our footing in the world. For me, the struggle was compounded by the fact that I had a kidney transplant that was failing. I was heading for dialysis again in the near future.

Making a relationship work between two healthy people in this world is difficult enough — but we made it work. We grew closer and closer as I returned to the chair in the hemodialysis center, three nights a week, four hours a treatment. She was in nursing school, and spent long hours studying between the menial jobs that she did to pay for school. She would often come to visit me at dialysis, where we would sit and talk. It wasn’t the usual course of romance for two twenty-somethings, but it was amazing how close we became. So, it was the easiest thing to do when I asked her to marry me a year and a half later.

My dialysis center had made me aware of a new home hemodialysis program they were offering — you’d get a small “portable” machine and supplies sent to your home. You’d have to train a partner to help attach you to the machine and monitor your treatments; you’d be able to dialyze in the comfort of your own home and have more control over your schedule. With some careful planning, you could even travel with it. My soon-to-be wife immediately demanded that I sign up and that she train to be my partner. She was working on a floor in a hospital then, doing twelve-hour overnight shifts. For the next two weeks, she finished her shift and then went with me to dialysis to be trained on the intricacies of the dialysis machine. Because of her dedication to home dialysis and to us as a couple, when we got married a few months later, we were able to pack the machine in the car with us, and have a honeymoon — our first vacation ever.

So, the years rolled on, and we continued much in the same way — she would work her shift and then put me on dialysis. We met with the local kidney transplant center and I was put on the list. Every day, we’d do dialysis — and we’d always say, half jokingly, “Tomorrow is the day we get the call!” which ultimately, over time, became shortened to our battle cry, “Kidney Tomorrow!” We used to say it to each other all the time to buoy our spirits on difficult days. Over time, the years wore on us — many days were filled with tears, exhaustion and despair, but somehow, whenever we said “Kidney tomorrow!” to each other, we felt better.

One summer night, we went out on a rare date. We played mini-golf and had a water fight to cool off from the hot July temperatures. I remember sitting on a picnic table with her, outside the golf course, watching the sun set. I talked about how exhausted I was, and how I wondered how much more I could endure. She just smiled and said to me, “It’s okay. Kidney tomorrow!”

The next day, we woke up and I drove her to work. I dropped her off and mentioned that I was going to the store that morning. She asked me to pick up some milk. So, I shuffled off to the store and began to walk toward the milk. My cellphone rang in my pocket; it was rare to get a call so early in the morning, and when I answered it, the voice at the other end exclaimed, “Steven! This is the transplant center. We may have a kidney for you. Please come up to the hospital now.”

When you’re on dialysis and waiting for a kidney, you dream about this moment. You plan for it — we had a plan in place, and a bag packed at home for it. But there I stood, in the middle of the grocery store, surrounded by people, and time slowed down. Reality can seem to bend when the fulcrum of your life tips unexpectedly. I put the milk back in the cooler. “If I was going to be in the hospital, it might go bad,” I reasoned. So, because we needed the milk, I did the next best thing.

I purchased a box of powdered milk, and called my wife. “Honey, the hospital called. We have to go there now; they may have a kidney for me.”

“What? Oh my… uh, hold on…” she said.

I could hear her shout to her co-workers on the floor. “I have to go! They’ve got a kidney for Steven!”

I heard the cheers of all the workers and patients on her floor over the phone.

“I’ll see you in a few minutes,” I replied, “I, uh, got powdered milk…”

“You’re absolutely silly, Steven — put the milk back!” she cried.

Soon, I raced to pick her up — she got in the car wearing the biggest smile I had ever seen. As I pulled out of the drive and we headed toward the kidney transplant center, she grabbed my hands and looked me in the eyes.

“Kidney today?” she asked.

“Kidney today,” I said. “Kidney today.”

Less than twenty-four hours later, I woke up very groggy after an extremely successful surgery. I had a functional, healthy kidney. Our days of dialysis were over.

It’s been almost four years now, but we still talk about how a silly positive mantra, “Kidney tomorrow!” helped us during such a trying time. Being together has been the greatest experience in my life, but staying positive together has made all the difference — and it makes this new life we’ve been given all the more sweet. So, even now, when the tough times of “normal” life creep in on us, I turn to her, smile and say, “Kidney tomorrow.”

And everything is all right.

— Steven Alexander —
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A teacher affects eternity; he can never tell where his influence stops.

~Henry Brooks Adams



We had known for a little more than a month before we decided to let others in on the burden our family had been carrying. On the last day of school before Thanksgiving break, my husband, at age forty-six, stood before his beloved high school students and told them our horrific secret.

We taught at the same high school, so I was able to be with him as his words first began to spill out during homeroom that morning. “I won’t be returning to school after Thanksgiving break, I am taking a medical leave,” he began. “I have an incurable brain disease and I am no longer able to continue in this job I love.” He never spoke the words “Alzheimer’s disease” that day, but he didn’t need to. The students knew what he was talking about.

It was painful to stand beside him and watch as my husband of more than twenty years spoke to each of his six social studies classes that day. I could see the chins start to quiver and the tears begin to fall. There was a stunned silence. During that first class, after he told the students, a young lady came up and asked him so meekly, “I know you are my teacher, but for today is it okay if I give you a hug?” And thus began the long line of embraces from students. Some clung to their favorite teacher and sobbed — some of the toughest guys gave some of the most emotional hugs that day.
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