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Come, come, whoever you are,


Wanderer, worshipper, lover of leaving—
  it doesn’t matter,


Ours is not a caravan of despair.


Come, even if you have broken your vows a
  hundred times


Come, come again, come.


—Rumi
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INTRODUCTION



MOST OF US HAVE experienced some sort of trauma in our lives. Perhaps it is the loss of a child, a spouse, or a parent; or perhaps it is the trauma of living in these uncertain times—times when, as we found out, death can come on the bluest of days to people sitting at their desks or dozing on an airplane. Maybe you, like me, like so many of us, are looking for some hope, some inspiration, some toehold on life so that we are better prepared to cope with the challenges that are sure to come.


This yearning to make sense of the things that befall us can be the catalyst for spiritual growth. And yet it requires courage. If we are willing to move beyond simplistic rationalizations of why bad things happen, we may find ourselves in unfamiliar territory. What if everything doesn’t happen for a reason? What if it just happens? When we surrender our idea of the Divine as a sort of Grand Puppeteer or Superhero, we are left with a God who can seem utterly unwilling or unable to protect us. How are we to live with that?


Simply speaking, when we most need reassurance, God can feel inaccessible and remote. This is especially true if we have thought of God as our insurance policy against bad things happening—our just-in-case genie that we keep stashed away for emergencies. When times are good, many of us don’t think much about the Divine; but when faced with true hardship, accompanied by what feels like God’s silent acquiescence, deep down, we mourn. We mourn the assurance that we are loved and protected by Someone or Something Greater than ourselves.


What if we could live each moment knowing that we are not forgotten, but rather are loved and cherished, precious and fully known, regardless of circumstance? What would this mean for our lives? What would we see? How would we live? What would we hear in the dark night of despair if we listened, not for the response of a magic genie but for the rumblings of a voice deep within—the echoed song of the One who is home to our Spirit? It might sound something like “Do not be afraid. Do not be afraid. I am with you.”


How do we hear this voice? Perhaps God speaks to us in the only voice God has—that of creation. God speaks through the people we encounter, through those who face devastating hardships without losing hope, through those who suffer heartache and yet somehow still know joy, and through those who survive spiritually though the foundations of their faith have been rocked. God speaks through the beauty of nature, through the perfection of a snowflake, through the light coming in—just so—from a window. If we open our hearts and minds to the messages that come to us, we will discover that life is inherently meaningful despite the hardships we bear, and that we are not alone on the journey. For the weary and the wounded, this is rest for the soul.


As a chaplain, I have searched for ways to offer comfort in times of suffering. When I was diagnosed with cancer myself, I was suddenly on the receiving end of comfort. What I found in my work and in my life is that sound theology and eloquent words can only do so much, usually soothing but the surface of the wounded heart. Words can be a balm, yes, especially if they are the right words, but the only thing that truly heals is presence—being present to the pain of the sufferer and allowing that person to tell his or her story without plugging the holes that grief has left like ragged buckshot. Hopefully all of us have had the experience at one time or another of being heard and understood and can recall the healing this inspired.


Part of the secret to surviving hardship, then, is being willing to share our stories and to be present to one another. By doing so, we will discover the muscular resiliency of the heart. We will experience the restorative cycle of the breath—the exhalation of our own stories, the inhalation of the stories of others. Give and take, ebb and flow, crying and comfort. It is the respiration and resuscitation of the soul. It is the way of compassion. Rumi, the thirteenth-century Persian poet, described it this way:


Your hand opens and closes and opens and closes.
If it were always a fist or always stretched open,
you would be paralyzed.
Your deepest presence
is in every small contracting and expanding,
the two as beautifully balanced and coordinated
as birdwings.*


THERE IS A Buddhist tale that beautifully illustrates this. It is about a woman named Kisagotami, who has suffered the loss of her infant son. Racked with grief, Kisagotami cannot accept his death. And so she carries the baby’s body to the Buddha, begging him to bring her son back to life. The Buddha listens to her anguish, then sends her away with this instruction: She must go back into her village, and if she can return with a single mustard seed from a household that has not known death, he will restore her son to her. As one might expect, Kisagotami returns to the Buddha empty-handed—but something has happened to her in the process, something has been changed and healed in her. Maybe she has come to accept that hers is a universal fate, that all have experienced or will experience the loss of a loved one—but somehow, I do not believe this is the whole story.


After working with many families over the years, I have learned that it is seldom comforting to remind them that others, too, have suffered. Others have lost mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers, children and spouses. And it is never comforting to compare one person’s pain with someone else’s. Acknowledging the suffering of others may help to normalize our experience, it may ease the feeling of being isolated in grief, but it will not ultimately free us from pain. Reason and intellect seldom soothe the heart. Wise Buddha knew this . . . and so he gently sent Kisagotami on a path toward self-discovery, a path that she could walk or crawl at her own pace, a path free from judgment—the only path that could lead her to acceptance and healing.


So what was it that ultimately consoled Kisagotami in her search for the mustard seed? What happened as she went door to door, telling her story and having to hear the stories of others? At first, one can imagine that she pounded on each door with the raw anguish of a mother’s grief, pleading, begging, hoping for a different answer than the one that was sure to come. “Please, please, you’ve got to help me! Please tell me that you have not been touched by death. What’s that? You have? But you don’t understand—my son has died, my little boy, and I have to find a way to bring him back to life.”


Each time she entered a new home, Kisagotami was forced to tell her story and to bear the disappointment of leaving without the mustard seed—and, therefore, without hope that her child could be brought back to life. In each home, she told her tale and she listened to the stories of the ones who lived there. Each family who welcomed her must surely have recognized the desperation born out of love for her child; each could feel the pain of this young mother and could empathize with her refusal to accept her child’s death. No doors were slammed in her face, no one refused her entrance; no one mocked her for her attempt to find the mustard seed. Perhaps the compassion of others started to soften the sharp edges of her grief. Perhaps the stories that she collected going from home to home began to be interwoven with her own veil of sorrow. What thread was her loss, what the old woman’s, what the young man’s? What color was her broken heart, now braided into a rainbow cord of stories? Only Kisagotami knows for sure what began to shift in her, and what brought her back to the feet of the Buddha free from bitterness and despair. But clearly, when she stood before him again, she did so with a new sense of purpose and a heart filled with compassion.


The secret of the mustard seed is one that we all must discover for ourselves. It doesn’t matter what condition we are in when we begin. We can be bitter, we can be raging mad at God, insane with grief, unrealistic, self-absorbed, anguished, or zombielike. The only thing that matters is our willingness to undertake the journey—to knock on one more door, to hear one more story—and to let the stories begin to work their way into our hearts and into our lives. Perhaps we will discover that we are not alone. Perhaps we will be soothed by the compassion of others who have suffered, and we will experience ever more deeply the profound comfort of being heard and held by those who know. Along the way, we may also have the privilege of offering comfort to someone else, of extending a small cup of kindness to one in need. In any case, the journey is at once individual and communal. It is a path which winds through the darkest forest but moves us ever closer toward the light—a light that promises to break in the clearing ahead.


How we view our experiences can dramatically change our perception of God’s presence as well as our sense of well-being. What if we could revisit the events that shaped our lives, especially those times of despair, and see emerging through the dim and hazy images the comfort that was always there, the Presence that never abandoned us. Living with an awareness of the Holy means opening our eyes to beauty, to the grace that pervades everyday interactions, and to the expectation that something extraordinary could happen—is happening—at every turn. God’s absence is only our illusion.


All of us will someday face adversity; all will wrestle with a traumatic event. We may not be able to prevent these or even to anticipate them, but we can always choose the way in which we will respond. We can surrender to despair or we can embark on a journey of spiritual exploration. The path may not be easy, but it will be illuminated. Torches have been lit by those who have gone before us, and they promise to guide us out of the darkness toward the clearing ahead. We need only to keep moving, gathering strength, gathering light, following our innate spiritual compass, for it always points toward home.


If we trust in the journey, we will begin to see that life is inherently blessed. It is infused with meaning—some of which we might grasp and some of which will remain a mystery. We, too, are part of that mystery. We have been set on our course like stars since the beginning of time—propelled into motion—hurtling now through space, traveling at our own velocities, burning at our own speeds, and dying in our own times. How will we live? We can live with our heads down, our eyes closed, and our hands in our pockets, or we can open ourselves to catch the blessings that fall, softly and silently, like moonlight and sunlight, like mist before dawn.


* * *


WE ARE PART of the Great Constellation. The stardust in our bones draws us to the heavens like a magnet, like a homing signal for the soul. Nothing can change this. Not hardship, not death—not even a lack of faith. This is simply how we are made. If we tune in to the frequency, the Voice that calls us, chances are that our spirits will become lighter, stronger, more courageous, more compassionate—and life itself will seem an incredible adventure.
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HOLY GROUND


AS I STEPPED OUT of the elevator on the fifth floor of Lawrence Hospital, the halls seemed strangely quiet. It was 8:00 PM—long past the time that I would normally be seeing patients for hospice. Then again, this was an unusual case.


I had received a call from one of our nurses informing me of a young, male patient at the hospital. He was twenty-eight years old and was actively dying from a rare type of lung cancer. If he lived through the night, the plan was to try to bring him home to die. The chances of this happening did not look good. Although there was little that could be done for him medically, besides keeping him comfortable, the nurse thought that his family might benefit from some spiritual support.


I wasn’t sure what I would find when I arrived. I had been told that the man had a wife and a three-year-old daughter in addition to his mother, who rarely left his side. I walked down the corridor to the nurses’ station, mindful of the hushed atmosphere. For some reason, it felt more like a convent than a hospital. The quiet lent an air of gravity; it seemed to press itself upon my chest. I steadied myself, trying not to worry about what I might say, who I might find, in the room of the young man and the mother I was about to meet. What could one ever say to a mother who was losing her child? Just be present, I reminded myself. Be present.


With a nod, the nurse on duty indicated the direction of the patient’s room. Without saying a word, her eyes told me that this man was dying, and dying soon. No, more than that—they conveyed wave upon wave of sadness. They searched my face for a moment as if to say, “Can’t you do something? Can’t you extract something from that deaf-mute God of yours?” It was clear that this was going to be a difficult night—for the patient and his family first and foremost, and for the staff, who would be standing by like those unable to stop a tidal wave.


“His mother is with him,” the nurse said softly. “His wife went home a couple hours ago. She couldn’t bear it. Plus, she has their daughter to worry about. But his mom . . . his mom is amazing.”


When I entered the room, it was like stepping into a small sanctuary—not that it looked like one by any stretch of the imagination, but it felt like one. The lights were dimmed, and from a radio came the soft sound of an organ playing hymns and spirituals. The woman at the patient’s bedside had the presence of a holy woman, a guardian angel, a shaman—Mary, Shiva, Eve. In a flash, she was every mother whose heart is breaking and she was this particular woman losing this particular son. Her presence was so powerful, it seemed she could rip the universe in two with her bare hands if it meant giving her child life.


Our eyes met. She, an African American woman with an intense, steady gaze and a forgiving face, and I, a young, white mother and minister. She was welcoming and yet protective; and it was clear that she was prepared to do whatever it might take to guard her son, ensuring that his last hours would be filled with peace and love. I was immediately aware of the reality that I would have little to offer this woman beyond my deep respect and reverence. Truth leads to humility, and humility to wisdom. I didn’t know much, but I was wise enough to recognize that my presence was not a gift to her—it was a privilege granted to me by this woman.


“I only want him to hear pleasant things now,” she said softly but with authority.


I nodded. Moving closer to the bed, I had the urge to take off my shoes, for I felt that I was standing on holy ground. We stood facing each other on either side of the bed. I was grateful for the cool, metal bed rails, which gave me something to hold on to, something with which to steady myself. Then I took him in. He was quite possibly one of the most beautiful men I have ever seen. Though diminished by illness, his features were stunning—the smooth forehead and strong, dark brows, the graceful curve of his cheekbones, the strength of his sculpted nose. His mouth was open, revealing the perfect arc of straight, white teeth beneath full lips. I exhaled—devastated, awed.


“He is a beautiful man, your son.”


“Yes, he is,” the woman answered. “Yes, he is. More than you could ever know. He is a wonderful father and husband, and he is my son.”


I tore my eyes away from his face and caught a glimpse of some pictures on the windowsill beyond his mother’s shoulder. There, smiling back at me, was his daughter, with the flashing eyes of a toddler and her father’s bone structure; there was his wife, smiling, too, still blissfully unaware of the random way in which illness chooses its victims.


“How’s your daughter-in-law?” I ask.


“Not good. I sent her home. She’s got the baby to take care of now. But I am his mother. He had a good life—it wasn’t a long life, but it was a good one. I brought him into the world, and I will rock him home.”


We stood in silence at his bed. His breath came in labored, uneven wheezes; the air smelled like death. I was aware of the gurgle in his chest, the “death rattle,” as it is commonly known. His head was turned toward his mother, and his eyes were slightly open. She had his hand in hers, but in spirit she had his whole body, cradling it like a child’s. The Pietà incarnated. I offered to read a few psalms, I offered a prayer—but mostly I offered another mother’s broken heart. Then I left the hospital, knowing that I would never see either of them again.


I got in my car and drove a block or two before pulling into a parking spot in front of a natural foods store that I frequented. I’m not sure why I did that other than being vaguely aware of the need to collect myself before I went home. As I went inside to buy a bottle of water, I saw Robyn, the owner of the store, who was starting to close up for the night. She was about ten years older than I, a naturally beautiful woman with long dark hair, smooth olive skin, and two teenage children of her own. She took one look at me and asked if I was okay. I started to tell her about my visit to the hospital . . . and then I began to weep. The tears would not stop as I tried to describe to her the beauty of the man and his mother, and the sacred space she had created out of a sterile hospital room. Robyn put her arms around me, and we stood like that for a moment in the empty store. Then she took my hand and led me to another aisle, saying, “Here. Come here. Take this—it’ll help.” I looked at the small brown bottle that she pressed into my palm. Homeopathic Rescue Remedy.


“It won’t fix anything, but it helps. Take the water, too. And don’t even think of handing me that money. Do you need anything else?”


“No, Robyn. But thanks, thanks so much.”


When I walked into my house, it was quiet—not the quiet of the hospital, with its weighty and ominous silence, but the quiet of children sleeping, the quiet of every night we take for granted, the quiet that embraces us like an old friend, descending without so much as a whisper of thanks.


I took off my shoes and walked up the stairs to my children’s bedrooms. For the longest time, I stood at my son’s bed. As I rested my hands on the warm, curved wood of his little crib, I couldn’t help but think about the stainless steel rails of the young man’s hospital bed. I could picture that mother gazing upon her son as I was gazing upon mine. My son’s breath came softly and steadily; it smelled like sweetgrass and milk. His fingers instinctively curled around mine as I stroked his palm.


There is nothing I can do to protect my son, I thought. There is no prayer I can pray, no promise I can make, no deal I can strike with God or the devil to ensure his safe passage through this life.


Then I felt myself falling through space, tumbling through my childhood conceptions about God, about protection, about the unspoken agreement I’d always felt I had with the Big Guy. If you tried to be good, tried to pray and to be faithful, wasn’t God supposed to shield you? Wasn’t God supposed to hold up his end of the bargain and secretly cut you a break? Intellectually, I knew this was primitive and childish thinking, but emotionally, I was grasping for straws. If that mother, that powerful, faithful, godly mother at the hospital could not protect her son, I thought, then I am doomed. What would I give to protect my children? Only everything. Only everything. But now, the only thing I could give was my terrified acknowledgment that I was powerless, that God was powerless, and that prayer seemed a ridiculous exercise in wishful thinking.


Standing there, I remembered an article I had read in the New York Post. The cover had caught my eye with one of its famous screaming headlines. It read: KISS YOUR ASTEROID GOOD-BYE! Intrigued, I bought a paper and browsed the articles on what was thought to be an asteroid heading straight for earth. Dear old planet earth, floating there like a sitting duck in a puddle of space, unable to get out of its own way, much less the way of a rogue asteroid. Scientists warned that it was heading our way, and if it hit us, well, that would be it for the planet.


Along with the scientific data, there was a small, humorous blurb about a Florida insurance company that was selling “anti-asteroid coverage.” For a one-time charge of $19.95, a person could buy lifetime coverage against damage from an asteroid. This coverage included damage to one’s liver from excessive drinking as a result of worrying about asteroids, hair loss (for the same reason), and the chiropractic care needed from craning one’s neck. The only problem was, if an asteroid really hit, who was going to collect from whom?


It was a silly article; but as I stood before my son’s crib, the irrational lengths to which we are prepared to go to buy safety for ourselves and our loved ones seemed understandable. I would buy it. I bought the idea as a child that God would keep me safe, safe in the dark, safe as I babysat; that God would intervene if a stranger reached out to grab me. I believed that God safeguarded the good and those who talked to him as often as possible, as if to remind him, “Hey, I’m here.”


All I could do was stand there in the darkness of my son’s little room and let the tears fall. I sent my love through the night air, through the particles that make up atmosphere and oxygen, solid space and bodies with their living cells. I sent my broken heart to the mother standing before her son’s bed just two miles from me. I held her hand, with her son’s hand, as I held my own son’s.


Don’t let them go, I thought/prayed. They were standing in the path of the comet, but they were without fear. Maybe that’s all we can do. Pray for the strength to bear what comes in life. Pray, even if we stop believing that there is Someone who hears. Pray so that we do not die inside. Pray because it keeps the heart beating, it synchronizes us with nature, with the ebb and flow of the tide, with the moon and the stars, and with all the rest of creation, which (like us) has no control over what is set in motion by random events and by what we will never understand. If this woman could believe in God, even as she watched her son die, that was enough for me. Who was I to dishonor her with my doubt?


Somewhere, light-years away, an asteroid would drift out of earth’s range. Maybe it was headed for another planet, maybe it would collide with a star, maybe it would lose momentum and become but another grain of sand in that ocean of universe. In the meantime, the earth would continue to spin, and her people would continue to bear and lose their young, to do the best they can, and to whisper a prayer every now and then, to anyone who might hear: “Hold us, Lord, and don’t let go.”
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YANKEE SWAP


ONE OF THE MORE horrific experiences I have had as a hospice chaplain came not with a patient, not with a family, not at the bedside, but rather at a holiday staff party. For years, the memory of it made me cringe and shudder. I felt ashamed, embarrassed—outed as a charlatan and poseur. Only when I retold the story recently to my best friend was I really able to let it go and to laugh about it . . . to see it in a different light and to forgive myself.


I had been working with hospice for about eight months. During this time, questions of meaning, of suffering, of the randomness of illness, of God’s presence or absence, of faith and prayer and what gives comfort, all of these were being raised by my patients and by myself. Their soul-searching prompted my own. Their pain caused me to wring my hands in anguish, questioning the very foundations upon which I had built my faith. The worst I could do, I decided, would be to offer easy answers; the best I could do was to simply offer myself.


As the months passed, I became more comfortable with the open-endedness of our discussions, and more adept at slipping in and out of the homes of our hospice families. I didn’t take it personally when someone would hesitate before accepting a visit from me. After all, what could I do? And what did I represent? Unlike the nurse, whose visit meant relief from physical suffering, or the reassurance that a loved one was doing okay, or the delivery of needed medications, the chaplain signified (for many) “the end,” last rites, making peace before and with death.


The social workers and I would humorously jockey for position at the bottom of the hospice team totem pole. The heart of their work is similar to mine, of course—offering support to the dying and to their families—but there is also a practical component to social services, making their entrée less threatening. The social workers are part of the intake process, meeting patients and families as they sign on to the program and establishing the crucial face-to-face rapport that helps to open doors for them later. When I call, I have the sense that many are picturing the shadow of the grim reaper with his sharp, curved sickle standing just over the right shoulder of my disembodied voice. The thinking is that, when the priest comes to call, death cannot be far off.


I understood this, and I learned to navigate around and through it. My fellow team members came up with ingenious ways of helping me get through the door for that first visit—delivering diapers and urinals, rubber gloves and bed pads, picking up or dropping off papers, or simply tagging along. Once I was inside, the response was almost always positive. “Well, you’re not so scary,” people would often say. Or “You’re a lot prettier than my priest.” Or “I just didn’t know what to expect.” What had been a challenge for me in the beginning of my ministry—being young and female and not exactly what one would call a traditional-looking pastor—became an asset. I was not the guy in the collar, the guy many were (fairly or not) afraid of. I was simply someone to talk to, someone who would pray with them, or help them contemplate the afterlife, or simply look through family photos, as if searching for some clue to the mystery of who they were. I looked like their daughters or granddaughters, their friends or their sisters. They intuited that I would not judge them if they questioned their faith or if they had no idea of what they believed in. They could be “bad Protestants,” “lapsed Catholics,” “nonpracticing Jews,” agnostics, or atheists. They could be afraid, raging mad at God, or fully looking forward to the life to come. In short, they did not have to pretend to be at peace; they did not have to prove they were good people. They could just be.


This is not to say that I always said or did the right thing. There were plenty of times I put my foot in my mouth, especially in those first months. Times I would get back into my car after a visit and pound my head on the steering wheel, wishing I could take something back, do something better, offer a little more in the way of reassurance or theological reasoning or counseling. These times of failure, I knew, were working me, softening me, honing me into a better chaplain, and a more helpful presence. Most times, however, I would return to my car filled with profound images of courage and love, aware of the privilege of having been allowed into yet another stranger’s home.


Learning how to be a good chaplain to my patients was not the only challenge. I also had to win over some of my teammates—and the difficulty of this took me by surprise. We were, for the most part, an organization of women. Over the eleven years that I was associated with this particular hospice, I knew only two men who were full-time employees—one nurse and one social worker. Being naïve, I assumed that the women would be natural allies for me, but this wasn’t always the case. Perhaps it was because I was relatively young when I started my work there, still nursing my son and tending to my toddler daughter. To some, this may have made me appear less professional. Or maybe it was that most of the staff happened to be Catholic and were used to a more traditional type of pastor, or that the previous chaplain sometimes wore a collar, which I never did. Maybe it was my long hair, my relaxed attitude, my natural tendency toward the funky side that made them secretly skeptical of me. Whatever the case, I often felt like I was pushing against an immovable force when it came to gaining the trust and respect of my colleagues—but I refused to be anyone other than myself. As my best friend once said when we were in divinity school: “It’s hard being me . . . but the older I get, the more I realize that I don’t really have a choice!” For some reason, it always sent us into spasms of laughter when we thought of that.


When the annual holiday party rolled around, I was still feeling like the new kid at school. Everyone seemed to know what to bring, what to wear, what to expect. I scurried around asking questions. Did you bring your spouse? Was it casual? Should I bring my kids? In the midst of this, I was told that one of the traditions at the party was to participate in what is known as a “Yankee Swap.” The phrase still sends chills down my spine.


Yankee Swap is basically a game of calculated gift stealing. Perhaps that’s a little harsh. Most people think it’s fun. It goes like this: Everyone brings a wrapped gift within an agreed upon price limit. Next, each person draws a number. The first person opens a gift—then waits like a sitting duck for the next thirty people to decide if they want to keep the one they have just opened or take someone else’s. It is a true case of “the last shall be first,” because the person with the last number has her pick of all of the gifts. He or (in our case, most likely) she will have the final triumphant say over which gift is most desirable, most coveted. As luck would have it, I happened to draw the highest number, giving me that last say. Immediately, I felt the mixed-baggedness of this simple twist of fate. Naturally, I had that secretly delighted feeling of having won the prize, of having landed the golden egg. And yet . . . I also sensed the creeping dread of responsibility, and the horror of my coming moment in the spotlight.


As the game began, we sat in a casual circle in the lovely living room of one of the nurses. There were peals of laughter as some gifts were opened. These were obvious “re-gifts” from the year or two before, inside jokes that stitched the team together in camaraderie and years of service. There were a few oohs and aahs when the occasional pretty scarf or ingenious use of fifteen dollars was revealed—and more laughter when these were snatched away by the next person.


About midway through the game, a couple of items became favorites, changing hands almost every time someone took a turn. One of these was a bowl-size ceramic cup, which included either a packet of dried soup mix or some tea, I can’t remember which. It bounced around the room like a beach ball, causing mock outrage from each person from whom it was stolen. I watched as the pile of unopened gifts dwindled, surveying the booty which would be mine for the picking.


One of the last people to go was one of our per diem nurses, Fran. I didn’t know her well because, soon after I began, she had been diagnosed with breast cancer. Fran worked through most of her treatment, though I cannot for the life of me figure out how. She had a large family, with children ranging from middle school to college, and she was determined to keep things going for them as long as possible. Fran was brave, funny, down-to-earth—a good nurse and a strong mother. She refused to allow her cancer to take center stage—although it was beginning to nudge her toward the sidelines. I would often see her talking quietly to one of the other nurses in the office, but I felt shy about trying to offer my support. I was new. I was this strange Protestant chaplain. Fran was beloved. She had support. She had friends. She was a religious Catholic from a strong Polish family. She was kind to me; but now, looking back, I think she sensed her time was limited, and letting new people into her intimate circle just took too much energy. Besides, it might remind her that she was dying.


When it came Fran’s turn for the Yankee Swap, she exchanged what she had opened for the ceramic cup. That’s when I began to sweat. I had decided a few turns ago that I would go for the cup. Not only was it the most practical of the gifts but it seemed to get the most laughs whenever someone swiped it. Now what would I do? Could I take it from Fran? Dear Fran? Fran who had breast cancer, who everyone knew wasn’t doing well? If I took it from her, would everyone think me callous, shallow, a hypocrite? Would it confirm their suspicions about me? But, if I didn’t take it, everyone (including Fran) would know it was because she was sick. I started to get a sick feeling myself. Should I treat Fran just like, well, Fran, and take it, or should I treat her like sick Fran and leave it? Would she think this patronizing, highlighting her illness, or would she be just as glad to catch a little break?


Before I could figure it out, all eyes were upon me. It was my turn, the final round. Just go for the leopard scarf, I told myself. That’s the way out. No, better not, too racy . . . that will confirm that I am a lunatic. Sex book? Funny, ironic even, but probably worse. People were smiling, curious, egging me on. What would I pick? Treat Fran like Fran, I thought. Barely aware of what I was doing, I found myself rising from my chair, rising and walking toward Fran . . . and the cup. “I’ll take the cup,” I said with a smile. Instead of laughter, there was silence. Stunned, horrified, condemning silence. I’d messed up.


Suddenly, I was four years old again. It was Christmas Eve, and we were on our way to my aunt Zella’s house in Kentucky. We were packed tightly into our family car, six of us wedged together by heavy winter coats and bulky wrapped presents, by dishes of scalloped potatoes and green beans and Tupperware containers protecting apple pies still hot from my mother’s oven. My father was pointing toward a flashing light in the sky—a light we strained to see—suggesting we better not stay too long, lest Santa find us out of bed. My mother was in profile as she turned to remind us about the surprise for my aunt. I could see her pretty nose, which sloped slightly and perfectly upward, her blond hair pulled back in a stylish ponytail. I thought that she was the most beautiful and powerful person on the planet. My mom—a tiny Grace Kelly in her five-foot frame, smarter than anyone else, a better cook, tireless and selfless and fair.


“Remember,” she was saying. “The present for Aunt Zella is a secret. She has always wanted the camels that go with her Nativity set—the one Aunt Anna Bell brought from Costa Rica. She doesn’t know that we’ve got a pair for her. This is going to be a very special surprise.”


We all nodded excitedly. Two of my aunts, Aunt Anna Bell and Aunt Ginny, were missionaries in Costa Rica. They didn’t visit often, but when they did, they would bring interesting things like coffee-bean necklaces and embroidered napkins and leather footstools with pretty engraved patterns. One year, they had given my mother and grandmother hand-carved Nativity sets. Zella had admired them so much that they sent another one to her. But ours had included beautiful wooden camels, carved in smooth detail, which added to the strangeness and mystery of the scene. When Christmas rolled around, Zella would joke about wanting to spirit them away to her own Nativity. Now, we had her camels in hand—and they were going to be a big hit.


Throughout the evening, the suspense was growing. We children were naturally wild with anticipation—not just for this particular evening but for the morning to come—for Christmas and presents and the melee of flying wrapping paper and piles of boxes, and for all the sounds and smells that meant life was bursting with happiness. We were one night away. The only thing between Christmas morning and us was this one night—and two camels.


As presents began to be passed out and opened, Zella would occasionally ask one of the children, “Do you know what’s in this box for me?” We would shake our heads and giggle, eyes practically popping out of our heads with the image of those camels pressed against our temples, hands clasped against our mouths to hold the secret in. Either someone had tantalized her with the idea that she was receiving something special or she already knew, or she was just trying to engage us children in the excitement. Whatever the case, I was fully onboard. Every time she would taunt one of us to tell her what the box contained, we would hold our sides and roll on the floor like cartoon kittens.


Finally, for what seemed to be the millionth time, she turned to me, looking me full in the face. Her blue eyes were wide and twinkling, and her soft Kentucky accent fell like butter on my ears. “Come on now, Andie. Surely you’ll tell me what’s in this box!” For a split second, I was caught off guard. Was she truly asking me to tell? My four-year-old mind was in a tangled ethical dilemma. I did know what was in that box, and my aunt was asking me to tell her. Wasn’t she? Wasn’t she? Everyone was looking at me, smiling. My aunt was coaxing with her wide eyes and her honeyed voice, “Come on now, you can tell me.” The pressure was building. I could take it no longer. “CAMELS! THERE ARE CAMELS IN THAT BOX!” I shouted, gleeful, triumphant, bursting with benevolence. I looked around, smiling broadly into . . . silence. Dead silence. Embarrassed, disappointed, I-could-kill-you silence. I had ruined the surprise. I had ruined Christmas.
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