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Introduction

“Your sorrow is your joy unmasked . . . How else can it be? The deeper the sorrow carves into your being, the more joy you can contain.”

—Ghandi 

I’ve wanted to do this book for a long time, since spring of 2000, when we were deliberating the topic of the second anthology in the Cup of Comfort® series. Who more than someone grieving the loss of a loved one could use a little comforting? I’d think. But then I’d fret, Will we find enough authentic, uplifting, and uniquely personal stories to fill the book?

I needn’t have worried. We received almost three thousand submissions for A Cup of Comfort®for the Grieving Heart—every one a touching memoriam to a loved one, each revealing an inspiring and intimate journey through grief. Reading all of those touching portraits of bereavement and narrowing it down to the stories bound between the covers of this book has been one of the most difficult and rewarding experiences of my career. And it brought back memories of my own personal experiences with grief.

When my mother’s father died, I was rattled and confused by how hard she grieved for this man who had given her nothing but his name. By her running to the deathbed of this man she had seen exactly three times since her parents’ divorce when she was five, each visit initiated by my mom, not by Glen Grimes. Yet, his death devastated her. At ten, I didn’t understand, and for years I resented my grandfather for the darkness his death brought into our home. Understanding came decades later. I understand even better now, after compiling this book.

When, two years later, our six-year-old neighbor—the sister of one of my closest friends—died from brain cancer, I was devastated. Heartbroken. And mad. It was the first time in my life that I questioned God. How could he let this happen to Tammy and her family? My grief was minuscule compared to theirs. But they healed, their lives continued, they found joy and happiness again. That was a valuable lesson for me to learn as a young teen.

When my paternal grandfather died, suddenly, of a heart attack while taking a bath as my parents were driving over for a visit, I was several months pregnant with my second child. My parents arrived to find Grandma kneeling over Grandpa’s nude body on the bathroom floor, trying to resuscitate him. Dad, who’d been a medic in the Army, took over and managed to revive his father, only to have him crash again. Grandpa crashed and was revived five times. After the fifth, he took my dad’s hand in his and said softly, “Let me go, son. It’s time. I’m ready to meet our Father.” Grandpa’s death taught me about the power of faith and love. When he died, the family was almost certain Grandma would soon die, too, of a broken heart. After a sad year or two, she went on to live another twenty-three years, happily and independently for all but the last few, to the age of ninety-three.

When my beloved Grandpa Baum, my mother’s stepfather, passed away after a long battle with a litany of ailments, most related to his military career, our family reeled with grief. During that last hospitalization, knowing it would be his last, we each come to say our goodbyes to this gruff-voiced, life-worn New Yorker with a heart of gold. Two weeks before his death, as my two sisters and I had our ten minutes with him in the ICU, he wrote on a small chalk board, “What should I do?” He was referring to a decision whether to have an invasive surgery that might extend his life for a few months, at best. Our answer was unanimous. He had suffered enough. “Do what’s best for you, Grandpa. We’ll be okay. We’ll take care of Grandma.” He refused the surgery. Three days before he died, he wrote on the chalkboard, “Take me outside. Want to see sky. Smell ocean.” The nursing staff at the VA Hospital, defying regulations, somehow got Grandpa into a wheelchair and took him and all the machinery he was tethered to out onto a deck. It was the most comfortable and relaxing ten minutes he’d had in months.

His wife, my mother’s mother, also lived decades as a widow. Her death came slowly and painfully, from Alzheimer’s. But at the end, she knew all of us, and for the first time in my memory of her, she was totally at peace.

That is the one thing that all of my deceased family members had in common: as they took their last breath of life, each was at peace. Even Glen Grimes, “God rest his soul,” as my mother would say. Even my sister-in-law Debbie, who lost her life to the hideously debilitating disease pancreatic cancer at age forty-three. Much too soon. I had the honor of being a part of Deb’s hospice team, and I was holding her hand while her brother and nieces softly sang “Amazing Grace” to her father’s accompaniment on the keyboard when she took her last breath. She looked like an angel. At peace. And eventually, so were we. Eventually, peace does come to those who are left behind. And joy gradually flows in to fill the well of sorrow. I take great comfort in that knowledge.

And I hope you will take comfort from the beautiful stories in A Cup of Comfort®  for the Grieving Heart.

—Colleen Sell 
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Hope

Our holidays of 1990 were a time of anticipation and wonder. Snow had fallen in late November, a rare occurrence in Seattle. We were greedy for more snowflakes as I wearied our children with stories of white Christmases when I was growing up in Michigan. Though the cold weather meant hand-carrying water from the house to the horses, cows, and chickens, it also meant snow forts, tracking coyote trails, and nighttime walks through the still woods. My husband Mark took our two children to sled on the hills of the west pasture. Even I, eight months pregnant, risked a few journeys down into the valley below. At the end of my long ride down, I would roll off the sled, beached in the high snow and laughing as our children, Brendan and Sara, tumbled down beside me.

Our baby was due after the holidays, and Christmas seemed even more touched with magic than ever. This was to be our last infant born to us; afterward, we planned to expand our family by adopting. Eventually, if we could manage it, we wanted six or seven children. We began the adventure to adoption while I was still pregnant with our third child. Mark and I filled out forms and questionnaires from our agency while resting beneath the Christmas tree. There was no hurry to adopt; it would take at least a year. Better, though, we decided, to get the papers in before the tumult and excitement of a new baby. We sent all our information off, knowing it would be a long time before we heard more.

With the holidays behind us, we busied ourselves making space in Sara’s room for the new baby. Brendan pleaded for us to put the crib in his room, but he, at age seven, needed his sleep before facing a school day. Nonetheless, Brendan insisted on making part of his room baby-proof. He arranged his stuffed animals in a small circle, stapled a bright picture of ducks and chicks to his wall, and hung his old baby mobile above. This, he told me solemnly, was where he would watch the baby so I could take naps with Sara.

“No. I’ll be watching the baby,” Sara reminded Brendan. “After all, the baby is sleeping in my room.” Our three-year-old was thrilled with the superiority of her position.

Daniel Robinson Levy was born on a cold, gray day in late winter. Brendan and Sara competed to hold him and never tired of him. Brendan, in particular, would hold a sleeping Danny on his lap for hours, grinning down at his new brother. Sara would comb Danny’s crazy shock of red hair while Brendan held Danny’s small hands and clapped them gently together in rhythm to some made-up song. Danny smiled so early; at mere weeks old, he was grinning at the world. Surrounded by so much attention and love, who would not?

Spring arrived with hard rain and rough wind. When the sun would at last break through, the children and I would escape the house to work the gardens. While Brendan and I planted tall telephone peas, black-seeded Simpson lettuce, and Easter egg radishes into the cool soil of early spring, Sara bounced Danny in his carriage. Danny, bundled against the cold, kicked and chortled whenever we loomed over him and planted kisses on his rosy cheeks.

Like his siblings before him, Danny, too, was a night owl. Mark would get up with a groan and change the baby, then hand him off to me. Danny would nurse, coo happily to himself, and nurse some more. In the morning, Brendan would sneak into bed as well, gazing with pride at his little brother, who had at last drifted off to sleep with the dawn. Then Sara would wander in and crawl under the covers beside me. Mark would appear last, looking as weary as I felt. No matter the lack of sleep, the five of us would rest together, a small boat of happiness, sailing on life’s seas.

When both Mark and I worked, all three children were often at my parents’ house just down the lane. Even there, Sara and Brendan did not compete against their baby brother for attention; they held him and regaled Grandma with tales of his baby feats. “He knows my name,” Sara reported. “He just can’t say it yet.”

When Danny would sit and stare out the window in those quiet moments before sleep claimed him, Brendan would interpret to his grandfather. “He likes to look out windows,” Brendan solemnly intoned, as though this made Danny a small genius. Perhaps he was.

Summer in Seattle is an uncertain proposition, at best. Brendan’s birthday, June thirteenth, dawned chill and damp. Danny had quieted about four in the morning, and I crept softly about in order not to wake him. 

Before going to bed the night before, Mark and I had decorated the kitchen for Brendan’s birthday, and the gay crepe banners clashed with the gray sky outside. Sara hopped about the room singing “Happy Birthday” while Brendan was served his breakfast in a manner befitting a king: pancakes on fancy china, crystal wine glass of orange juice, and bright cloth napkins. Oh, how Brendan was puffed up with happiness. School was over in a week, and Brendan’s birthday party was going to be this weekend—only four days away!

“Give Danny a kiss for me,” Brendan whispered as he raced off to the bus with Mark. “Tell him we’re having birthday cake tonight.”

That tableau is frozen forever in my mind. It was the last moment I ever felt pure happiness.

When Danny did not wake up that morning, I crept in to his and Sara’s room and lay my hand on his little back. He was stiff and cold. He was dead. I knew immediately he had died of SIDS sometime during the night.

I cannot explain how, in a moment, life can go from blessed and joyous to complete wrenching horror. I stood rooted to the ground, faint and chilled. I had a crazy thought that I could magically turn time back, for just a night and a day. Could go back and rush in at his first cry of the evening before, could lift Danny and carry him through time to safety. Schooled to artificial calm through so many years of doctoring, I could not force tears even at this nightmare beyond words. I had a brief impression that in movies, when such a terrible scene occurs, the woman always shrieks. I opened my mouth and screamed. My houseguests raced upstairs at the sound.

“He’s dead.” I told them. “Danny’s dead.”

None believed me until they, too, touched his form. But I had already hurried downstairs, to find Sara and hold her. Sara, too, found this impossible. Our sweet baby could not be dead. She demanded to see him, and so we took Sara up to see, with her own wet eyes, the beloved brother lying still and rigid in his little crib. I called the police and the ambulance, my actions as stiff and frozen as my little boy, Danny, who lay upstairs.

Mark staggered in, and at last, I let myself cry— guilty tears, “if only” tears, tears of despair. The sheriff came next; a death outside the hospital must be investigated to ensure no foul play was involved. I never even saw the sheriff’s face. My sobs racked me and I could not lift my face off Mark’s lap as the sheriff spoke soothing words of useless, kind phrases. The sheriff’s boots, gray alligator with a silver tip, are all I saw.

Then, the school day was over, and who would meet Brendan at the bus stop? Brendan, on his birthday; Brendan, waiting to come home and kiss his baby brother.

Mark did the hard task. Father and son walked down the long lane together. Brendan thought it a bad joke at first. Mark was a practical joker; surely, Brendan told me later, this was some terrible joke.

Sara met them at the door, struggling with such strange goings on, so much crying from her parents. “Emergency!” she announced to Brendan as she opened the front door. “Emergency! The baby’s dead.”

What can I tell you about grief? Such words are beyond me. A day passes and then another. That is the only truth I know. Worse, still, if such a thing is possible, was the suffering of our surviving children. 

Anger is part of grief. I was bitter at anyone who had not lost a child, anyone who had not suffered. How could people work or eat or laugh? I have learned grief is ugly. I was irritable, unreasonable, and, at times, impossible. Going through grief takes such enormous sums of energy, there is nothing left over. Mark handled his grief by throwing himself into work. Brendan woke up each night and checked on all of us to make sure we were there, safe and breathing. I was like a wild animal in a small cage, pacing and fretting. In my agony, I was given to fits of restlessness and long walks. Sara, direct as usual, approached her grief by asking strangers for their baby. In grocery stores, I still hear her calling. “Hey, lady, our baby is dead. Can we have yours?”

That bitter summer passed. The children were still anxious and afraid to be away from me for even an hour or two. They knew death could strike anyone; death was not just for the old but for the young as well. I talked to them as we pulled the onions and carrots from the ground, as we harvested apples from the laden trees. Gradually, very gradually, they began to relax. Brendan and Sara had the gift of children. They could talk of grief, then they could put it away for a time. They laughed and chased each other in the orchard. What a balm it was to hear them, but what a sorrow too. Danny should be here as well, crawling through the tall grass, pulling himself up by the rough bark of a tree.

It was time for Brendan to start back to school. We had pulled him out those last few school days in June, after his birthday, after Danny’ death. Now, school was hard for him, at first. Teachers and friends who had not heard the sad news asked after Danny, and I helped Brendan learn how to answer and to get through those first tough days.

We managed. We even, in spite of ourselves, got better. Not a day went by when I didn’t think of Danny, but I began to smile again—though, always, I thought, Look, I’m not thinking about Danny. There was nowhere to run from sadness, nor was there the desire to run from it—not if escape meant forgetting about Danny.

Autumn came with the tall trees lamenting their dead leaves. And we began to think of our old plans for a large family. Our courage had been drained by grief. Were we tempting fate to hope for more happiness?

An unexpected phone call forced us to make a choice. Our adoption agency, World Association for Parents and Children, called us with a surprise. An agency they were linked with wanted to work with us. There was a baby girl. Were we interested?

Our adoption social worker came out to the house several times to meet with us. Surprisingly, she did not think we were crazy to adopt six months after losing Danny. She worked with us. Our hearts opened up; we found the nerve to look forward. Humor has always been a salvation, and more and more, laughter kept creeping into our lives. Brendan and Sara had long ago returned to hilarity. Karen, our social worker, saw this as a mark of healing. Finally, we took a deep breath and nodded yes. Karen agreed.

Our second daughter was born in Georgia. Her birth mother had made an adoption plan, and our family was a good fit. Our agency continued to support us with classes and counseling. The only question became, “When?”

November arrived with powerful storms; we were often without electricity. Brendan and Sara loved when the lights went out; it meant hours in front of the fire talking to Mom or Dad, songs, and long nights huddled together in sleeping bags and under piles of blankets. We lost power three times that month, once for three days straight. Those nights always caused Brendan to ponder, to worry about Danny in the cold, dark ground, away from his family.

“We could,” Sara would raise a chubby index finger, “take him some blankets.” She looked at me. “I mean the ones we don’t care about getting dirty.”

I am sorry, but this is how children handle grief, how we should handle grief. We talked. Talk would turn to the new baby.

“Will she love us?” Brendan asked. “Will she let me hold her like I did Danny?”

Sara, my child of brutal honesty, wondered, “Will she die like Danny?”

We all wondered. Nevertheless, we all felt that seed of love growing toward a little girl we hadn’t even met. We felt excitement and a strange budding joy. We felt hope.

At Thanksgiving, we argued about names for our little girl. We looked around the table and saw those who still lived, still laughed, still loved. Our grief was not less, but despair had been beaten back a while. There were tears around the table but also a new name: Emma Rose.

As Christmas approached, we set up two Christmas trees. One, a tall noble fir from the western meadow, sat in splendor in the living room. The other, a delicate hemlock, graced the playroom. We decked the fir with our usual hodgepodge of decorations, old family ornaments, popcorn strings, and bright construction paper chains. On Danny’s tree, the gentle hemlock, we placed angels, tissue paper snowflakes, and paper messages of love. Sara could not write yet; she made drawing after drawing of baby Danny, crooked hearts, and smiling big sisters. Brendan wrote secret messages to Danny, tied them tightly with ribbon, and bound them to the tree. Like a Tibetan prayer wheel, Brendan spun the messages every time he walked by the tree. Each of us had a good cry under that tree, sometimes alone, sometimes on each other’s shoulders.

We had much happiness as well. Emma Rose was coming soon and we had to prepare for her. New soft sheets and a bright yellow quilt Sara had picked out graced the old crib. I would often find Sara in her room, gazing into the empty crib, a quiet smile on her face.

“I miss Danny,” she told me one morning. “But I want to give the new baby loving.”

There was no snow that December, and I was glad of it when we headed to the airport one midnight just before Christmas to meet our new daughter. Mark and I were quiet on the ride there and as we waited for the plane to touch down. I was terrified and elated at the same time. I experienced the same inner turmoil I have subsequently had each time we have adopted or given birth. What in the world are we doing? What kind of parents will we be? Is it too late to run away? I now know such thoughts are laughable, but at that late moment in that quiet airport, I was frightened. Looking over at my husband’s face, I could see similar feelings chase across his features.

In a moment’s time, it seemed, the plane was there and a beautiful baby lay in my arms. Emma Rose’s escort pleaded exhaustion at such a late hour and headed off to a hotel in preparation for leaving early the next morning. Other weary travelers scurried by until the airport felt abandoned by all but us three. It was a moment of enchantment; I was almost afraid to breathe for fear of breaking the spell.

Three-month-old Emma Rose had a big toothless grin and fat dimpled cheeks. Her little fingers grabbed my thumb and held on tight. With my other hand, I touched her soft, curly, dark hair. Here was our new daughter. Both Mark and I stood there with our jaws hanging open and goofy grins on our face. An older woman walked toward us; I heard her heels clicking noisily on the linoleum floor.

She paused and peeked down at our baby. “Isn’t she the cutest thing?” She looked at both Mark and me. “She looks like a little Christmas angel, doesn’t she?”

I could only nod mutely.

As we drove through the dark night to home, I sat in the back with Emma Rose, safely snuggled into a bulky car seat. She was still holding my finger, and her big brown eyes were looking everywhere. Mark had turned on the radio to lull her to sleep, and Christmas carols were playing. I sang along softly to “Silent Night” and felt close to tears with the power of the evening’s events. As I sang, Emma Rose cocked her head toward me and squinted, her lips pursed together, and I halted, certain she was about to cry. Why wouldn’t she? Here she was, coming across the whole country into the arms of strangers, driven through the dark night. Where was the foster mother she knew? Where were the familiar sights and sounds of her foster home? Then, suddenly, she opened her mouth wide and began to laugh. After a moment’s startle, Mark and I joined in—three crazy people driving through the night, chortling. In that moment, on that dark, December road, we claimed our daughter and she claimed us.

Brendan and Sara met their sister the next morning. Emma Rose squealed, kicked, and yanked on their hair. They both fell promptly in love with her. 

On Christmas morning, Brendan supervised Sara as they opened their presents. “Open them slowly,” he cautioned her. “Mom and Dad like to watch us.”

Emma was hurling fistfuls of bright wrapping paper into the air and laughing. She was not yet able to roll over and kept craning her head around to watch the other two children. Brendan kept repositioning her so she could keep an eye on the action. He tickled her tummy each time, sending her into new paroxysms of chuckles.

Emma Rose was wiggling so vigorously that she popped herself in the eye. Her whole face crumbled in shock and she burst into loud wails. I grabbed her up to comfort her, and she gradually subsided into soft whimpers.

Sara ran over to give the baby kisses, which somehow only infuriated Emma Rose more. Fresh howls filled the room.

Suddenly, Brendan was there holding an ill-wrapped present. He held it out, asking, “Should I open it for her?”

Emma quieted at the distraction and watched him intently. He carefully opened the package and handed her a soft white blanket—Danny’s old blanket. “So she knows him,” Brendan explained at my questioning gaze. “Because she might not remember him like we do.”

“Hey,” Sara had wandered over. “That was Dan-ny’s.” She touched Brendan’s back. “You are a smart big boy,” she complimented him.

The blanket was already in Emma Rose’s mouth and her usual grin had returned. Emma had a pile of new presents as well, but none have remained with her like that old worn blanket. It rests on her bed today.

Emma Rose is now twelve and a big sister herself four times over. Her laugh has never changed, nor has our love for her. She often pauses on the stairs to look over the many pictures of her brothers and sisters hanging there. Sometimes, I catch her touching Danny’s picture, the one where he is gazing out from his little chair, his red hair standing straight up like Skeezix, and a sweet grin on his face.

“Hey, big brother,” I’ve heard Emma Rose whisper. “I miss you.”

Although Emma, like five of her siblings, has never met Danny, he will always be a part of their lives.

Brendan is a man now, as gentle and thoughtful as he was during those difficult days. He is also the kindest big brother I have ever known. Sara, almost a young woman, remains as truthful and forthright as she was as a little girl.

Danny’s life will always be a treasure in my heart; his death will always be a most hard and bitter grief. Yet, Emma Rose’s arrival that Christmas many years ago was an offering beyond measure. That holiday season saw tears and sadness but also healing and hope. There can be no greater gift.

—Marybeth Lambe 

A version of this story was first published in Good Housekeeping magazine, June 2004.
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Some Small Joy 

Sometimes, amidst sorrow and despair, comes an unexpected blessing that is so beautiful it must be shared. Such a blessing is my husband Gerry’s “Joy Book.”

This daily journal came about during one of the worst times of Gerry’s bout with esophageal cancer. He had dealt with radiation, chemo, extremely complicated surgery through his chest and his back, and the many horrific side effects from those procedures. Still, the wicked cancer would not leave his body.

Normally robust and fit, Gerry ran marathons as a young man and skied and played racquetball regularly as he grew older. Happy and outgoing by nature, he had an alter ego, a clown named Snappy, who, along with our daughter Robin, as Sweet Patootie, cavorted in parades and rest homes. Completely at ease in any kind of company, Gerry had the flair and quick thinking of a comedian, the eye of a photographer (which he was), and a constant, lively curiosity about the people and the world around him. He had a knack for getting the most out of every moment, for living “in the now,” which was his motto.

Gerry possessed a certain joie de vivre—a joy of life—that drew me to him and kept me there for thirty-five years, until death took him from me. This and his many other qualities gave me some of the greatest moments of my life. We counted ourselves fortunate that our life together was filled with traveling from our California home to every state in the union, a wide and satisfying variety of interests, our ten wonderful children and their families, many different circles of friends, and a new adventure around every corner.

About eight or nine months into his cancer treatment, Gerry began to show signs of depression, anger, and bitterness, so unlike him. Such a reaction is, of course, perfectly normal and hardly unusual for those in his position, but for those of us who loved him, it was heartbreaking to see. He was especially agitated at bedtime, and so the process of preparing him for the night became tearful and anxious for both of us. Our oncologist (I say “our” rather than “his,” as if cancer had happened to me as well, which, in a way, I suppose it did) encouraged Gerry to find some small joy in every single day. Dr. Sadar said that Gerry, of all people, with his characteristically positive outlook, knew well the value of laughter and joy. With his arm around my shoulders, the doctor said Gerry would want his family to remember those joys, rather than the anger and bitterness, for the rest of our lives. Cancer, he said, thrives on negativity and flees in the face of joy. This wonderful doctor, who had grown to admire Gerry, looked into his eyes and asked him to think about his suggestion to find joy in every day, for the sake of all of us.

Gerry got it. That blessed moment of joy in the throes of sorrow came the very next morning. When he opened his eyes, he looked at me, smiled, and said, “It’s a joy to see your face in the morning.” I laughed out loud, because I saw the old familiar twinkle in his blue eyes and heard that teasing, “Gerry-ness” in his voice. Truly, overnight, it was like getting him back.

We laughed together, and then he said thoughtfully, tongue-in-cheek, that it would give him great joy to go to Taco Bell for lunch. Taco Bell! I was much surprised, for he was eating almost nothing by then. But Taco Bell it was. As we sat at the little table eating burritos, it occurred to me that I had not seen him that happy for a long time. I will never forget his face, thin and pale but smiling, as he munched his joyous fast-food lunch.

When that was done, he said, “I think it would give me great joy to have something decadent for dessert. Like chocolate. A lot of chocolate!” So we got back in the car, no small thing for him because of his weakness and the tubes and blankets, and went to the wonderful chocolate store on Main Street downtown in our little mountain town of Grass Valley. There, he spent nearly half an hour carefully picking and choosing one chocolate piece after another, filling a bag with them, intently asking the clerk about each flavor. We walked across the street and sat on a bench, with Gerry wrapped in a blanket against the fall chill, and ate every piece of that decadent chocolate. He joked and laughed and commented on everyone who walked by, tourists and locals alike. Then, he asked me to go over and get some pasties (succulent little meat pies) for dinner. Pasties! For this man who could barely tolerate his favorite, rice pudding!

When I returned with the pasties, Gerry asked to go for a ride to see the fall leaves. Although he was tiring by then, he was not yet ready to end his day of joy. So we got back in the car, and I drove us through every street and back road I could think of where the leaves were turning. Gerry was from Boston, and our frequent trips to New England had been so special to us. We used to joke that, sure, Grass Valley has some pretty fall leaves, but it’s no Foxboro, Massachusetts! But this drive was special, too. We saw Grass Valley with new, appreciative eyes, and those leaves truly were the finest we had ever seen. When, at last, we knew that he had to rest, we turned toward home, our hearts filled with joy.

From that day forward, the depression and bitter anger left Gerry completely. He also started his Joy Book.

Our daughter Kathy had given him a journal some months before, hoping he would write a daily record for her to cherish in his absence, but he could not bring himself to record those painful days. But when I brought out the journal after his emotional turn-around, he began to write in it daily. He wrote about his visitors and phone calls, about going out for lunch or a ride, about hugs and help from family, and, most precious to me, about having me with him. In his Joy Book, he captured small moments, like son-in-law Keith taking out the garbage: “I find a lot of joy in that!”

He also detailed introspective bursts of understanding: “What a revelation I had today! Myrna was visibly upset because I went to the bathroom by myself, got dressed and did my toiletry all by myself without telling her, as promised, as I stood a good chance of falling again . . . a light went on in my head . . . I was ready to retaliate when I realized that’s what I do when confronted with anger. Right away I stopped my aggressive behavior and a calm came over me . . . and when I hugged Myrna she too felt a calm. A revelation and a moment of joy!” On another day, he wrote: “Gave blood at Sierra Hospital. Did not use the wheelchair—JOY!”

Sometimes he wrote something good he had for lunch or changes in his treatment: “Best news of the day, Robin will be able to give me IV at home! Such Joy shared each day.”

We have a large, wonderful family, including thirty-seven grandchildren and great-grandchildren, who, thankfully, visit often. One day, when we had an unusually large number of kids and grandkids visiting, he listed all their names and then wrote, “They all brought joy. In a bedlam sort of way.”

Before Gerry became ill, we often spent our New Year’s Eves in unusual places when we traveled. That last year, we chalked one up to visiting the ER. Gerry wrote, “Had to get X-rays last night and the nurse went 100 mph to get me back in time for New Year’s.” (He’d meant to get him back to the ER room, where I was waiting for him.) “I got there one minute before midnight and got a big kiss and hug and a Happy New Year. JOY!” 

During this same period, Gerry asked me to sit and talk with him for fifteen minutes at the end of every day, after he was in bed. “Fifteen minutes every single night,” he said. “I want to talk about everything.”

And so we did. Then he wrote about our conversations in his Joy Book. He wrote about daughter Pam coming to watch football, losing five dollars to son Steve in a sports bet. And he wrote:

“Went to lunch with John, LaVell, and Art . . . we discussed this Joy Book and how it has helped my depression. I think the Joy Book has helped Myrna, too.”

“Sat on the porch for an hour in the sun. Joy!”

“Kelly came and made chili and potato soup. What a joy!”

“Ron brought me a new heat blanket so I had two on that day, great joy!”

“Kelsey came by to say hello. Joy!”

“I fell just as Robin came in the door, she got me up with ease, that was joyful!”

“Got new insight today, thought Myrna and I as one person, not two.”

“Marisa skated in a race and won all four. She was so elated I had to put it in my Joy Book.”

I didn’t read his entries in the Joy Book unless he asked me to, for they were his personal joys, though he would often show me. Later on, when he was unable to write them himself, he dictated and I wrote—but he always wanted to write the “Joy!” at the bottom himself. Some days he didn’t want to write anything, unable to find joy in that particular day. But those days, to me, were the most important ones of all in which to find joy. So I encouraged him to dig a little deeper, and then he would write that he wasn’t feeling sick that day or that they “Got blood in just one poke! Joy!”

He wanted everyone to have their own Joy Book. He wanted to spread the word about how much it helped, what comfort it gave him every evening, propped up on his pillows, reliving the joyful moments of each day. Yes, every single day, even if he had to hunt for it, he always found at least some small joy, and he managed to associate joy with every single person in our big family, so that each of their names are in the Joy Book someplace. Gerry’s Joy Book enabled him to see firsthand how much he was loved, how much goodness there was in his life and in the world, and how much he had to offer us all. There is a fine, beautiful joy in that.
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