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Bean Soup


Enjoy the little things, for one day you may look back and realize they were the big things.


~Robert Brault, www.robertbrault.com


On the last real night of my marriage I made a pot of bean soup. At about 11 o’clock, the soup was ready, scents of garlic and bay leaf wafting through the apartment. I went into the den, where he was watching the Yankees play the Toronto Blue Jays, and invited him to have some.


We sat at the kitchen table, not talking much, or at least, not talking about anything that I remember. “That was great,” he said, when he was finished. I probably said, “Thank you.” He stood to go back to the game and I said, “Well, I have to get up early tomorrow. Goodnight.” And I went to sleep. I didn’t say, “I love you.” I didn’t say, “I bless the day I met you,” or “I am so glad that we married each other.” I just went to sleep.


The next time I saw him, he was face down on the bed, not breathing, and although he was in a coma for two weeks, and I believed he would recover for most of that time, in essence, I now know, he was dead.


When something like that happens there are so many regrets, and among the greatest is each and every time that you could have verbally or by action said “I love you.” I regretted not learning to care about every thing he cared about. I grieved for every time I got upset over something inconsequential—and trust me, most of it seems inconsequential when the love of your life is in a coma.


For the first week he was unconscious I promised him the moon. I told him that if he would just open those big brown eyes I would never get mad about anything ever again. He could leave his socks two inches from the hamper and I would thank God that they were there. I would dress up more and take time out for lunch whenever he asked. We would watch football games together and talk about politics. I promised him prime rib in wild mushrooms and red wine, and tuna au poivre perfectly rare, on the Royal Doulton with candles every night.


The second week, I came back to earth. I stopped promising him the perfect wife. Instead I promised him Me. I promised that I would at times be impatient or scared, and that he would still have to take out the garbage. I promised that I would not always like his jokes, and that I would still nag him to exercise. I promised him that we would have interests in common but not all of them, and that we would still have things to be tolerant of in each other. I promised him bean soup.


But as part of bean soup, I promised him that I would love him as much as before or maybe even more and that I would try never to forget what we had almost lost. I wish I had been given the chance.


Marriage is not always made of rose petals and moonlight and perfect understanding. Sometimes it is made of kids with the stomach flu, and flights that have been delayed, or even just made of work and dinner and running out of light bulbs. At times like that, sometimes the marriage goes on autopilot and love is subtext, an article of faith. Then, the dust clears and we remember. And as you have no way of knowing when you are young, but as you come to know when you’ve been married a while, that is more than fine.


Reasonable minds may differ, but for me, it is the dailyness that I love the most about being married. I liked the anniversary dinners and the romantic moments, but even more I loved the mundane workings of our daily lives, coming home to trust and commitment and inside jokes, and even the predictable irritations like those socks.


When a marriage is lost in the way that mine was, it is the everyday memories that mean the most. The time we both had bad colds and spent the day in sweatshirts, bringing each other tea. The way he took in the dry cleaning every Friday. Or the nights, like that last one, where we didn’t really talk but shared the deep ordinariness of a quiet Sunday night with our daughter asleep and the Yankees playing for him and some music for me, and a great big pot of soup.


~Jacqueline Rivkin
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Daffodil Month


The flowers of late winter and early spring occupy places in our hearts well out of proportion to their size.


~Gertrude S. Wister


Mother opened her eyes and stared, unblinking, at the vase of daffodils on the table beside her hospital bed. “Who sent these beautiful flowers?” she asked in a barely audible voice.


“No one sent them, Mother.” I squeezed her hand. “I picked them from your yard. It’s March—Daffodil Month.”


She gave me a weak smile. “Promise me something?”


I nodded. I’d promised a lot since we’d come to accept that the cancer in Mother’s pancreas would soon take her life.


“Promise that before you sell my house, you’ll dig up my daffodil bulbs to plant in your yard.”


I tried without success to hold back my tears. “I’ll do that, Mother. I promise.” She smiled and closed her eyes, lapsing again into the twilight fog that characterized the last days of her life.


Before Daffodil Month ended, Mother was gone. And in the weeks that followed, weeks so grief-filled that my siblings and I resembled nothing so much as walking zombies, we emptied her house, painted, washed windows, cleaned carpets, and listed the home we’d grown up in with a real estate agency. We hired a neighborhood boy to take care of the yard.


And I gave the daffodils, which had long since quit blooming, not a single thought until a day in late autumn when the house was finally to be sold. My brother and sister and I were to meet the buyers to sign papers early on a morning that I knew would be filled with conflicting emotions. On the one hand, it was good to be out from under the burden of owning an empty house. On the other, we would soon be turning over the keys to our family home to strangers.


Strangers who, I was certain, could never love it as much as we did.


Would this new family cook Fourth-of-July hamburgers on the brick patio grill my dad had built so many summers ago? Would their children spend fall afternoons raking the leaves under the giant maple tree into a mile-high pile to jump in? Would they figure out that one corner of the family room was the perfect spot for a Christmas tree? And would they be amazed at what pushed its way out of the ground in Mother’s yard every spring?


Crocuses. Flowering onions. Hyacinths. And hundreds and hundreds of daffodils.


Daffodils! Eight months later, I suddenly remembered the promise I had made my mother as she lay dying. I tossed a shovel and a cardboard box into the trunk of my car and headed for the house and yard that would, in just a couple of hours, belong to someone not related to me.


There was no sign of daffodils anywhere, of course. They had long since been mowed down and were now covered with leaves. But I knew exactly where they were. Ignoring the fact that I was overdressed for gardening, I plunged the shovel’s point into the dirt, lifted out a clump of bulbs, and tossed them into the box. Working my way down the fence line, I harvested dozens of daffodil bulbs.


But I left more than I took, certain that the family who’d bought my mother’s house would take delight in her lovely harbingers of spring.


As do I. It’s been more than five years now since my mother passed away. But every March, I gather armloads of the bright yellow blooms from my own yard and put them into vases. Some I use to decorate my house. Others I take to the cancer wing at a nearby hospital.


“Who sent these beautiful flowers?” a dying patient might ask.


And I will squeeze his or her hand and look into eyes clouded by that all-too-familiar twilight fog and speak words that I believe with all my heart to be true. “My mother sent them, especially for you,” I’ll reply. “It’s Daffodil Month, you know.”


~Jennie Ivey
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My Mother’s Recipe Box


Let your tears come. Let them water your soul.


~Eileen Mayhew


My husband reached it for me. It was on the highest of our kitchen cabinet shelves, the one that remains out of sight/out of mind. My mother’s no-nonsense green metal recipe box had been stashed there three years ago, after her death at 97. And there it had stayed.


So many of the other objects in her household had been carefully sorted out, distributed to family members, donated to charity. But this box—this humble, ancient box, remained with me, untouched. I couldn’t have explained to anyone exactly why.


Somehow, that afternoon, I was ready.


My first thought, as I touched the box and pried open its lid, was a guilty one. Why hadn’t I seen to it that Mom had a prettier recipe file? Why hadn’t I found a cheerful one for her, something sweet in floral or gingham?


Guilt is a handmaiden of sorrow, and I’d had plenty of both since the December day three years ago when we stood at my mother’s grave and said a last goodbye.


There had been those awful wrenching times when I’d reached for the phone at dusk for our usual pre-dinner conversation, and forgotten that the number I was calling was “... no longer in service,” as that awful, disembodied announcement reminded me.


There had been the presence of that empty chair at the table for family milestones, the proof that we were no longer going to be graced by the sweet face of our matriarch, beaming because family was her taproot, her greatest source of joy.


And there had surely been those moments when I thought my heart would break from missing the tiny blond woman who had loved all of us so unconditionally, and had asked so little in return.


But opening that recipe box... that was a long-overdue marker on the journey to healing.


Mom was a legendary cook. The sort who didn’t actually need a recipe to guide her. Instinct was her best teacher, and somehow, she could make a meatloaf taste like filet mignon, or raise a simple roasted chicken to lofty heights.


But over the years, Mom had fortunately reduced some of her recipes to writing. “Someday, you may want these,” she had said prophetically.


“Someday” had come.


Sitting at the kitchen counter, I began my search for remembered pleasures... for the taste of my childhood, at least figuratively.


As I scanned the categories—main dishes, side dishes, holiday foods, cakes, cookies—there was Mom’s familiar scrawl. Her loopy letters, the “t’s” left uncrossed in her haste, the crowded script—all came rushing back. It had been so long since I’d seen that familiar handwriting, now that her anniversary and birthday cards signed “With all my love,” no longer arrived in our mailbox.


Mom had no patience for fad diets. So I sifted through detailed instructions for making a rich lasagna, a brisket swimming in gravy, for meatballs and spaghetti with her own “secret” sauce ingredient—brown sugar.


There were recipes for everything from a simple egg salad with pimentos to a noodle pudding that she had learned from her own mother.


Mom’s parents—my maternal grandparents—were Eastern European immigrants, part of that vast wave that had arrived on these shores in the early years of the 20th century. And in this golden land, food—lots of it—was their solace. It soothed the loneliness, bewilderment and fear of lives forever changed.


So much of my own history and heritage was in that green metal recipe box.


I spent one long afternoon with it, smiling, remembering, and yes, weeping. So much of Mom came flooding back. Decades later, I was back in her kitchen—and it was so clearly HER kitchen in the days when fathers seldom strayed into the inner sanctum. I was smelling her amazing pot roast, her sour cream/apple coffee cake, her split pea soup.


And I was wishing—how I was wishing—that she was back, too, in her aqua cobbler’s apron with the white ruffle.


“Do NOT overcook, Sally,” I found on one recipe card for pot roast. It made me laugh out loud, because that was, after all, my high culinary crime. And Mom knew it.


Hours later, when I’d rummaged through the last of the recipe cards and newspaper clippings stuffed in the back, I felt a kind of peace I hadn’t in too long. It was the sense that somehow Mom was in my life again.


She was peering over my shoulder, checking, re-checking, scolding, advising, and yes, teaching. She was handing down her traditions in the most loving way—through food as love.


Mom-food. The best of all possible cuisines.


And I carefully, deliberately placed that green metal box with its stubborn lid on the kitchen counter. Front and center.


Exactly where it belongs.


~Sally Schwartz Friedman
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Two Lives


I dream of giving birth to a child who will ask, “Mother, what was war?”


~Eve Merriam


It was August fourteenth and August fifteenth.


It was two families shattered, shocked.


It was 1,000 friends at the candlelight vigil.


It was the three teachers I haven’t seen since high school.


It was the boy who never cried who made an eloquent speech while he wept.


It was the sweat that stretched down my back.


It was my friend falling apart next to me.


It was the bug that drowned and burned in the wax of my candle.


It was the entire town, brought together.


It was incomprehensible.


 


It was the way that suddenly I couldn’t remember their faces.


It was online message boards carved with words of remembrance.


It was breaking the news to my brother.


It was the questions from coworkers—“Did you know them?”


It was the front page newspaper articles the whole week.


It was the tribute on the billboard outside the pizza parlor.


It was the flags at half-staff when they finally came home.


It was the 21-gun salute, the 50-foot American flag, and the two dozen yellow roses.


It was two boys just out of high school, not even men yet.


It was Iraq the first day, Afghanistan the next.


It was a Boy Scout and a punk rocker who were never quite friends.


And it was the tall man on the hill during the vigil who put it all into words:


“God bless your boys, and be with them.”


~Paige Cerulli
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A Family Heirloom


Memory is a child walking along a seashore. You never can tell what small pebble it will pick up and store away among its treasured things.


~Pierce Harris, Atlanta Journal


As far back as I can remember, my mother had a black fur coat hanging in the hall closet. Since it wasn’t really my mother’s style to wear fur, I always wondered why we had the coat at all. I remember asking her what it was made of. She said it was made of muskrat. I loved animals and I tried to imagine how many muskrats gave up their lives to make this big, beautiful coat. Yet, I couldn’t resist rubbing against the silky fur. When I snuggled it in the closet, it filled my nose with a distinctive fragrance.


I am sure all of us tried it on at one time or another. There were four girls, at least, who paraded around in it. I am not so sure about the boys. Even at that time, we wondered who would get the coat.


The coat belonged to my grandmother. She was the daughter of a doctor in Ridgetown, Ontario. She married a lawyer from the United States and her wedding made the society news of the day.


My great-grandfather, the doctor, had found a bride in Glasgow and brought her home to Ontario, where they raised five sons and two daughters. My grandmother died in 1976. My mother died in 1995.


One day, after my mother died, I decided to make a pilgrimage to my grandmother’s hometown. I found the largest house in town easily. There were many photos of it at home, but since my great-grandfather’s day it had been turned into a funeral home. I found that a little depressing. I stopped to have coffee in the small town restaurant that felt a lot like my own hometown in Forest, Ontario. It gave me an insight into my grandmother’s decision to buy our cottage in Forest. They both had that warm small-town feeling.


On the way home, I felt a little lost. I would have liked to have shared the experience with my mother, but she had already passed away. As I drove down a side road, the kind that are unmarked and seem to last forever, I saw a flock of white geese. I stopped to watch them and they gave me a thrill, because I had never seen a field full of Snow Geese before.


My mother left the coat behind in the closet. My eldest sister, Janet, inherited it with the house. Many years passed and she kept thinking about what she might do with the coat. One day, in the summer of 2009, my sister sent a parcel for my three children. One package labeled “Allison” caught me by surprise. I let the children open their presents before I opened mine. They were equally excited for me to have a present.


I ripped open the wrapping and a familiar smell assailed my nose, although I couldn’t place it at first. In front of me sat a beautiful black bear with a pattern on his paws that I recognized from long forgotten days of snuggling in the hall closet. The feelings they evoked were joyful. Pictures of four identical black bears spilled out on the floor. I could hardly grasp what my sister had done!


When I finally got her on the phone, she confessed her long kept secret. She told me that she didn’t like the fact that the coat hung in the closet, useless and unused. Then she saw a program on how people turned old fur coats into bears. She decided that’s exactly what she wanted to do.


When she looked into the cost of the service, she found that each bear would cost $250. Since this price was outside her budget, she decided that the best way to get bears would be to ask if someone did it as a hobby. She mentioned it to her teacher friends. Then her old principal asked the lunchroom lady if she knew anyone who did such a hobby. Confused, the lady asked him why he wanted to know, because that’s what she did in her spare time.


So, four identical bears were born, works of art, in Calgary, Alberta. I feel so lucky to have a sister who would take the time to put her love into such a bear project only to share it with her sisters. All my children sense the love I have for this heirloom bear, a bear of memories that no one can buy for me from a store.


~Allison Knight-Khan
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Learning to Soar Again


He who would learn to fly one day must first learn to stand and walk and run and climb and dance; one cannot fly into flying.


~Friedrich Nietzsche


I made my decision and finalized it by driving the stake into the ground. Big, bold, red letters read HOUSE FOR SALE. I went inside, washed my hands and sat at the kitchen table, anxiously clutching a glass of cold lemonade, while my eyes rested on a cardinal pecking away at the food tray on the birdfeeder outside my window.


I smiled as the memories of this table, the window and the bird-feeder blessed my soul. My husband had painstakingly measured from the ground to my eye level and placed the birdfeeder on top of the pole. He said he did it for me, and he did, but he enjoyed our bird watching almost as much as I did. We emptied many pots of coffee sitting here in the early mornings, watching yellow and black finches, blue birds, nuthatches and chickadees. But my favorite was the cardinal.


My feet propped on a stool, I breathed in the crisp, clean air and savored the taste of home-squeezed lemonade. My eyes fixed on a cocoon attached to the bottom side of a green clematis leaf winding around the trellis. Silky threads quivered, split apart. Brilliant yellow and black wings emerged, and the butterfly wriggled its way out of its safe place. Defying predators and collectors with nets, it dared to soar through open fields and sip sweet nectar from nature’s bounty, spreading its majestic wings, golden pennants glistening in the sun. The larva transitioned from a warm, safe, ugly worm to a free-flying beauty, ready to embark on life’s adventures.


Since I was going to sell this house, I thought I might as well practice what I might do and say to a prospective buyer. “Hello,” I said as I walked to the door. “Come on in. Come through the kitchen door. All my friends enter here.”


Then I began the tour. I couldn’t help but point to the birdfeeder my husband built, as I mentioned how he painted it white to contrast with my red birds.


“Do you see the woods behind the house?” I again motioned toward the open window. “We often drank our coffee in silence so as not to scare away the deer, rabbits, squirrels and chipmunks that wandered into the yard. The trees offer fine shade for family barbecues, too.”


I fingered the cut glass crystal vase as I talked to my imaginary visitors. “This vase once stayed filled with flowers from hubby’s flower garden, Kroger’s flower shop, or wildflowers picked from the open fields over there. My friends used to tease me, saying I was still being courted after 45 years of marriage. I didn’t argue with them.”


I pointed to the window on the other side of the house. “You can see the garage through here. It’s still full of tools, from woodworking to mechanical. Even when my late husband was sick, he liked to tinker in his workshop. His motorcycle is parked in one corner and our pontoon and fishing gear in the other. We spent many hours traveling around the country in that little motor home parked under the carport.”


I took them into our family room where the family Bible lay open on the coffee table and my husband’s portrait hung on the wall. I pointed to it. “He sure was a handsome one. When he was young, friends told me he looked like Elvis. He didn’t want pictures taken after he became bald from chemotherapy.”


Nodding toward the television, I said, “I bought him that big screen TV so he could watch his Kentucky Wildcats play basketball. He leaned back in that big brown recliner over there, watching the games or his favorite courtroom show.”


I picked at a loose thread. “The recliner’s arms have worn spots on them where the grandkids climbed onto their pappy’s lap. And the springs are a bit saggy because sometimes that chair not only held my husband, but both of our adult daughters at the same time.” The vision of the three of them all piled into that chair flitted through my head.


“Let’s look at that chair again. Search closely and you’ll probably find a cellophane-wrapped peppermint ball that fell from his pocket where he kept a stash to give to the ladies and children at church. They lovingly called him the Candy Man.”


An unbidden smile crinkled my face. “In fact, a peppermint ball mysteriously appeared in his hand after one of the ladies from church viewed his body in the funeral home.”


I swept my hand toward the opposite wall. “These are my grandchildren.” I ran my finger over the hand-carved trim on the wooden picture frame, letting it come to rest on my youngest. “In the trek from infancy to elderly, we encounter many phases of life. She turned two this spring. Plate and spoon replaced mother’s milk, and panties replaced Pampers. She put on her backpack when school resumed and announced she was going to school also, throwing a teary tantrum when the bus picked up her two siblings and left her behind. Her transition from babyhood to childhood was complete.”


My finger brushed over the next one. “Her brother, off to preschool this year, anxiously boarded the bus, then stopped, looked back and waved goodbye with a hint of an unshed tear lurking behind his lashes.


“And my namesake became a pre-teen this summer. Instead of children’s programs, her favorite TV personality is the latest popular teenage idol and her little girl clothes don’t fit anymore. Ten is a trying time, too young for boy-girl relationships, yet toys no longer captivate the imagination.”


In another photo, three grandsons stood in a row. “This grandson both eagerly and reluctantly moves up to middle school. Elementary school teachers will no longer be there to comfort him when he loses his lunch money or is harassed by bullies. So he faces a new level of independence. This grandson here is bravely facing the frightful monster called high school, while this one becomes a teenager next month. His baby fat is melting and a few pimples dot his face.” I spoke softly now.


“Before we go into the bedrooms, let me show you my children.” I turned to the pictures on the wall on the other side of the room. “My younger daughter will be thirty in September. She gained a few gray hairs while transitioning from a stay-at-home mommy to a freshman in college. My other daughter, once a special needs student battling dyslexia, has begun her quest to teach other special needs children.”


I picked up the filigree frame and the face of a beautiful young woman, who has left a void in our hearts, stares back at me. My eyes become misty as I look upon my son holding his granddaughter, my great-granddaughter, who helps to ease the pain in our lives and fill the vacant place in the family portraits where his only daughter once stood.


A tear slid down my cheek as I smiled wistfully. I looked at my pretend house shoppers and said, “I’m sorry I wasted your time, but I don’t think we will finish the tour because this home is no longer for sale. This house holds many memories and, with God’s help, I think I’ll keep them just as they are.”


A cool, healing breeze rippled through the window as I finished my lemonade and began planning for a new day. A black and yellow Monarch glided over the trellis, fluttering its wings as it perched on the clematis leaf. Last month I began my transition from a happily married wife to a confused, insecure widow, but, like the butterfly, I too will develop my own wings and soar.


~Jean Kinsey
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Sharing the Journey


Where you used to be, there is a hole in the world, which I find myself constantly walking around in the daytime, and falling in at night. I miss you like hell.


~Edna St. Vincent Millay


One of my dearest friends died recently. Dolores had been battling cancer for more than eight years with strength and an unflagging optimism. She was a take-charge person. Each time cancer recurred she would accept, almost welcome, and at one time demanded, the next round of chemo. She knew what was coming—the nausea, neuropathy, the sleeplessness and pain—but she also knew the consequences if she refused. There would be two or three days a week of discomfort but she focused on the four days when she would feel “pretty good.” If the regimen called for chemo every three weeks, she happily anticipated the two weeks of feeling decent. But the periods of remission before cancer popped up again became shorter and shorter.


Dolores said that she would know when her quality of life was too diminished, yet despite her trials she held on. The time eventually came when she was in and out of the hospital and her daily existence was ruled by pain. That was when she made the decision to stop the tests, the chemotherapy, the distress to herself and her family, and to let go. She went home on hospice care. Three weeks later we attended her funeral.


She and I had met 30 years ago, through an introduction by a mutual friend who thought we would get along because I was moving onto the same street and we both were writers. Our friend was right. We did get along—on many levels—and we discovered more about each other as the years progressed.


Our friendship began when I invited my new neighbor to a writers’ group I had been attending. She wrote poetry and I wrote children’s books, two very different genres, but the group was eclectic: one man wrote horror stories à la Stephen King, a woman wrote feature articles for newspapers, someone else wrote poetry for his own pleasure. The group was fun and helpful, but it was our carpooling back and forth that helped our friendship blossom. We learned a lot about each other on those trips. We talked about our hopes and philosophies, our families, our worlds.


One day I got the idea that we could write a children’s book together using my stories and her poems. We sent out queries and got rejections, but one editor suggested that we fill out the book with crafts and activities. Neither of us had done that before. We looked at each other and said, “Why not?”


Each day I trundled down to her house, three doors away, and we created projects for kids using what we had handy—laundry baskets, milk cartons, bed sheets, yarn. Our days were spent laughing. We couldn’t believe what we were able to produce from ordinary household things. We ended up coauthoring two Halloween activity books, four joke books, and one picture book.


People asked us if it was hard to write with another person. We never thought so, perhaps because we wrote every sentence together. Every poem had both our voices; every activity was a combination of ideas. We didn’t see the projects as hers or mine but rather as ours. There was no competition, only fun.


We did more than write together. We attended classes, took up Chinese brush painting, practiced Qi Gong and Tai Chi in our front yards. I taught yoga and she became a feng shui consultant.


Through the years we set aside Friday afternoons for meditating, either in her house or mine, and invited a couple of friends to join us. It was during one of those sessions that she suddenly realized she had cancer. Six months later she was diagnosed and everything changed.


I visited her each day as she slowly succumbed to the disease those last weeks. I could see that she was waiting to leave. We talked a little, but mostly I just held her hand. I knew that her philosophy embraced a broad understanding of energy, but I could tell how hard the process was. When she left, I was relieved as much as I grieved.


She is still in my heart—and in my files. Our joint work, both published and unpublished, is a connection between our worlds. When I think of her, I am grateful for our years together. I never suspected when we met that our relationship would be so profound. But then, do we ever know where life takes us and who will share the journey?


~Ferida Wolff
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Butterfly Miracles


To live in hearts we leave behind Is not to die.


~Thomas Campbell, “Hallowed Ground”


I rummaged through the small cardboard box that passed for my jewelry box. On a mission to get rid of anything unworn, I gasped as my hand touched the metal butterfly—no bigger than a half dollar. Clutching it to my aching chest, the tears streamed down my face as I remembered.


Vivid images of the day my eight-year-old son presented the butterfly pin he’d made for me—my Mother’s Day gift—rushed to mind. I could picture Mark, round face, straight blond hair, as he smiled up at me. “Here, Mom, I made this for you in art class. I painted a design on it, but they baked it and the paint all ran together. I think it turned out neat!”


I prepared myself to receive a gift of love more than beauty as I unfolded the paper wrapped by childish fingers. A witty, personable, and fun-loving child, Mark did not seem to possess artistic talent. The butterfly, to my surprise, emerged a masterpiece of swirling copper, blue and beige hues.


“It’s beautiful,” I said with complete honesty. He accepted my hug with eyes rolling, as I murmured, “Thank you, honey. I love it.” He beamed with pride. I wore the pin frequently for years, often receiving compliments on its artistry.


One day, the back fell from the butterfly as I rushed to pin it to my lapel. I dropped the butterfly into the box in my drawer as I hurried to my appointment. I’ll have it repaired later, I thought.


Life was filled with family, school and work. The butterfly rested, forgotten, in the bottom of the box for more than ten years.


This day, the full force of the painful loss pressed into my chest. Eighteen months earlier, as I cradled my husband in my arms, I felt half of me slip away as he died. Now, the rest of my heart had been ripped from my chest as my 22-year-old son died while I held his hand—helpless again to keep cancer from taking one I loved. Mark had fought the disease with great courage and confidence. In the end his body betrayed him when his spirit would have kept on fighting. The deep, painful cavity inside me screamed for relief.


How I’d longed for a part of Mark to keep near. His cap, his key-chain—none of his possessions had provided comfort—only more pain. But this butterfly, a gift made by his loving hands, held the promise of his continued presence with me. His life changed, like the caterpillar to the butterfly. He was no longer bound by ill health and earthly trials. The butterfly reminded me of this truth. The miracle of this gift, rediscovered after so many years, soothed my grieving heart.


The butterfly, coupled with a gold cross and attached to a delicate gold chain (a gift from my daughter), traveled the journey through grief with me. I wore it constantly, even in the shower. Along the way, sometimes the telling of the story brought comfort to another traveler. It also held the promise of change and healing for me, but in some irrational way, I felt to take it off would be to forget Mark and stall the healing.


One night, about a year after his death, I, who almost never remember a dream, had a startling and memorable one. I found myself standing on my front porch looking for someone. I saw a young man in the distance and as he trudged nearer, I recognized Mark—tired, sick and dirty—but Mark without a doubt. Stunned, unable to move at first, I threw my arms around him as he came up onto the porch.


Holding tight, I cried, “Mark, oh Mark, it is so good to see you. You’re not dead. I thought you were dead and you’re not. Oh Mark, Mark, I love you son,” I babbled.


He pulled back from me and said, “Mom, I love you. I have to go now and you must let me go. You must let me go, Mom. You can’t keep hanging onto me. Let me go now.” With that, for just a second, he appeared healthy and vigorous—almost glowing—then vanished.


I woke up feeling his embrace and hearing his words echo in my mind. I clutched the butterfly as tears streamed down my face. I raced to the front door to look for him and saw only an empty street. I started to grasp it was only a dream, but a strange peace crept into my darkness.


As I pondered the dream, I realized that in order to heal, to move on, I had to let Mark go—not forget, but refuse to cling to what might have been. The butterfly became the symbol. I started by taking it off to shower, then to sleep. Little by little I accepted my son’s departure from my life, but never forgetting what we’d shared. The awful pain and emptiness declined as I persisted in enjoying the memories of the occasions we’d spent together—not dwelling on the times we’d never have.


As my journey continued, the butterfly reminded me of the new life that awaited me. But when would that lingering ache in my chest depart? Five years passed. I believed that as long as I lived, the ache would remain. After all, I’d shed tears with women who buried children 60 years before.


On a walk one day, as I mulled over this “fact,” a butterfly fluttered toward me as if heaven-sent. Healing in his wings, I thought. And suddenly the ache was gone, replaced by joy for Mark reveling in all the glories of heaven.


Do I miss him? Yes. Is there sadness or a tear now and then? Yes. But there is a difference. The sadness no longer steals the joy away. Now when I wear the butterfly it is a symbol of victory over death and a new life not just for Mark, but for me as well. Clearly, more than one butterfly miracle came my way.


~Jeanne Wilhelm
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The Red Pen


Sometimes, when one person is missing, the whole world seems depopulated.


~Alphonse de Lamartine


My thoughts turn to what has been with me for weeks. I am thinking about a past boyfriend whom I met again by chance. I cannot get him out of my mind.


He was not my boyfriend. He was the very special friend of my beloved sister Ivy when she was in high school. Ivy was 16 when she died in a plane crash with my father.


Ivy was sister number four, the baby, although in many ways she was probably the most mature within her short life. She was a very rare young woman who had the ability to empathize like few people I have ever known. She was stunning physically and within. She had long wavy brown hair, oval chocolate brown eyes and a smile that mesmerized. Her gentleness and insight were the foundation of a poise that was well beyond her age.


Seeing her friend David again was an overwhelming experience. I could only think of Ivy’s description of how she first met him while walking down the hall of her high school. She had told me that she knew instantly that she had to find out who he was. It was a romantic and womanly moment in her life.


When I ran into this incredibly handsome man, then in his late thirties and still single, I hugged him and he returned the warmth and greeted me by the nickname Ivy called me. My heart ached in response and yet I was filled with an indescribable fulfillment. I was looking into the eyes of someone who shared so much of my sister’s life in a way that belonged only to them. I am thankful that she had whatever they shared. She would sometimes ride on the back of his motorcycle, her long dark hair waving in the wind. I am glad that she rode on a motorcycle. I am grateful for every moment and experience she enjoyed in her life.


I told him that I was so happy that they shared a special relationship. He shook his head and smiled sweetly and shyly. He was a quiet man with an intensity that he also had as a boy. It was only to Ivy that he would open his heart. She would often listen to him for hours and advise him. She never told anyone what they talked about, but I know she reached him in a way no one else ever had. He needed her and she was there for him, as she always was when you needed her.


After the accident, David came to our home and sat in Ivy’s room shaking. He looked at my mother, my sisters and me but he could not speak. His silence eloquently expressed the depth of his loss.


I often wondered how he was able to express his grief. I wrote about mine. My ability to express my feelings through my writing saved me after the accident.


For David it was in his smile and private memories that she lived on. They shared the same birthday. I would always love him for being part of her life.


In time, David chose to express his grief in a college English class. He was not sure that he wanted to go on to school, but he decided to try it and enrolled in a community college.


His teacher assigned a composition about “the most important memory or experience of your life.” For whatever reason, David was ready to talk for the first time about the loss of his beloved friend. He opened his soul and poured his heart into his paper.


When David received his graded composition, it was covered with red ink marks. Spelling and grammar corrections were everywhere. There was not one comment about his subject. There was not one word about his feelings. There was not one phrase expressing condolence for his loss. David dropped out of college. He became a successful businessman.


Years after our chance meeting, I heard about David again and I was utterly shattered. In his early forties David learned he had cancer. His doctors had missed the diagnosis at first. He was in a wheelchair and his father had brought him home to die. Home was the house where he was raised, the house in which he and Ivy had spent time together.


I knew what I had to do. It took everything in me to do it. I pulled up in front of his house. His father had a wheelchair ramp constructed off the garage. Two full-time nurses shared shifts.


My heart was beating so fast and hard that it hurt. I knocked on the door and the nurse opened it. There he was. David was sitting in his chair. He raised his head as though it was a weight and his eyes met mine. That shy sweet smile was still there and as ill as he was, he was still that stunning young man.


He was very weak and I had to put my ear close to his mouth so I could hear him. “I talk to her every day,” he whispered. I tried with all my strength to contain myself. I did not want to embarrass him in any way. My eyes, however, filled with tears.


“She is with you, David,” I answered, smiling back at him. “She is with you.”


Then we sat together, my hand on his, and I read him the story I had written about them.


I think of Ivy’s favorite song, “Color My World,” by the group Chicago. The melody is beautiful, the lyrics loving and embracing. Like her life, like their love, the song is brief yet hauntingly unforgettable.


~Elynne Chaplik-Aleskow
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Beacon


We are each gifted in a unique and important way. It is our privilege and our adventure to discover our own special light.


~Mary Dunbar


There is something graceful about a well-made hurricane lamp. Especially the antique ones. The kind that were made with all the love and pride a true artisan has for his work. Heavy, hand blown bowls to cradle the oil. Tightly woven braid wicks bridging the distance between fuel and flame. Tall tunnels of thin glass entrusted to guard the dancing light inside them. Such fragile glass to be so strong, to stand up against the elements, against the inevitable night. Mom had a great affection for the lamps. They were designed to keep their light lit through the harshest of moments, no matter how dark the night or windy the storm. She needed something like that in her life.


I can remember searching through countless flea markets, antique stores, and garage sales for them. She had a huge collection of hurricane lamps in every shape, size, and color. Heavy, cut crystal bowls with short hurricanes, squat and sturdy. Delicate cylindrical bowls with paper thin hurricanes, too fragile to be used but beautiful. Plain, round functional ones filled with red tinted oil. Mom tried very hard to buy the lamps in pairs but her favorite of all the lamps had no mate.


This one unmatched lamp was rather large, standing about two feet tall with the hurricane glass. Its bowl was octagonal and clear. A simple, elegant lamp, one that could stand on its own. It didn’t need a partner to be spectacular. She found it just after we moved 3,000 miles away from everything we knew, after she left my stepfather. It was the first beautiful thing she bought for our new home without the fear that it would be smashed to pieces. On rough nights, when she was down or lonely or frightened, she would light her lamp and sit for hours until she could sleep.


Through the long, fearful nights at the height of a miserable divorce, she’d sit there until the sun came up, fear beating out her exhaustion. When she first found the two marble-sized lumps on her back, Mom found her comfort in the lights that danced untouchable behind glass, lights that would shine forever if she fed them. The night she got the official diagnosis of cancer, she let me help light them.


The spring after Mom’s first battle with malignant melanoma, we went to a local craft fair to pass the time, to keep busy. We were still waiting to hear from the doctors on the results of her follow-up tests. She was feeling less than herself, and she wanted desperately to do something, anything, that would make her feel normal again. If not normal, then at least better.


Everything about the fair is a blur to me; I was so intent on seeing her smile, on not letting my brother see us panic, that I don’t think I noticed anything. All I wanted was to make her smile. I hadn’t seen her smile, heard her laugh, in months and I missed both.


Intent on my search, I bounded ahead of my mom and baby brother as they meandered along the tables and displays. I didn’t make it far before something caught my eye. The recognition was immediate, a sizzle-snap-synapse moment, the kind that make the hair on your arms rise up to face the synchronicity. Standing proud on the display table sat a lamp. Not just a lamp—this was a tall hurricane lamp with an octagonal bowl.


I was excited, frantic, as I raced back through the crowd to my mom. She was inspecting a pair of small lamps at another vendor’s table. Normally, I was not one to interrupt, but this was important. Even at 12, I understood how much it would mean to her. “Mom! You have to see something!” I said.


“Hang on. I think I’m going to get these lamps. What do you think?” She held them up so I could see them but I didn’t even look at them.


“You’ve got to see what I found first.” I tugged on her jacket, unrelenting. She sighed, said something to the person behind the table and set the lamps down.


I dragged her through the fair, not letting her stop to look at anything else, not letting her waste time. She had to see that lamp. When she did, I knew I’d done well. She squeezed my hand and her eyes teared up. As she picked up the lamp, she ran her fingers over the bowl, over the hurricane glass, inspecting it closely. “See this?” She pointed at a very small mark in the glass on the bottom of the bowl. I nodded. “The one at home has the same mark.” She smiled. It was the first time I had seen her truly smile since the doctors first found the melanoma.


When the lamp took its place on the mantle, next to its mate, she cried. After my brother and I were both in bed, she went back downstairs. I knew she went to light the lamps and sit in their glow until she could sleep. She’d done it before. I fell asleep knowing that I’d made her feel better—even if only for one night.
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