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For our heavenly Father,  

 

I thank Him for loving me anyway 

and may His glory shine through these pages. 

 

For Patrick, 

thank you for your unconditional love 

and your unending support. 

 

For Dad, 

thank you for the privilege 

of getting to be your daughter. 




“When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they will not overflow you. When you walk through the fire, you will not be scorched; Nor will the flame burn you.” 

Isaiah 43:2 
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Foreword 

From a spiritual perspective life is a total paradox: When we attempt to find ourselves apart from God, we only end up losing ourselves. Coming to the end of ourselves is the very thing that has to occur so that we can find our true self in God. Even when we don't yet have a spiritual grid, we set out on that journey to know who it is we are and hoping to find life, peace, and contentment. For many of us, and especially those who grow up in an alcoholic home, this journey originates in the dysfunction of addiction. Attempting to find peace while submerged in a family system of addiction are murky waters to swim in.   

God permits these experiences and ultimately uses them to be the very path which could allow us to come to the end of ourselves. Since we can only truly find ourselves in Him, he allows pain so that we will turn to Him. In turning to Him, He can then redeem our life's struggles by finding peace in Him.  

Kimberly's story typifies the experience of someone growing up in an alcoholic home that is full of pain and disillusionment. She, like 
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THREE WEEKS TO FORGIVENESS 

so many of us, attempted to save herself by her strength, only leading to more pain and disappointment. Three Weeks to Forgiveness tells the story of how Kimberly came to the end of herself and began depending on God. Her story takes us to the crossroad where living life in our power graciously fails, so we become ready to turn to God in total dependence. You will read how this is the path that leads to God, the only real source of life, freedom, and peace. Kimberly's story will encourage you by seeing how God did not waste her pain, but instead how He used it to lead her to Himself where she found peace and the ability to forgive! 

Evan Buja LPC, DMin 

Lakepointe Church Counseling Center
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Prologue 

 

 

August 2015 

Until late that hot summer, I had never watched someone die. I had never been around anyone dying from cancer. These weeks exposed a power I had only heard or read about but hadn’t observed in person. Seeing depictions of death in movies or reading about it in books did nothing to prepare me to witness the decimation of body, spirit, mind, and dignity brought on by the cannibalism of cancer. The trajectory of the months ahead and the people God placed in my life impacted me in ways I couldn’t have dreamed. Those days revealed things that laid long buried. 

As a teen, Dad taught me how to fight in order to defend myself. His street-learned instinct of fight, not flight was drilled into me. The two of us shadowboxed in the living room as he showed me the right moves to ward off a would-be attacker, or in my case, a girl in high school much larger than me. This same mindset influenced his last three weeks on earth, battling with his hospital bed, emesis bags, 

 

KIMBERLY DEWBERRY  //  1 1 stomach tube, and wheelchair. The cancer caused severe nausea. Although he craved his favorite foods he couldn’t keep any of it down longer than ten to fifteen minutes. His rugged body wasted away to a scrawny frame of bones. His hearing and eyesight failed rapidly. Although he was only sixty-three, he looked like an old man. Gaunt and pale, his eyes clouded over and looked forlorn. The man I remembered from my distant past slowly slipped from me, but not without a fight. 

Day one of Dad’s last three days proved to be trying. We knew the end of his life on earth drew near. We knew his body was giving out. Time with him was short. We took care of Dad’s needs in shifts. I had stayed at his bedside the night before and his restlessness grew more frequent. He could not find the comfort he so desperately craved because of the stiff mattress of the hospital bed, so sleep eluded him. Before the sun shone into his room, he asked me if we could go smoke. During the three weeks he was a guest in my home, smoking in the garage became our exclusive time together. Even though he was dying, we figured as long as he felt like it, smoking was one of life’s pleasures we would not force him to do without. 

I helped his feeble, unsteady body into the wheelchair, gave him his maroon hat to place on his head, and handed him his vomit bag, towel, and smokes. Off we went to maneuver our way from the hospital bed in my dining room, through the kitchen, and into the solitude of the garage. I situated his chair like I had so many times before, next to the table with the ashtray, and opened the garage door so he could look out into the front yard. He sat quietly enjoying the peaceful morning before the rest of the neighborhood stirred, the cottontail bunnies frolicking around the dew-kissed grass and the sun rising above the house across the street as he puffed on his cigarette. I watched his face and wondered what he was thinking. That morning, as I did occasionally, I asked what was on his mind. He turned his head and looked into my eyes. 

“Have I been a good dad to you, Mija?”  

I sat for a moment looking at his intense dark brown eyes. 
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“You don’t worry about it. You were a good dad to me,” I replied without hesitation. In that moment, I realized how sad he had been inside. Broken. Damaged. Addicted.  

“It was a privilege to be your dad.” His eyes never left mine as he spoke. 

“The privilege was mine,” I said, willing the tears not to stream down my face. 

I meant what I told him that day. Although there were times growing up when his fathering skills faltered because of the addiction, there were many other times when his love overpowered the alcohol, even if only for a brief moment. Conversations such as this are exactly what I treasure about those final days. I am thankful Dad came back into my life after years of separation, and for the cherished moments we were blessed with. 

After he finished the last puff of the third cigarette, I could tell his energy level wavered. He asked to go in and have some coffee. I wheeled him in, situated the wheelchair next to his bed, locked down the wheels, laid his accoutrements on the side table, and hoisted him over to the bed.  I went to the kitchen and made his coffee. I put the steaming mug on his table and opened the blinds. We sat in his room sipping it together in the quiet of the early morning. That would be the last morning he would ask to go out to the garage and the last sips of coffee he would have. 

Slowly throughout the next three days, the dad I knew melted away. He lost his sight, lost his hearing, and lost the ability or need to get out of bed. One eye became somewhat fixed and he didn’t talk much, if at all. Restlessness increased and he pulled and tugged at his blankets and himself. I learned from the hospice nurse that this is common when the end of life nears. 

We talked to him at his bedside, held his hand, and told him it was okay to leave us. In our selfishness, we didn’t want him to go, but we knew his body hurt. He resisted death. He wasn’t ready yet, but we didn’t know what exactly he waited for. We prayed and begged God to take him so his suffering would end. 
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My sister Emily and I agreed to stay up to care for Dad the first night. We were tired but knew Mom could not handle sitting up all night and then taking care of him all day, too. His restlessness intensified, and he no longer found interest in watching television, smoking, or eating.  

The dad I knew as a teen would give the silent treatment if I angered him somehow, if he was in a bad mood, or maybe for no apparent reason, but now he stopped talking, not out of spite or anger, but out of inability. After the long, fidgety night with Dad, Emily and I were in great need of a shower and some sleep. Mom would be the main caregiver for the day as Emily and I helped with medication. Looking back on that time, the days and nights seemed like a never-ending dream, but also oddly short. We knew Dad would not be with us long and were cherishing every moment. 

Family came in and family left. When people were in the house, Dad grew intensely more restless. His family wanted to see him and show support and just simply be close to Dad, and we appreciated every last visit. People brought in food; so much food we couldn’t eat it all, but it was all welcomed and appreciated. My grandma and aunt took a turn sitting with Dad. Our cousin helped Dad find comfort with essential oils and soft music. This short respite was a blessing. We knew any attempt to help Dad was born out of love and compassion for him and for us. Day two had been long, but it illustrated what Dad had always told us, “Family is important.” 

My daughter Leah and my husband Patrick agreed to take the first shift of the second night. They stayed awake with Dad until two in the morning, and then Emily and I planned to take the remaining time. We had gone to bed early in order to ensure we were awake and alert once our shift started. I remember being very jumpy, even in sleep. Anytime I heard a noise, or even if I didn’t hear anything at all, I woke in a sudden panic. I never rested completely, much like when I came home from the hospital after giving birth to Leah—one eye opened, one eye closed, and both ears on high alert. Leah woke me so I could join Emily for our early morning vigil. Emily and I joined Patrick and Leah in the kitchen-turned-medical-center. We 

 

4  //  THREE WEEKS TO FORGIVENESS reviewed the last round of medications and they recounted the restless night Dad had had so far. The night had been more fitful than the previous one. His vision failed. His hearing failed. He could no longer get out of bed. He merely lay there, turning and twisting, pulling and tugging, reaching and grabbing the air. Emily and I relieved Patrick and Leah so they could rest and we sat at the kitchen table talking about the events leading up to that night. 

Our first hour on duty that early morning, we paced back and forth checking on Dad, jumped when we heard a noise, chatted, and, ironically, laughed in delirious exhaustion. Even though Dad lay in the next room suffering through his last hours, Emily and I nervously found humor in our memories. That is just how we are. No disrespect for suffering, but that is how the process of grief began for us. We felt guilty at the time, but in retrospect, laughter was the best coping mechanism, especially during troubling hours. 

Through our edgy fatigue, we heard Dad in his room mumbling and moaning. We went to check on him and discovered he had pulled his stomach tube out and created quite a mess. Emily went to the bathroom to throw away some of the soaked towels and I finished cleaning him up the best I could. I heard him clearly say, “He’s winning.” I instantly looked up and saw him reaching for the corner of the ceiling. He had a look of desperation on his face and his eyes were bulging. That moment his eyes were more alert and he spoke more clearly than he had in hours. I looked at him and (today I believe) the Holy Spirit spoke through me, “No, Dad, he is not winning. God is winning. Take his hand, Dad. Take God’s hand.” I stood there after I spoke these things and Dad looked directly into my eyes and said, “I can’t.” His own exhaustion overwhelmed him and his hand went to his forehead, rubbing it in frustration. I believed beyond my own comprehension in that moment Satan was fighting against God for Dad’s soul. 

Emily came back into the room and sat on the edge of the bed, while I went in search of a Bible. The Holy Spirit guided me to find my father-in-law’s Bible lying on my husband’s nightstand. I grabbed it and sprinted back into the living room. I opened it and 

 

KIMBERLY DEWBERRY  //  5 5 searched for Psalm 23. I knew I needed to go back to Dad and begin reading this particular passage to him. I did exactly as I was led to do. I moved the stool from the corner and positioned it beside Dad’s bed. I laid the open Bible on the stool and got on my knees and began reading Psalm 23 out loud, with purpose. Leading up to that moment, Dad had been extremely restless, but once I began reading, he reached for the stool. Dad stretched out his hand, groping to find the source of the words, and laid his hand on the Bible as I read aloud. 

The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. 

He makes me to lie down in green pastures: He leads me beside the quiet waters. 

He restores my soul: He guides me in the paths of righteousness for His name's sake. 

Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil: for You are with me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me. 

You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; You have anointed my head with oil; my cup overflows. 

Surely goodness and lovingkindness will follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever. 

I can’t recall how many times I recited these words, but when I finished, Emily and I prayed to our Lord to be with Dad and guide him home. Those moments were powerful and exhausting. Overwhelmed, emotionally spent, and in shock, Emily and I left the room. Dad found rest for a few minutes, and we found comfort because we knew God was there. Through the pain, through the suffering, through the battle, God showed up. 

Dad spent much of his adult life searching for something to satisfy his soul. His faith wavered and he questioned God’s love for him. I innately knew after the deep prayer experience, Dad found what he had pursued for so many years. I know he hadn’t realized 

6  //  THREE WEEKS TO FORGIVENESS it, but God pursued Dad over the years, too. That night God won the battle for Dad’s soul. 

Emily and I decided we should call the hospice nurse and chaplain. The nurse, Tammy, and chaplain, Samuel, spent five hours of their lives praying over our dad. They spent time trying to make him comfortable and peaceful to no avail. They spent time praying with us. They spent this time because they knew Dad’s eternity depended upon it and for that, we are forever grateful. 

Whenever I left the house during those last three days, the moment I returned, I felt the presence of God. He was there and he was in the room with Dad. Throughout the third day, Dad wanted my mother, his wife, right there by his side. If Mom left the room, Dad clearly bellowed, “Honey!” To hear him call out this familiar term of endearment after not talking directly to us in days astounded us. He did this three times that day, each time Mom would leave his side. On his deathbed, not able to hear, speak, or see, and he wanted the love of his life right there beside him. I can only describe this as love without end. 

The day before he left the bed for the last time, Dad wanted a bath, a shave, and a haircut. Between my mother and my husband, he got his wish. He had his favorite soap, Irish Spring, his favorite deodorant, Lady Speed Stick, and Patrick let him use some of his cologne. When I came home from work that afternoon, Mom and Patrick told me it had been Dad’s best day. I found out later that Dad told my husband, “After I am gone, I don’t want them to be sad. I want them to find happiness. A house should be full of laughter.” Patrick had the foresight to write that quote down and I am so glad he did. 

The long day three was closing in on us. Family had been at the house most of the day and we had all the food we needed. We ate together at our table in the kitchen, just like any average day. Dad finally fell asleep long enough for Mom to get a bite to eat and rest her back from bending over his bed. The reaching, mumbling to angels, pulling, tugging, deep breathing, asking God to take him, and the frustration were slowly beginning to subside. We were all 

KIMBERLY DEWBERRY  //  7 7 exhausted beyond measure and wondered if the end would come soon. We prepared ourselves for God to take the beloved husband, Dad, grandfather, father-in-law, son, brother, uncle, cousin, and friend—home. The time had come. It just had to. 

After dinner, we each spent time with Dad. Mom was right there, at the side of his bed, holding his hand and loving him through the broken heart. We prayed over him. We each told Dad, without tears and with complete confidence, how much we loved him, how wonderful a father and grandfather he had been, and that it was time for him to stop fighting. It was time to go home and be with his Father, our loving God. We told Dad how much God loved him. We each had a turn pouring our love and our hearts out to Dad. It was the most beautiful memory I have to this day. After we were done, everyone but Mom filtered into the living room, sat together, told stories, and laughed. Mom stayed with Dad and held his hand, softly caressing it, talking him through his last breaths. Shortly after nine o’clock in the evening on Monday, August 10, 2015, Mom placed Dad’s hand into God’s hand. She stayed there and kissed Dad good-bye for the last time. 

As quickly as Dad had reentered my life, he was gone again. In the days following his death, sorrow, regret, guilt, and confusion smothered me. Like clouds looming before a threatening storm, my world slowly grew dark. I could feel the rumbling of grief deep in my chest. I wanted to hold on to Dad just a little longer. The sober Dad. The Dad who relished laughter. The Dad who savored watermelon more than any other food on earth. The Dad who enjoyed watching the same movie over and over again until he could quote each line. The Dad whose instinct was to protect me. The Dad who loved without limits. Why had God brought Dad back to me just to take him away again so quickly? I didn’t know how deeply those three weeks with him would change the course of my life and my destiny. The journey of my redemption began the night my dad found eternity with Jesus. 
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Chapter 1 

 

 

Opening the Bottle of Blame 

Submit therefore to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from you. 

James 4:7 

Dad’s physical strength was something I marveled at. In his younger days throughout my childhood, he was a heavy equipment mechanicȰthe guy in a yellow hard hat you would see on the side of the road in a construction zone or at the site of the next downtown office building. It took great physical strength to work on those majestic machines.  

I can still remember the smell of oil and grease when he came home from work. I remember his six-foot-three frame towering over Mom, Emily, and me. He left his Frankenstein-like, greasy steel toed work boots sitting by the garage door because my mother didn’t want him traipsing through the house leaving grimy marks on her 

 

KIMBERLY DEWBERRY  //  9 9 spotless floors. We rolled our eyes when his giant oil-stained hands with thick, bruised fingernails wrapped around Mom’s waist as he kissed her. His majestic, Hispanic features and black wavy slicked-back hair were something people admired. They told Mom he looked like Omar Sharif and once I caught a glimpse of this regal character, I completely understood why they said it. Dad reminded me of a lion watching over his lioness and cubs—taking care of us, cooking for us, talking with us, teaching my sister and me how to take care of ourselves, protecting us, loving us. 

Love is something my family does not hide. We are
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