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      When I began writing The Grieving Gift, my intention was to write my sister’s story. I wanted the world to know her as I did. The woman who was kind, but believed she was never kind enough. The woman who gave her love with dedication, yet felt undeserving to receive the same in return.

      In writing what I believed was going to be her story, I discovered that our personal stories do not belong to us. They are never about us.

      My sister’s story became the story of others. Because really, isn’t that who we are when we come to the end of our journey? We become a part of those whose lives we have touched.

      To my dearest sister, Sandra Brown, who taught me courage through her fears, and gave me strength through her weakness. Thank you for The Grieving Gift. My life is forever enhanced.
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      Sometimes you just have to believe. Even if there is nothing in the path ahead, no logic, no scientific proof, no explanation. You just have to trust that burning desire in your gut which compels your heart to reach for a way, and then to continue even when there is no way. That, my friend, is what makes dreams come true.

      
        
        Judy Howard
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      On a death watch, you get to know someone. It is like a roller coaster ride. And like most rides, it brings us back to the place we began, reminding us of who we were and who we have become.

      My sister, Margaret, was determined to die the way she lived. She lay in her queen-size bed and glanced at the custom-designed bedspread which the hospice health aide had draped carelessly over the back of the nearby fainting couch.

      “How many times have I asked her to smooth it out? It only takes a couple of sweeps of the hand to straighten out the wrinkles,” Margaret said to me. She gave me a pleading look. “Janice, could you?”

      “Sure,” I said as I smoothed and straightened the spread.

      Now, she eyed my jeans and tennis shoes, then studied my short hair while I performed the insignificant chore. “Did you try styling your hair like I showed you?”

      How many times had she shown me how to dampen my hair and thread my fingers through it, sweeping it back? “Come over here,” she patted the bed.

      I leaned down as she reached up and raked her fingers through my hair. “Like this,” she said. “Now go look in the mirror.” I stood before the mirror and admired the difference. “See how the flowing lines distract from your full face, making it appear thinner?”

      Months ago she stood beside me like she did now, picking and fussing, perfecting a casual style. “Yes, it does look good,” I’d say, and then grab my signature cowboy hat, laden with colorful travel pins from everyplace I visited on my RV journeys. I’d slap it on top of my head, to prove I was not superficial like her.

      That seemed so long ago, but six months is not long when you know your time is short. Today, her efforts pulled at my heart. I would always remember her kindness and determination to send me off into the world as a class act like herself.

      My attitude toward our differences had softened. And Margaret also had begun to see me as more than her little sister. “Are you ready to have a best seller?” She asked once as she helped edit my latest book.

      I turned from the mirror, leaving the hat resting on the vanity. I smiled and kissed her. “Thanks, I love it.” I paused for what I hoped was an unnoticeable moment and tried to memorize her sweet caring attention.

      Margaret sank into the depths of her pillow and closed her eyes as I moved about the room, folding laundry and putting it away.

      “Opening my eyes takes me away from the sweet spot where I like to live these days,” she said.

      She did not have to open them to see the majestic nude painting spanning the wall above her headboard. Margaret might be thinner, but, like the piece of art, her own body stretched across the silk sheets with the grace of a peacock’s feather. I imagined the painting was a portrait of her, although in all these years no one in her circles had ever said it was, and I knew her family and friends well enough, that no one ever would ask who the portrait portrayed.

      Margaret tired easily. As she waited for the arrival of her two sons and their spouses to show up for this special meeting she had arranged, she dozed on and off until the doorbell rang. “Can you tell them to come on into the bedroom?”

      The two boys’ kisses brushed briefly against their mom’s cheek as they stiffly hugged their mother. “You’ll find a folder on my desk by the printer,” Margaret said. “Do you see it there?” She pointed to the file. “It has copies of my financial statements as they stand right now, my will, and a list of my assets. Have a seat. I want you boys to look it over.”

      The two sons perched on the low fainting couch, their knees almost touching their chests. Michael and Daniel, their thick, auburn hair curling tight against their heads, were not twins, but as adults I had trouble telling them apart.

      Michael, the youngest and stockiest, sported a red shadow-beard so popular these days, yet it failed to hide his round, baby-face features. He rose and stepped around his sister-in-law, Denise. Her shining black hair reached down the straight line of her back as she sat in one of two folding chairs. She clasped her hands in her lap. The only movement, was her one thumb rubbing her knuckled fist. She reminded me of an Oriental Barbie.

      The muffled chatter of Michael’s two year old drifted through the open bedroom window. Michael glanced outside. His wife, Tonya, followed their toddler, who marched around the immaculately landscaped back yard which Michael had designed and charged his mother what he felt was a reasonable landscaper’s fee. He approached the desk and, picking up the folder, he opened it. He removed the three copies. Keeping one, he handed one to his brother and sister-in-law, Daniel and Denise, and the third to Margaret.

      Margaret raised her chin a little higher as she reviewed the report of her estate. Although all her L.A. friends would consider the estate’s value modest, she swelled with pride. This was her gift to her boys. “I want you to go over each item.” She said. “You’re co-executors. Everything is to be divided fifty-fifty.”

      As Michael, Daniel and Denise reviewed the papers, Margaret continued, her voice frail. She smiled at me but addressed her comments to her boys. “I don’t want you two to have any conflicts, so today I want you to walk through the house and decide if there is anything that may be particularly sentimental to you.”

      Margaret paused as if the speech tired her, but then glanced at me again, as if for reassurance? Or, was she checking for my reaction because I was not named as an heir? I had not expected to be, but wondered if she knew that. “When our mother died, Janice and I were able to go through all the things, dividing them up without a problem.” She smiled at me again. “I want to work things out now with you boys, while I’m here to settle your arguments.”

      The boys looked at each other, each hesitating to go first.

      “I would like the bedroom furniture,” Michael said.

      “Of course, dear. I want you to have it. You put a lot of hours into each piece. It has meant so much to me. You should have it.”

      Daniel laughed, although to me it always came out as a sneer. “But what’s it worth?” He said.

      The corner of Michael’s mouth twitched in response to the joke, and I don’t know how it was possible, but Margaret stiffened even more. Margaret and Michael both ignored the joke, which Daniel implied.

      Daniel rose, the action accented his leanness, making him appear taller than he was. He stepped over to his Barbie wife, Denise sitting in the chair at the foot of the bed. Towering over his wife, Denise, he pointed to an item on the list. The couple whispered to one another and snickered.

      Margaret zeroed in on her oldest son and daughter-in-law. “What is it?” she asked, “What’s the problem?” She struggled to scoot up higher. I rushed to the bedside, plumping up the pillows behind her.

      Daniel pointed out the item to Michael, then glanced back at Denise. Denise nodded and said. “It’s the value of the Lexus.”

      “What about it?” Margaret’s words rang an octave higher.

      Daniel, still grinning, glanced at his brother, then Denise, who sighed and stood. Taking the report, she bent over her mother-in-law and pointed to the entry. “You have the car listed at $8,000.00. The car's fifteen years old. It’s no way worth that.” The daughter-in-law raised her brows expectantly and stared at Margaret.

      Margaret’s sunken eyes bore into her daughter-in-law’s, but clouded over as if to hold back her irritation. Her lip line twisted.

      Denise flinched.

      I marveled at Margaret’s control. Without losing eye contact, she responded. “You can look up the blue-book value. I’m too tired.” The matriarchal remark hit home.

      Denise swung around, handing the paper back to her husband, and sat back down. The young woman’s narrow index finger pushed a shiny strand of her Asian-black hair away from her temple and tucked the lock behind her ear. “Just saying,” she said. “It’s no way worth that.” She swung her head, flipping her hair from her shoulder and again, folded her hands in her lap.

      A spasm flashed across Margaret’s face. “As I said, dear, I’m too ill to verify it.”

      Denise shrank back in her seat. Margaret, again, set her chin at that ever so slightly regal and victorious angle of which was I becoming so aware.

      Margaret reminded me of a puppeteer, juggling the family disagreements. It was a good guess she had orchestrated the strings her entire life. And today she proved she hadn’t lost her touch. She surprised me that she still had the energy to carry if off.

      Her family’s aloofness sucked me dry, leaving me itchy and restless wanting to get away. Their values were the reason. During our adult years, I never spent much time with them, and yet, they surprised me. This petty discussion of the Lexus’ value was not a class act. What shocked me more is Margaret was not appalled, only irritated her daughter-in-law challenged her appraisal.

      This final scene in the bedroom had drained Margaret. Her feather-light body sank deeper into the bed. “I’m going to rest now.”

      I herded her audience from the room, dimmed the lamp and pulled the shade.

      When she awoke, she didn’t ask if the boys had followed her instructions. With five o’clock approaching, the boys faced hours fighting the heavy traffic back to L.A. Their applied pecks to their mother’s cheek were more relaxed, as well as their hurried half-hugs. Tonya and Denise paraded the grandchildren into the bedroom to deliver their farewells. “Say goodbye to Me Maw.” The women followed suit and applied their own quick kisses and then herded the youngsters from the room.

      After the last family member exited, I clicked the deadbolt, thankful Margaret’s performance, as well as mine was over. We both could rest. Tip-toeing back to the bedroom, I took a deep breath and exhaled. Like drawing the curtain, Margaret smiled at me and closed her eyes, surrendering to the drugs. She drifted away into a thick sleep. I gazed out the bedroom window at the fading day. I, too, longed to run away.
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      “He said no.” Margaret shut the bedroom door and lowered her voice.” Let’s do it anyway.”

      “How?” I whispered because she did. “Dad said no. He said it’s going to rain.

      Margaret plopped on the edge of my bed and crossed her legs. “We’ll run away.” The mattress bounced, jostling my library book, The Black Stallion, leaning against my folded knees.

      I stuck my finger between the pages of my book at the part where the boy, Alec, and the Arabian horse became stranded on the desert island after being shipwrecked. I scooted my back up straighter against the headboard. Margaret always came up with the greatest ideas for adventure. “And how do we do that?”

      “We’ll have plenty of time after supper. It doesn’t get dark ‘til nine. I’ve got it all figured out.” Margaret jumped from the bed and moved to her desk. Ripping a page from her lined theme book, she scribbled notes. “Let’s see. We’ll need a blanket and our pillows. And I’ll sneak some bags of chips from the kitchen while they’re watching TV.” She chewed on the pencil’s eraser. “Oh, and a couple bottles of pop.”

      “How’re we going to get all that stuff outside without them seeing? And how’re we going to carry it all?” This was the wildest plan she had ever come up with. I might be eight years old but even I knew this was serious stuff.

      “You go out after supper and hitch Blackie up to his cart. He loves pulling it and anyway he has to go with us. We can’t leave him behind. We’ve had him since he was a pup. Bring him around to the side of the house and wait right under the attic window. I’ll get a rope from the basement and lower everything down to you from the attic window.”

      Her plan sounded reasonable. Mom and Dad would not catch her up in the attic. They never go up there. “Where’re we going to go?”

      “We’ll camp out at the lake, where we ice skate and go walnut hunting.”

      “How far is that?’ You could not see the lake from the house.

      “Not that far.” Margaret studied her list and then looked up. “Are you in?” She folded the paper and shoved it in her back pocket. “Don’t be a fraidy cat.”

      It sounded like a real adventure — if we didn’t get caught. I loved the woods along the lake. We came across wild creatures, deer, raccoons and sometimes even an opossum. Dad always warned us to keep a lookout for wild pigs and wolves, too, but I’d never seen any. We would have Blackie with us. The eighty-pound lab would protect us.

      “I’m in.” We both jumped when the door opened and Mom said, “Time to set the table.”

      The normal limited conversation at dinner felt abnormal because I didn’t try to make jokes or be cute like I usually did. Tonight my compulsion to pull Dad out of his ever-brooding mood was tempered by the secret excitement of our plans. Margaret kept her head down, hovered over her dinner plate and ate silently. We rushed through the dishes without our usual bickering.

      Margaret’s scheme was perfect. Blackie loved the attention, so when I buckled the cart’s harness straps, he wagged his tail eager to start the adventure. My heart pounded as Margaret lowered our gear from the attic window. Even a flashlight. Good idea.

      We hiked across the road and through old man Davis’ pasture. I sang, “Oh, give me a home —” and Margaret chimed in —”Where the buffalo roam.”

      The sun sank low in the sky by the time we reached the cornfield that butted up against the Davis farm. The going was easy and soon we had traveled a couple of child miles and could no longer see our home.

      Margaret pointed to a grassy patch between the plowed plot of land and the line of barbed wire. Elm trees lined the fence. “Looks like a good place to camp,” Margaret said.

      The thrill of spending the night outside, under the stars, with no one overseeing us exhilarated me. “Sure, let’s stop here.” I unharnessed Blackie. Margaret spread the blanket on the ground and plumped the pillows. She set out two bottles of Coke and two bags of potato chips and we sat cross-legged, crunching the snacks and sipping our sodas. I grinned at her. “This is neat! I wonder if we’ll get to the lake tomorrow.”

      “Probably,” Margaret said. Her forehead furrowed. “Do you think Mom and Dad are worried about us?”

      “What?” I hadn’t even thought of them. “I don’t know.”

      “Maybe we should tell them we’re running away. You know, so they won’t worry.”

      Leave it to Margaret to think of everything. “I guess so.”

      “I’ll go back and tell them,” she said. “You wait here.”

      She grabbed her Coke and traipsed back down the path we had come and disappeared. I stretched back, laying my head on the pillow and crossing my ankles, as Blackie plopped down beside me. Staring up at the trees and watching the fireflies blink in the dimming light, I figured it was probably a good thing that we were telling Mom and Dad. I didn’t want them to worry. I dozed off, dreaming of camping on the lake the next night, until Blackie jumped up, wiggling and wagging his tail. Margaret was back.

      I sat up. “How did it go? What did they say?” At that moment, I realized it mattered what they had said.

      “We have to go home.” Margaret picked up her pillow and threw it into the small cart. “Get up. Help me fold the blanket.”

      “What do you mean, we have to go home?” Blackie looked up at me and nudged my fisted hand.

      “We have to go home. Dad said so. He said it’s going to rain.”

      As if the words were a commandment to the universe, raindrops tickled my face.

      “Hurry up. Help me fold the blanket.”

      I stared at Margaret. This trip had all been her idea. Now she didn’t have the guts to buck Dad or the rain?

      Before we had Blackie secured in his harness, huge cold drops pelted us. In minutes, our clothes were soaked.

      By the time, we reached the pasture the fallow corn field became a suction machine of mud, pulling at our sneakers and caking the wheels of Blackie’s cart. The dog strained against his harness as the thick slime-coated tires bogged down. Stumbling and falling at times, the slick, black paste slid down our pants legs as we pulled ourselves from the mire. The going was slow but I was in no hurry to meet the punishment we most certainly would face.

      Tight lipped and rigid, Dad met us on the back porch. “Unhitch Blackie and hose him off. Then go to the basement to clean up.”

      Whatever Dad felt, he sealed behind his tight, thin lips. I wondered what kept him from shouting. My anger burned in my gut. My own mouth straight-lined not only at Margaret because she ratted us out, but also at Dad strangely for not caring enough to even yell. And yet I followed everyone else’s lead, I stuffed it. The next time I run away, I’ll do it on my own.
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      Margaret patted her thinning hair as she gazed into the mirror and admired the cut and style from my beautician, Candy. “Janice probably hasn’t told you, but I’ve gone to the best hair dressers in L.A.” She took the small hand mirror Candy offered and tilted her head side to side to inspect the back of her head. “My hair has never looked as good since I started coming to you, Candy. You’re a real treasure.” Margaret clutched her hand and slipped a bill into her palm. Her boney fingers folded Candy’s around the bill. “This will probably be my last time. I want you to know how grateful I am.”

      Candy opened her hand and gasped. “A hundred? This is too much.” She shook her head. "You don’t have to do this.” She thrust the gratuity back to Margaret. “It’s been a pleasure taking care of you and if you need me to come to the house, I’ll be glad to. Just let me know.”

      Margaret gripped Candy’s fingers and pushed them away. “No, you keep it.” Margaret squeezed the girl’s hand, “It’s a shame you couldn’t have taken your husband to Cedars Sinai for his surgery. They have the best doctors in the country. I know how difficult it is for you right now, dear.”

      Candy tried to step away but Margaret still controlled her hand as she lowered her voice and said, “And don’t you worry about me, dear. I’m not afraid of dying, but I hate to leave Janice all alone. That’s why I moved here, so I could be near her.” She patted Candy’s hand. “I worry about her, living way out here in Sun City without all the services L.A. has to offer. You know what I mean I’m sure.” She raised her brow and gave Candy a knowing nod. “Janice has no one after I’m gone.”

      “I’m sure she’ll be okay.” Candy patted Margaret’s hand and flashed a weak smile. “Janice says she’ll be finishing up her third book soon.”

      Margaret whispered again to Candy. I’m just glad she’s had someone like me with an education to edit her books.” She sighed, shaking her head. “But I just couldn’t do it anymore.”

      Candy pulled away, grabbed the broom and busied herself, sweeping up the scant splotches of white hair.

      “Ready to go?” I said, picking up Margaret’s purse.

      “Yes, dear. All ready.” Margaret pushed herself up from the chair, cupped Candy’s face in her hands and kissed her cheek. “Thank you so much for making me feel beautiful.”

      After leaving the beauty salon, we made a stop at the bank next. Inching the car into a tight spot near the bank’s entrance, I turned to Margaret as I shut off the engine. “Are you sure you’re up to going in? I could get the cash for you.”

      “I’m fine.” Margaret gathered up her purse and climbed out.

      I hurried around the car and grasped her elbow to steady her. Inside, Margaret nodded toward the furthest teller. “Let’s go to Beatrice’s window. She’s always so helpful.”

      “I’ve been coming for over thirty-five years and she was here then.” I said as I motioned to the waiting area. “Why don’t you sit down and I’ll wait in line for you?”

      “No, I’m fine.”

      Beatrice’s appearance never changed. Her pageboy hairstyle from the sixties and a thick application of rouge gave the impression she was stuck in her youth and still blushing. “Hello Margaret. You haven’t been in for a while. It’s so nice to see you. How are you?”

      “I’m fine.” Margaret handed the teller her withdrawal slip. “I need five hundred in cash. Twenties will be fine.”

      Gripping the counter, she leaned against it. “I just went on hospice.”

      “Oh no!” Beatrice paused with her paperwork. “I’m so sorry.” Reaching out she rubbed the back of Margaret’s hand. “I’m so sorry but you’ll be fine. You believe don’t you?”

      Margaret pulled her hand away. “Actually, I don’t.” She forced a gracious smile.

      “Oh no!” Beatrice eyes grew big, her voice got small. “You don’t believe? At all? You do know what will happen if you don’t?”

      The corner of Margaret’s mouth turned down. She couldn’t restrain the smirk. “I’m fine.”

      “But couldn’t you just say you believe? You know, just to be safe?”

      Margaret’s brow furrowed. “And should I say I believe in Buddha, Allah and all the others, just to cover all my bases?”

      Beatrice slumped, resting her elbows on the counter. “Oh, no. I guess not.” Barely audible, she squinted, laboring over the options, “I see what you mean.” She straightened then, her face lit up and she said, “I’ll pray for you, Margaret.” She seemed cheered with her solution, stood taller and counted out the cash.

      Margaret shrugged, gathered up the money, and placed it carefully in her purse. “Thank you, Beatrice.”

      Back in the car, Margaret collapsed into the seat, closed her eyes and rubbed them. I smiled at her and patted her leg. “Don’t you feel better? Beatrice is going to pray for you. Everything is going to be fine.”

      Margaret’s voice took on a tone. “And that is why Beatrice has been a teller all her life.”

      I stared out of the windshield, astonished by my sister’s logic. Why had I never noticed her attitude? My sister was much more than a snob, she was an elitist. Before she became ill I would have engaged her in an amusing debate, never realizing her seriousness. Today it struck me, she was adamant.

      Margaret blinked at the bright sunshine on the drive home. Exhaustion dug into her bones, setting her eyes deeper in their sockets, yet she held her chin high. I imagined she clung to the small thread of happiness that her hair looked good. At home, she flung her flats off, flopped into bed and crumbled against the pillows. She smiled at me, patting the bedside. “Come sit for a while, before you go?”

      I stretched out beside her and said, “Your hair looks good. Candy always does such a nice job.”

      We stared straight ahead at the TV, watching Andy Griffith and a boyish Ron Howard whistle their merry tune as they ambled down to the Mayberry fishing hole.

      Margaret's eyes fixed on her Associates and Masters Degrees on the wall over her dresser. Closing her eyes, she mumbled, “This is not L.A.”

      “That’s for sure. Sun City’s not LA, just like Springfield was not Chicago. Remember how you always wanted to go shopping in Chicago?”

      She smirked. “Yes, I remember.”

      “Springfield will always be home, I said. “I’m going to go back and visit all our old haunts –– Washington Park, our high school and grade school. Like we did in ’87. Remember?”

      A weak smile spread across her face. “That visit brought back a lot of memories.”

      “For sure. Remember our house on Park Ave.? Remember how nice those people who lived there were? They had to work, but they left the door unlocked so we could walk through and reminisce? How nice was that?”

      “Pretty stupid if you ask me. We could have robbed them blind.”

      “Remember how we looked up Dave and Gary?”

      Her face softened and she chuckled. “Yes. I should have called Dave, but I didn’t want him to think I would have even given him a second thought after all these years.”

      “Not me! I didn’t care what Gary thought. I wanted to know what he was like all grown up. After I got pregnant he was the only person who showed me any kindness. The high school and the entire town had shunned me. My two best friends dropped me like I had the plague instead of a baby. I felt like a piece of trash. Even you. I don’t remember you saying anything to me one way or another about what I was going through. Yet, even after getting pregnant by someone else, through it all, Gary still liked me.”

      Leaning back into the pillows, I drifted away from the sick room and the bleak reality of facing a future without my sister. I floated back to my small basement apartment which I rented from my parents after I had gotten pregnant.

      “Gary visited me at the apartment on Fourth Street. He used to hold Charlotte and rock her to sleep. And after I moved to college, he drove the hundred miles to see me there.”

      “Sure I wanted to call Gary that night. He had been there for me at the most difficult time of my young life. He even asked me to marry him once.”

      “What did you say?”

      I glanced at Margaret and giggled, thinking of the night so long ago at the drive in theater. “Obviously we didn’t get married. I didn’t take him seriously. I told him he was being silly, that he just had too much to drink.” I didn’t take him seriously. To me our relationship was only about the sex. That was all. Remember when he showed up at our hotel restaurant the morning after I called him?

      Margaret nodded.

      I gazed out the window, swept up in the memory. “I was so surprised and flustered. Who wouldn't want to meet up with their first love?” My breathing quickened remembering his blue eyes and his secret smile which made me feel it was meant for no one else but me.

      I glanced at Margaret. A warmth spread over my face. “Was I blushing?” I touched my face.

      “Until that morning I saw myself as a forty year old, dowdy married woman. But when he walked in the restaurant? I was sixteen again.”

      I rose from the bed and began to pace. My memories held me back in that Illinois hotel restaurant. “He was a long haul truck driver. He asked me to write to him. I knew I wouldn’t of course, because I was married ––but oh my! It didn’t matter to me that he was a truck driver.”

      “You know the character, Brad, who was the love interest and old high school boyfriend of the main character in my first four books? I created him in the image of Gary.”

      I pressed my palm to my cheek and jerked it away, waving it like it had been burned. “Now I’m a sixty-nine year old, dowdy widow woman.” I shook my head, unable to believe my reaction after all these years. I spun around, charged with a sexual energy and began fussing with the bed covers. “What is wrong with me? My pulse is pounding, just thinking about him!”

      “Did you ever tell Nate you saw him?” Margaret asked. Margaret knew Nate was the jealous sort.

      “I did, mainly because of my intense reaction. If I didn’t tell, it would have been like hiding something. I told him, “I could sure understand why people had affairs.”

      “What did he say?”

      “I was surprised. He really didn’t say anything.”

      “I was envious that Gary came to see you,” Margaret said.

      “Really? From all you’ve told me about Dave, he was pretty hung up on you. If you had called him, I’m sure he would have wanted to see, too. Did you break up with him?”

      Margaret hugged her knees against her chest. She raised her chin with that prideful tilt which was becoming so familiar to me. “I did,” she said. “He didn't plan to go to college like me. So, I ended the relationship before I moved to Champaign-Urbana.” Margaret sighed. “All that was
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