CHAPTER 1
Memories
	It began after returning home that Sunday afternoon in May.  We attended the 9:30 a.m. church service and then participated in a small welcome-home celebration.  Colorful balloons tied to the chairs and banners proudly made by my daughters and hung from the walls at my mother-in-law's home for my husband, Don, who had just returned from Germany, where he had negotiated software contracts for his company.
I heard the phone ring but didn't think it was important; it was probably a robo-caller, as I had not heard Don reply.  My sister, Vickie, delivered the news after the nursing home contacted her.  Struggling with the news, she asked us to meet her at the nursing home.    
Don slowly approached the large leather recliner into which I had exhaustedly sunk my body.  He didn't want to startle me or be the bearer of bad news.  He gently said, "Your dad is gone." My childhood memories crashed against my temples.  I struggled to breathe.  My body became like putty.  Don lifted me into his arms and held me tight for what seemed like an eternity, allowing my tears to drench his shirt.  My heart began to hurt.
After notifying Dad’s pastor, who would meet us at the nursing home, we climbed into the car for the thirty-minute drive.
The nursing home had been Dad’s home for the past seven months.  We were comfortable with his care, and Don and I tried to visit weekly to check on him.  According to the attending nurse that morning, Dad had fallen while getting out of bed.  He had been using a walker since September 2004, when it became apparent that he couldn’t get around safely any longer.  During a recent emergency room visit, the doctor informed us that the protein levels in Dad's blood were approximately zero.  That was a clear-cut sign that Dad was not eating correctly or getting the nutrients he needed.  And it didn't help that he had Crohn's Disease and rheumatoid arthritis.  
That morning, during the nurse's routine exam, she detected an elevated heart rate and briefly left him to find another nurse to observe and verify her findings.  When she returned, Dad was gone.  He had adjusted as well as possible to his new living arrangements, although he told me several times that it was difficult there because he still had his mind. Many of the residents had dementia or Alzheimer's, including his roommate, Mr. Jones, who constantly blurted out indistinguishable words. Most of the time, the words sounded like "poopy" or "cookie." 
Dad's use of the walker assisted his movement while living with rheumatoid arthritis.  In one of our recent conversations, he divulged that his biggest fear was falling, as he had fallen several times in his home over the past year.  One of my biggest fears was that he would trip and fall down the stairs to his basement as he passed them when he walked from the kitchen to his bedroom daily.  I found evidence of blood splattered on the baseboard and carpet.  It was hard for me to understand how such an athletic, strong man had become this frail man, hardly able to walk in such a short time.  
I had not dealt with anything like this before but had witnessed friends and neighbors reduced to childlike and disabled, but not my father.  During one of my visits to the nursing home, I accompanied him to physical therapy.  While the physical therapist instructed him with the exercises, Dad cried out in pain.  It was almost unbearable for me to sit and watch.  
Three days earlier, the family had celebrated his 78th birthday.  His wish was to take him to eat Chinese food - they don't serve that type of food in the nursing home.  We all gathered at a local Chinese buffet.  We wanted him to choose whatever his heart desired.  I tried to assist him in making choices, but he waved me off.  He said he could handle that and his walker, too.  
As we were leaving, he waved and went on and on about his excellent time.  We had no idea that would be the last time we saw him alive.  His death certificate stated congestive heart failure.  
The memories, old and new, good or bad, joyful and sad, true or enhanced, started gushing like a waterfall, intensely plunging and crashing into my mind.  Who was going to share all those memories, remind me of things I had forgotten, or bring us all to tears with laughter? We saw so many different places together and met many extraordinary people; moving two to three times per year had been a challenge, but with his positive outlook, nothing seemed unsurmountable. 
Why do we feel those memories have to end when someone dies?  I believe it's because we can't talk to them anymore or hug them.  Death is so final!
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