





— MR R

=~ @
2 £ £ &
A Cup of Comfort for Courage

F4 (%) B #ER
FE HAM K m B H FEF

BB H R



HMHBENMRE (CIP) BiE

BE TR DO Y () BRER RAR, KM, BE, EBTF
—H 5. F 5 i, 2007.2

(—HRZRFT)

ISBN 978 —7 - 5436 — 4055 -9

1.E.. 1.O%.. Q%... @k . @%.. OF...
. QFFE-DE-XHEY OfFEHE-HR V. H319.4:1

o B R A B 0 CIP ZU#R 7 (2007) %5 011154 &

—HEEE T

BELR

()P - 2R

wHW K & B H EEN

7 & AL

HRHTRMEE 77 5 (266071)

ZAL M4k http://www. gdpub. com

ERRIERIE 13335050110 85840228 80998641 f&E (0532)85814750
WERE BEHE E-mail; cyyx2001 @ sohu. com
Hmigt wm W nEX

R H HFHEFEERAERAR

D Rl WUZRHTRENRI Y

HAEARE 2007 4£2 A% 1R 2007 42 A% 1 ETRI

BEEE WM 3
il A

F A& 20 J(889mm x 1194mm)

Ep % 10.4

F % 200F

£ € ISBN 978 -7 - 5436 -4055 -9
£t 16.00C

AR ABIE  (0532)85814926 ‘
REEEPELCALMENFERMID, KTCHILRTEIRDRELBR,
€81%: (0532)80998826



)

A
g PREFACE

Colleen Sell

The Cup of Comfort anthology series was created at the dawn of the new millen- 2
:: nium to provide a forum by which ordinary people could share true stories about the ::
S experiences and people that have inspired them. My hope was that these uplifting g
:: personal stories would create a bridge between people of different circumstances ::
2 and cultures by reminding them of the universal truths that make us all human and 2
:: that give us hope and happiness. It is certainly not a new concept. .
Since human beings first acquired the ability to communicate, we have used sto- &
:: ries to share humanity 's most empowering truths and most powerful lessons. For ::
» hundreds of thousands of years, the uniquely human gift of story has guided and %
:: comforted us, connecting us to our inner spirits and to one another. g
¢ And now the stories in this book are reaching across continents and oceans to &
connect people in North America with people in China. The Cup of Comfort authors
» and | are humbled and honored by this privilege, and we sincerely hope that these 3
:: stories bring you comfort and joy. g
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@ Mercy from the Flames

hristmas morning, | heard technicians dismantling the machines that had
e KEPL Sofia, my neighbor in the burn unit for twelve days, alive. | closed my
eyes, WIShlng Sofia well on her journey. | added a prayer for me, to whatever spirits
were listening, to heal my own burned face and without the skin grafts a physician had
already indicated might be necessary.

Two weeks before Christmas, I'd been at home, preparing an article outline, when
my electricity went out during a snowstorm. | lit several candles and sat at my kitchen
table, trying to finish the outline.

| woke up in the emergency room of the local hospital.

“You've had a seizure,” a doctor told me, “and burned yourself. . . badly. ”

I was sent that night by ambulance to the nearest burn unit, in a hospital about fifty
miles away. | have epilepsy, and having had epileptic seizures previously, | was no
stranger to emergency rooms. But I'd never seriously hurt myself before.

When | have a grand mal seizure, | lose consciousness. My limbs shake, but I'm
unable to feel my body’s spasms. After | have a seizure, | get an un-me feeling: | don't
feel like myself. What day is it? Where am 1?7 How did I get here? Then the memories come
floating back, like things tossed upon the tide that return to shore with the next wave: It’s

Tuesday; there’s a storm and the lights go out; I light candles; I'm writing an outline for an

article on local farmland protection; [ stop for a moment to look at the candlelight flickering on

the tablecloth.
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Now, | felt like | was in a bad dream | couldn’t wake from. My head and neck were
in bandages. A nurse told me I'd suffered second- and third-degree burns on the left
side of my head and on my right hand. Nearly two-thirds of the left side of my face and
scalp had been burned, from the tip of my nose to my ear. All my hair on that side of my
head was burned off. My burned left eyelid was swollen shut. My skin smelled like a
rotting hamburger. When | chewed or yawned, my left temple felt like it would come apart.

Why me? | have photosensitive epilepsy, and my eyes are very sensitive to sudden
changes in light patterns, like blinking lights. | realized that the flickering of the candles
must've triggered the seizure. Still, | asked, Why me?

The next day, Michael, my boyfriend, drove nearly sixty miles to the burn unit. |
was so glad to see him, yet ashamed.

“l must look horrible,” | said.

“| almost lost you,” he said, squeezing my hand. “You mean more to me than
ever.”

| felt very grateful for his words.

“] still don’t know how | got here.” A

Michael sat next to me on the bed. “Your upstairs neighbor, Ray, told me that he
smelled hair burning. He said he recognized the smell from his days in the Army. So he
ran downstairs, broke through the back door, found you, and called 911.”

How kind of him, | thought. We had only a nodding acquaintance. Yet, | was angry,
too—at myself.

Regardless, the nurses, the doctors, and Michael told me | was lucky. Lucky that
Ray had been home. Lucky that my right thumb had somehow escaped injury and,
though my four fingers were bandaged like a snowball, | had enough dexterity to write,
brush my teeth, and eat with a fork. Lucky that the vision in both my eyes hadn’t been
impaired. Lucky to be alive.

“Lucky in my unluckiness,” I'd mutter.

('\-’2%
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It would take a while for me to see it otherwise.

One afternoon after Carol, one of my favorite nurses, had given me pain
medication, | said, “! can’t decide whether my body’s reaching the flames during my
seizure was just bad luck, or whether my karma, my mind-set, caused it, and this mess
is essentially my fault. ”

Carol was blunt. “If you keep blaming yourself,” she insisted, “you’ll just waste
your life. Instead, why don'’t you ask yourself, ¢ What's next?’”

A week after I'd been admitted, | forced myself to look at my bandaged head in the
chrome paper towel dispenser next to the bathroom sink. (No mirrors handy there. ) My
face appeared to be very swollen and very red. My left eyelid looked like a tiny balloon
covered with scar tissue. Why me?

The only time | was actually in pain was during the showers | took twice daily to
prevent infection. An anonymous poet once called pain “the monster with a thousand
teeth,” and | can’t describe any better the stinging, reverberating sensation of stubbly
washcloth rubbing against exposed nerve endings. When a nurse scrubbed away the
damaged tissue on my eyelid, ear, or forehead, I'd usually jerk my head away like a
helpless animal. The Demerol injected into my buttocks before each shower wasn't
enough to assuage the pain.

“Try screaming,” one of the nurses suggested. “A lot of the men do.”

But | couldn’t. | strove to absorb the pain, to move toward, not away from, it. I'd
repeat, “It's healing, it's healing,” over and over to myself during those showers. I'd
imagine | was underwater, watching sea fans gently sway and clownfish glide by.

When Dawn, the youngest nurse in the burn unit, washed me, she’'d say, “I'm

going to do your ear now,” or “I'm at the top of your head. ” | loved her for telling me
this. Somehow, knowing where her hand would land next, | could better brace myself
for the pain.

On my way to and from the showers, I'd pass Sofia's room. There were several

~ 3



other patients in the burn unit, but we didn’t see much of each other. Sofia was the only
one | knew anything about or even saw. She was eighty years old, Carol told me, and
had burned herself horribly in her kitchen.

Sofia lay nearly comatose in her bed, mouth open, eyes closed, IV in her arm,
tubes in her throat and rectum, a dialysis machine running next to the respirator.

“A few days ago,” Carol told me, “Sofia had almost no heartbeat, but the doctors
raised it with medication. ”

Sometimes, | 'd stand at Sofia’s door, thinking of my mother, who'd been surroun-
ded by the same daunting equipment after a stroke that eventually killed her.

“Sofia,” | whispered, “why can't they let you go?”

A few days before Christmas, new skin had started to replace the scar tissue on my
hand; my knuckles now looked only severely sunburned. | eagerly worked with the
hospital’s occupational therapist, doing exercises—making fists, picking up pennies,
using a power grip—to make my hand flexible as new skin grew in.

Yet, not much | did seemed to affect my face’s healing. While | was exercising my
hand one morning, the occupational therapist told me about the rigors of skin grafting.

“You might be bed-bound for days afterward,” she said, “and you might have to
undergo more than one skin grafting. ” To keep the new skin from growing in puffy, she
explained, I'd have to wear a pressure garment, a nylon-spandex glove, on my hand
and a pressure garment mask, resembling the stockings bank robbers wear, on my face
twenty-three hours a day, for at least six months.

| thought about foregoing the skin grafting. After all, it was expensive and | had no
health insurance. Maybe the doctor was wrong when he'd warned that the left side of my
face would never again look like my right side. Maybe my skin would heal on its own.
And even if my face was red, bumpy, and grotesque-looking, perhaps | should accept
ugliness as my inevitable fate.

Michael was horrified. “We're not talking about blacktopping the Long Island

~ 4
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Expressway,” he chided me, “or doing an aluminum siding job. This is your face.”

By Christmas Eve, | could scratch the back of my ear. By then, the nurses would
let me undo my hand and head bandages by myself; | unwound them slowly, millimeter
by millimeter, the anti-bacterial ointment coming off like taffy. During my evening shower
on Christmas Eve, | hummed “I'll Be Home for Christmas” as Carol rubbed scar tissue
off my forehead. She told me how much I'd improved.

“Honey,” she said, “the night you came in here, you looked like a prizefighter. ”

Later, | saw several doctors gathered around Sofia. “Her blood gas is awful,” |
heard Carol say, “and her lungs are full of fluid.”

| lay down on my bed and turned out the lights. Carols and madrigals from the radio
at the nurses’ station played softly. The music brought me the soft reminiscences of
childhood Christmases: helping my mother bake chrushik ( Polish pastries), opening our
presents on Christmas Eve, going to midnight mass wearing my new red boots. That
night as | fell asleep, | longed to feel balanced and held, like a yolk that is simultaneous-
ly buoyed and contained within an eggshell.

| awoke hours later. The burn unit was quiet, except for Carol in the next room,
talking to Sofia. | strained to hear her words.

“Sofia,” Carol said, “you have to make a choice between living and dying. We
love you,” Carol assured her, “and whatever you choose, everyone will help you. ”

Then Carol sang to her for several minutes, a gospel tune, in her sweet soprano
voice. It was the voice of love, of grace and protection. I'm sure Carol didn't mean for
anyone else to hear her, so | felt like an intruder, yet somehow | also felt loved.

Sofia died before dawn. | never saw her body; | just heard people moving
equipment and disinfecting the room, readying it for an infant burned in a house fire.
Michael arrived at noon, with gifts. We hugged and kissed. | felt very grateful for his
kindness, his love. We discussed living together, of perhaps moving to upstate New
York or Vermont. Slowly, | could feel myself regaining my equilibrium. Suddenly, my life

~ 5 o
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felt full of possibilities.

But my Christmas wasn't over; there were still more gifts to come. The following
morning, the plastic surgeon, a vibrant, sympathetic woman | instantly trusted,
examined my face.

“The skin on your face is growing in nice and pink,” she said. “It won't need a
grafting. Neither will your hand.”

Cautiously hopeful, | said, “But the doctor sounded so sure.”

“Most doctors are so eager to close things up,” she said, “but even though it
takes longer, it's always better if the skin grows in itself. ” She assured me that if she
was wrong and | did need grafting, it could always be done later—and | wouldn'’t have to
wear a mask pressure garment on my face.

My unlikely prayer had been answered. Astonished and buoyed by her
pronouncement, | telephoned Michael with the good news.

“Didn’t | tell you?” he said. “You are lucky!”

Right then, | felt the courage to look at my bare head in the chrome towel
dispenser. | actually recognized myself. My left ear looked a little chewed up, and the
side of my face was nearly orange and ridged with scar tissue, but new pink skin was
peeking through. The hair on my left side had grown to Schnauzer length, and on my
unburned side it lay shaggy on my earlobe. Though half of my left eyebrow was burned
off, my left eye was now fully open. _

As soon as I get out of here, | thought, I should tattoo the skin where half of my eyebrow

'’

is missing . a grapevine, perhaps, or a mermaid. Maybe dye one side of my hair green, the
other side purple or magenta. Maybe even get a nose ring.

“All right,” | said aloud. “Maybe | am just a little bit lucky.” And though | had no
immediate answer, finally | could ask, “What’'s next?”

—Patricia A. Murphy
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