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In one’s life,

what one values most
(s honesty and
what one cherishes most

is friendship.
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Is his ladder just a gift?
A Neighbor’s Gift

CHRISTOPHER DE VINCK

EACH NOVEMBER for eight years 1 would
ask my neighbor if 1 could borrow his 16-foot * a-

’ to clean the leaves

luminum extension ladder"
from my gutters‘®.
Each November Barry would * pull on® his

t(S)

plaid¥’ coat and escor me behind his house,

where he kept the ladder under a crawl space.

> and make our

The two of us would stoop‘®
way through old cobwebs™, reshuffle® a tricycle
or two, drag a hose‘” out of the way.

“Going to your folks’ home for Thanksgiv-
ing'” this year?” he’d ask.

“Same as last year,” I’d answer.

Barry would grab®" one end of the ladder,
and I'd grab the other. “Let me help you get this
thing over,” Barry would say as I’d jump over the
thin wire fence separating our yards. The ladder

wasn’t heavy. We just enjoyed playing out our
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parts.

“I really should buy one of these.”

“Why bother?” Barry would reply. “You can
use mine anytime.

Barry and his wife, Patti, came to the bap-

92 of my children and * handed down‘?® the

tisms
pants, shirts and boots their children outgrew. My
family and I took shelter in his house one February
night for five or six hours while the oil company
repaired our * stalled furnace?.

* “The pulley system sticks a bit,”" he
would warn about the ladder.

“I’ll get it back to you in a few hours.”

“No hurry. If I'm not home, just leave it on
the other side of the fence.” With a quick wave
Barry would then return to his house.

Each November.

[Last winter a “For Sale” sign appeared on
Barry’s front lawn. It was difficult to accept that
his company really was leaving New York for Dal-
las.

Even when the moving van stood before
Barry’s house, I stiil didn’t react as I should have.
I should have embraced him. I simply shook his
hand and said good-by. As he drove away, 1

should have waved and waved and waved, but I
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didn’t.
That evening, as I was pulling my son’s tricy-
cle in for the day, I found, leaning against the side

of my garage, the 16-foot aluminum extension lad-

der.
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Their caring hands and true compas-

sion blessed my mother’s final days

Angels of Mercy

PETER JARET

IN THE END, my mother just wanted to be
at home.

For more than a vear she had been in and out
of hospitals —first for the tests that confirmed lung
cancer, next for the operation, and then for morc
tests that showed the cancer had spread into her
bones. There were trips to the hospital for * radia-
tion treatment''’, for chemotherapy'~ and for tests
that told us neither had been of much help. And
then there was one last trip to a hospital emergen-
cy room: while on vacation in Florida, my mother
awoke one morning paralyzed’ from the chest
down by a tumor'' pressing against her spine .

The doctors there could offer only what had
been tried before. My mother said no. She had had
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enough. That afternoon my father * arranged for‘®
a home-health-care nurse to come the next morn-
Ing.

Early that evening, however, he placed a pan-
icked” call to the nurse, Jarie. My mother was
unable to empty her bladder®; she needed a
catheter'”’. Jarie raced to us immediately.

For the next two weeks Jarie came almost ev-
ery day. She taught us how to move my mother,
how to exercise her legs, how to bathe her. On the
days she didn’t come, she called to see how we
were managing. One particularly hard day, when I
stood at the window wondering how we could bear
this, Jarie came up behind me and said simply that
she understood, and shared our anguish®®,

When my mother got back home to Chicago,
the pain spread. We were frightened, just as we
would be later when she developed difficulty swal-
lowing and even breathing.

(an

Her specialists prescribed morphine‘!"’ and an-

tibiotics'* over the telephone. But they said they
could examine her only in the hospital. By then,
moving my mother from bed to wheelchair took
two people and was excruciatingly’®’ painful. And
she was terrified of the hospital. It was, for her, a

place to die.
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With misgivings, my father contacted another
home-health-care agency. We were sure we had
simply been lucky to find Jarie in Florida. It
wasn’t so. The three nurses who helped us were
just as competent and compassionate.

One in particular, Marilyn, seemed able to
make my mother comfortable despite the fiercest
pain. Over the next five months, through one
scare after another, Marilyn was there. She made
it clear that she expected to be called, night or
day, if we needed her. She regularly came a few
hours early or stayed a few hours late to accommo-
date our schedules. She took my mother’s vital
signs, managed her medications, bathed her,
treated her bedsores, controlled her fever. And as
my mother lost her appetite, her ability to read,
her will to fight, Marilyn baked zucchini'*’ bread
for her, read to her, arrived in the morning with
flowers from her garden.

In a few short months, and under the hardest
circumstances, Marilyn became part of the family,

49 a special bond with my mother. The

weaving
parting seemed unbearable when my mother’s sis-
ter had to say good-by after a two-week visit.
Marilyn left the two of them alone on the patio. 1

escaped upstairs. Later 1 found Marilyn sitting
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alone. She was crying.

The last night, when my mother knew =she
had very little time left, she wanted to know when
Marilyn was coming. By the time that Marilyn ar-
rived, my mother had already slipped into some-

18  For more than an hour she

thing like a coma
had been staring straight ahead, unable to re-
spond. But when Marilyn moved around the bed to
reach her side, my mother’s eyes followed her.

Marilyn was with my mother when she died.
She wept with my father, brother, sister and me.
She came, on her own, no longer as a nurse but as
a friend, to attend the memorial service.

Several of the nurses who helped us told me
that they had left hospital assignments because
they felt undervalued“”. I only wish I knew how
to place a value on what was, for us, invaluable‘?
—the help we needed to let my mother die with
dignity, with all of us around her, where she

wanted to be: at home.
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