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For Jordan and Madelynn—
1 believe in many great things for you.
And so did Daddy.

Anything is possible if you believe.



“What do you mean, ‘If I can’?” Jesus asked.
Anything is possible if a person believes.”

The father instantly cried out,

“I do believe, but help me overcome my unbelief!”

MARK 9:23—24 NLT

If I wish to create, where do I start?

1 will start with the truest love I've known,
and the truest love I've given.

This is the love that changed me.

This is the love that heals me.

This is the love that beckons me to believe.

—]J. SILVERA
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INTRODUCTION

The Moment That
Changes Everything

If I could sing ro you, I would sing with my best voice.
If I could hold your hand, I know I would feel stronger.
If I could see the smile in your eyes, I would feel like I was
seventeen again, meeting you for the first time. Then we
could start our journey all over.
—JENNIFER’S JOURNAL
September 8, 2005

arkness doesn’t announce when it will knock on the door. It

doesn’t ask permission to enter. We're given little preparation for

it, and we can’t hide from it. Some darkness in life is almost too
heavy to bear, sinking us into deep waters, almost like drowning.

Still, we fight for breath against disbelief. And in each moment, we
struggle to find significance amid loss. Out of pure survival, we begin the
pursuit of meaning and contentment for what remains of our lives. And,
indeed, that pursuit has the power to hold great worth. Because on the
road between darkness and contentment lies a mystery—the story that
traces the journey. And every story of loss, every journey down that dif-
ficult road, has the potential not only to help the traveler reach meaning
but to help others traveling along the way reach meaning as well.

I never asked for darkness to enter my life. But it came. I wasn’t
given a choice. No warning. Uninvited, like a malicious disease taking
up residence in my body, in a single moment, hardship and struggle
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10 Introduction

spread furiously into my contented world. The mixture of grief, loss,
and brutal pain penetrated into every corner of who I was—a darkness
I couldn’t comprehend. I wanted to deny its claim on me, ignore the
life-threatening report, find a cure, jump into the water and let it take
me too.

Through pure will to survive—or complete madness, or simply not
knowing what else to do—I found myself forced to study this thing called
grief. I made a commitment. I would dissect my journey through loss.
Writing became my vessel, my passageway to life again.

Some may mistake my way through darkness as endurance—a ther-
apy, a coping mechanism. Knowing that my loss would always follow
me, my journey was actually created to discover hope. Most likely what
I thought was my own determination was really God graciously walking
with me in my search, so that one day if T could find his hope, I would sing.

1 would sing with my best voice.

1OSS

God bless this night
keep us safe
protect our hearts

when we are far away

Guide us, keep us
in care and grace
love us, help us

through each waking day

PRAYER FROM HONDURAS JOURNAL
June 21, 2002



CHAPTER 1

Our Last Day

Love knows no limit to its endurance, no end to its trust,
no fading of its hope; it can outlast anything. It is, in fact,
the one thing that still stands when all else has fallen.

—1 CORINTHIANS 13:7—8 PHILLIPS

hat day, all the windows in the house were open to capture the last

smells and sounds of an Indian summer. From a distance, other

noises floated in—the animated voices of children, the hum of
cars passing through the residential maze, the neighbor’s air conditioner.
Inside the radio was turned down low, the announcer making some
comment about the heat. I had just returned home from a quick errand
to drop film off at the store to be developed.

The warm weather indeed seemed out of place for September. It felt
more like the middle of summer instead of the first day of school—a per-
fect day to be lazy, though that wasn’t an option since my husband had
only fifteen minutes before he needed to be at work. We were just finishing
a big lunch of homemade mushroom ravioli and tossed salad—really more
like dinner, due to a police officer’s schedule—when with a quick glance of
the clock, Shawn jumped up to put his plate in the dishwasher.

“I can get that,” I said, trying to save him time as he started getting
ready to leave for his afternoon shift.

“I gotit,” he replied and hurried to grab his thermos of coffee, extra cream.

“Shawn, I'm overwhelmed,” I told him. I knew this wasn’t the time to
start a long conversation, but sometimes parenthood doesn’t allow oppor-

tune moments.
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14 LOSS

“With what?” he asked not looking up, but still trying to show
attention.

“With being a mom,” I started. “I don’t think I'm very good at it.
It’s harder than I ever thought, Shawn. I want to stay at home with our
kids but I didn’t know it would be like this. I think I'm better at human
resources with an office and an assistant and a cell phone. I'm constantly
exhausted.”

He laughed and then stopped to look me in the eyes. “We're going
to figure this out, Jen. This parent thing. We can do it. I tell you what;
I have four days off starting tomorrow. You plan all four days. Whatever
you want to do. If you need time alone or have things you want us to
do together—organize each day and you can tell me the plan tonight.”

I smiled at the deal. Even my old office perks couldn’t beat that. It felt
good to be heard. It felt reassuring to be in our roles of parenthood zogeber.

Glancing at his watch he ended the discussion, “Gotta run.”

He kissed me with car keys clutched in one hand, a lunch cooler in
the other, and his work bag strapped on his shoulder. Hair still wet from
his shower, he was dressed in street clothes. He always changed into his
uniform at work, claimed this was more efficient—if we were out or if
there were an emergency, he could go straight to the department without
needing to stop home first. It was his way of planning ahead.

He looked good. He looked more than good. I didn’t want him to
leave. But it was 1:51 pMm, and I'd already made him late.

As he backed down the driveway, I ran out of the house. “Wait! Shawn!
Wait!” I shouted, waving him back. “I forgot to give you your card.”

“Thanks,” he said, grabbing the envelope through the open window.

Love notes in his lunch box were my trademark.

“Hey . .. do you even like these notes I send with you?” I asked,
knowing he had to hurry.

“Yeah, they’re nice,” he told me.

Although he was in a rush, his answer wasn’t enough for me.
“Shawn, if you don’t like these notes, I don’t have to keep sending them
with you.”

“I like the notes, Jen,” he said with a bit of indifference, but giving me

a grin.
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“Okay, then. Open it at work,” I told him. “It’s from me and the kids.”

“Okay, gotta go—for real,” he said with one last smile—now in a
more obvious hurry. He tucked the note in the side of his work bag and
sped off.

I stood in the driveway with Jordan balanced on my hip. Our little
boy waved an extra long time until his daddy’s car was out of sight. He
waited, eager to click the automatic garage door button as part of our
routine. With the door shut, we walked upstairs to find Madelynn coo-
ing in her baby swing.

It was a normal sort of day—wave goodbye and smile, we love you.

Inside our house the radio still hummed. It was nap time, my trea-
sured two-hour block of sanity. I hurried to put the kids down for a nap
and then changed into shorts and a tank top to exercise on our elliptical
machine. I needed to get back into shape from having babies . . . and I
also needed to adjust my attitude on motherhood. Exercise is good for
keeping things in perspective.

After my workout, I pulled out a pile of photo albums and spread
them across the kitchen table. I began to assemble the books with Shawn’s
photographys; it was his new hobby—a developing talent that had slowly
been turning into a side job of baby portraits and even a handful of wed-
dings. The work of artistically arranging the photos into proof books for
clients was a creative outlet for me.

It wasn’t long before the kids were waking up with lots of energy for
the afternoon. I debated whether to begin the routine of supper early or
stall the process with a stroller ride around the block.

Then the doorbell rang.

Not dressed for company, I quickly threw a T-shirt over my tank
before running to greet our unexpected visitors.

“Ringing?” Jordan asked with enthusiasm.

“Yes, that’s the doorbell. Let’s go see who it is!” I responded, my
voice tinged with playful intrigue. Sometimes a surprise distraction in
the middle of the day is a nice diversion for a stay-at-home mom.

Standing at the top of the steps of our new split-level home, I tilted my
head to look through the side windows in the entryway. A trio of silhouettes
dressed in dark colors stood on the front porch. I was perplexed. How odd for
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three men to show up at our house in the late afternoon, 1 thought. Who could
they be? My mind began searching for possibilities.

Maybe they were neighbors coming to ask Shawn about setting up
for next weekend’s block party. Perhaps they were selling something?
Or soliciting donations? Following my natural instinct to offer a warm,
Midwestern welcome, I raced to open the door.

Three uniformed police officers stood, unmoving, visibly distressed.

Even without words, I knew. Their presence, their expressions con-
veyed the message. I knew deep down that Shawn was dead. And I wanted
to shut my door and run back up the stairs to the life I'd known only
seconds before. I had two babies waiting for a stroller ride and dinner to
make. Why did they come and change that?

The Chief of Police spoke first. “There’s been an accident, Jennifer . . .
Shawn . .. Shawn’s been killed.” His words fumbled apologetically.

Surely I'd misheard him.

Another voice asked, “Can we take you upstairs?”

I didn’t understand. Nothing made sense. I was beginning to fade.
My mind struggled to make connections. Shock threatened to overcome
me. They ushered me upstairs to the living room.

Yet another voice said, “Let us help you sit down.”

Sit down? How would that help? 1 shook my head, refusing, “No . . .
no...no...

“We’ll need to make some phone calls. Who should we call firse?”
asked one of them. I recognized him as a sergeant who worked with
Shawn at the police department.

I sank, legs tucked underneath me, to the floor, muttering, “I can’t
believe this. I can’t believe this.”

I kept thinking, We're not prepared for this. Shawn, we’re not pre-
pared. I don’t know who to call. I don’t have a phone list for this type of
situation. You can’t be dead because I don’t know how to do this.

“Jennifer,” said the voice again. “Jennifer . .. it's me, Sergeant Bill.
Should we call Shawn’s mom?”
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“Yes,” I replied, like I knew the protocol for what to do when your
husband dies. “Wait! No! You can’t call her. She’s home alone. She can’t
get this message by herself.”

My brain was fighting between being rational and becoming numb.
Shawn’s father had died a year and a half earlier, and I panicked at the
thought of Bonnie, alone, learning that her son had been killed.

“We can send a squad car to her home,” Sergeant Bill told me. “Who
do you want to call? Shawn’s brother? Sister? Your family? We can also
send a squad car to your parents’ home.”

My fingers covered my lips, and my breath felt cold inside my hands.
I felt like I was going to throw up. I ran my fingers through my hair and
held my temples. My body was shaking and I felt lightheaded.

Why were they asking me to decide this? I didn’t want to call anyone. I
didn’t want this to be true, and if we made even that first phone call, weren’t
we admitting to the nightmare?

Where were my kids? I glanced around to find them. In the corner
of the living room, Jordan was using one-word sentences to teach one of
the officers how to use our vacuum cleaner. This same officer was hold-
ing Madelynn, who was babbling happily. My children were at ease. The
officer took them downstairs to play in the basement Shawn had just
finished. That was /is basement! His handiwork and labor. He needed
to be here!

The chief was standing by our kitchen patio door, peering at the
open space below. There wasn’t a deck yet. Shawn had planned to start
building one the following summer. Uncomfortable, he turned around
and told me, “Jennifer, Sergeant Bill will stay with you to help. I need to
go back to the accident site. We're here for you. For whatever you need.
Just tell Bill and we’ll make it happen.”

Then the chief was gone and Sergeant Bill patiently explained to
me again the importance of contacting family. “Jennifer, we need to get
your family here, and then we can take everyone to the ambulance to
see Shawn,” he said. “If that’s what you want. We don’t think you should
go alone.”

“Call his brother, Mark, and sister, Nicole, and then my sister
Deanna,” I decided. I trusted my sister would tell me what to do. She was
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calm and able to think under pressure. My mind was failing me, and I
needed someone strong.

I felt my mind drawing me to a place I'd never been. I didn’t know
where I was being taken, and I didn’t want to follow into the unknown.
Scarier still, I realized that I had no choice. My spirit was falling into a
cave carved by darkness. Not knowing what else to do, my body gave up

and followed.

If I could hold your hand, I know I would feel stronger.

2,

I went into a trancelike state, rocking, holding my face in my hands.
I wanted to tell the officers in my house—none of whom I knew very
well—that this couldn’t be happening. But they couldn’t hear my swirl-
ing thoughts because I couldn’t speak.

I knew they were speaking words, but the more they said, the less I
heard. With each question, I felt I was losing my capacity to understand.
The sounds collided into a mass of deafening noise. I couldn’t think. Every-
thing inside of me turned off. The safety of shock set in.

I began to ignore these strangers in my house and got up to put away
the photo albums. I couldn’t stay sitting on the floor.

“Jennifer, you don’t need to do that,” one of them said.

I couldn’t even mumble a response. Please let me clean, 1 begged with
my eyes as the officers stared at me. Please let me put something back in order,
my heart was pleading.

I grabbed a Kleenex box from the bathroom and threw it on the
coffee table, trying to take some type of control amidst the devastation.
I knew people would soon be arriving, crying, looking for a tissue. My
husband had just died, and I was making sure the house was presentable.
An absurd defense mechanism. All the while, my whole body begged for
the return of normal.

My forced activity was a cover. Internally, I'd entered a most hollow
place. I'd spilled into a cold, dark hole, spiraling farther and farther from
light. The light was the life I'd known, the life created with my husband,
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the very best part of me. The message that he was gone tolled inside my
mind, over and over, like a chant. Yet I couldn’t fully grasp it. Why was
this happening to me?

I slipped farther into a void between life and death, a place I hadn’t
known existed. This was my initiation into a comatoselike existence.

People began to arrive. Spinning. The room was spinning and chang-
ing shape. Our picture on the wall above the couch seemed out of place. It
was an oil painting on canvas of a garden scene with an open gate, a pres-
ent from Shawn for my birthday. I stared at the image blurring in front of
me wishing I could walk inside it, down the garden path and go find him.

Everything looked out of place—the strangers in my house. The
family in my house. The Kleenex on the coffee table. That’s not where we
keep the tissue box. Is this where I live?

My vision faded in and out, thoughts crashing inside my head. My
only coherent thoughts were framed in fear or doubt. I wanted to scream,
“Give me my life back. Leave my house. Take this news to someone else.
I don’t understand. Don’t take my life away!”

I was a prisoner being transported against my will to a foreign land.
This new territory brought new sights that I didn’t want to see or expe-
rience or even know about. Nothing here made sense. I was a stranger
inside my own life, trapped in a place of anguish, without guidance of
how to return home. Extremely weak and ill-prepared for the journey,
my entire being filled with panic. How could I know the way home from
a place I'd never been? Shawn had been my compass. Where does one
go when one is lost?

For the first time, life felt undeniably cruel.

2,

Looking back, I can retrace every step in my mind as if in slow motion.
One small turn of my wrist to open the door, three silhouetted figures.
On one side of the door lived normalcy, on the other side destruction
waited. What would have happened had I kept the door shut? Illogical.
Impossible. But still I imagine. Could I have prevented, ignored, or even
denied the news? Why didn’t I have a choice?
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Have you ever had such an experience? Wished you could replay
time? Thought, “If only I'd done something differently, I may have been
able to change what happened within that moment.”

I had so many “what-ifs.” I thought, Whar if I'd asked Shawn to stay
home from work that day? Would he have listened? Would Shawn still be
alive? The questions only perpetuated my madness. I was already teeter-
ing along the line of insanity, and these kinds of thoughts only added to
the crazy-making,.

Within twenty-four hours of Shawn’s death, I was kneeling on my
bedroom floor, arms raised toward heaven, in a mess of tears, begging
God to prove to me that he was there. “God, are you real?” I cried out in
desperation. “Because if you aren’t real, then truly I've lost everything.
I've lost Shawn, who was my everything. But if I've lost you as well, then
what do I have? Then I know I have nothing in this world.”

In that moment of my brokenness, peace drifted over me. I sensed
God’s voice in my soul, reassuring, / am real. I am alive. I am bere. 1 wept in
God’s presence, knowing that he had met me in this desolation.

In that darkest hour, I believe, beyond instinct or natural intuition,
God was guiding me, assuring me. In the days and months ahead, he
would lead my reasoning and show me that healing would be an ongoing
process—a lifelong journey. I would need to dissect every part of grief
met along the way. More, I would need to meet the darkness that traversed
my life on a warm September evening, experience it fully and own every
piece of it, if I ever expected to know the other side.

Even in those rawest hours following Shawn’s death, one thing became
clear: I was convicted by a power beyond myself to be present and pur-
poseful in every step of my grief journey. If I was ever to find life again,
I would need to honor every part of the love my life had experienced.

I came to understand that I had been given something to share, and I
trusted God would use my story. So I continued moving. It wasn’t a move-
ment | commanded. Rather, it was a series of choices to keep going, a pro-
gression lifting me in quiet conviction that I was where I was supposed to be.
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Live now, it murmured.

How? my spirit whispered back.

I didn’t hear a response.

“I don’t know how,” my heart cried, as I said the words out loud. “I
can’t believe this happened. I can’t believe.”

Then I heard. Solid. Even though I could not fully comprehend.

A pulse inside me, repeating one word— Believe.



