
 

 

1 

Published in The Searcher, Vol. 48, No. 2 (Summer 2010): 134-136. 
 

GENEii, Category 1 Winner 
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Returning to the Breath 

No seed ever sees the flower. 
Zen teaching 

 
My father lies peacefully, with silent eyes. 
We have gathered together as he lies in hospice.  It is two days before Thanksgiving 2007.   
This is not one of those agonizing death-bed scenes you see on TV.  It lacks drama, would not 

make the cut on an episode of ER. It is as natural as breathing—just as Dad wanted it—utter peace and 
painful beauty entwined in a slow and awe-inspiring dance.   

When my wife Tammy and I first entered Dad’s room, joining my mom and brothers, I was 
surprised to see him sitting in a chair beside his bed.  Wearing a favorite plaid flannel shirt, with a 
blanket draped over his legs, he looked lucid and happy.  Grandchildren came and went, each sharing a 
private moment or two.    

Now, as I watch the steady rise and fall of my father’s breathing, snatches of those conversations 
linger with pungent clarity, like wood smoke in the autumn chill. 

Up until our change of plans at the airport, we thought we had said our last goodbyes.  We had 
visited my parents a few weeks before, while Dad was at home. We had said goodbye knowing that it 
would likely be the last time.  The poignancy of our parting had been etched into the walls of my heart 
with my eight-year-old son’s final words, “See you next time, Grandpa.”   

For the past half year or more, the cancer that he’d fought with success for many years has been 
overtaking his 81-year old body.  The drugs used to treat the cancer have created additional havoc in an 
already weakened system.  I watched as my dad’s once-robust 5’10” frame was drained slowly of its 
vitality.  He began to use a walker.  He wore mittens and thick wool socks in temperatures that made me 
sweat.  He was forced to nap every one to two hours.  Everyday pleasures—reading a new book or 
watching an old Western on TV—no longer brought him joy and failed to provide respite from the 
constant discomfort. Through the night-time hours, he slept only fitfully, the aches and joint pain that 
come with cancer and age having increased to a point where regular round-the-clock doses of a cocktail 
of painkillers were no longer effective, and where another drug forced him awake every hour or so to go 
to the bathroom.  Sometimes, he would not make it.   

This is what had become of my father’s life, a man who, as a doctor and psychiatrist, devoted his 
life to alleviating the suffering of others.  Through it all he continued to walk with calm reassurance 
toward his death. 

I learned only later that he reached a point seven years prior when he struggled with the 
temptation to end his life.   At the time, he was weighed down under the burden of constant health 
problems—cancer as well as chronic pain from a childhood bicycle injury.   

I picture him writing the pages that we later found among his papers.  In the study of my parents’ 
three-story condominium in Oregon, he’s wearing scuff slippers, a checked flannel shirt of muted reds 
and browns, a brown leather belt cinching the Haggar trousers that have begun to bag around his 
thinning hips.  

It is a bleak, gray February day in 2001.   
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In characteristically precise penmanship, writing with a silver Cross pen on a yellow legal pad, he 
speaks of realizing that for two years he has experienced “more effort, less joy” in the challenges that 
life is bringing—regular chemo treatments as well as several major and minor surgeries. 

“Can I put aside the discouragement of pain unrelieved—the effort encountered by an aging body, 
the uncertainty of what tomorrow brings?”   

He pauses, holding the pen tip upward with his right hand, while, with his left, he rattles 
the remains of the glass of ice water Mom delivered earlier, and then slurps the melting cubes. 

“We are at once alone and conjoined.  The child we once were, still a part of the me of 
today, seeks reassurance, safety, protection, freedom from fear and pain, the once held certainty 
of parental presence and Love.  Faith in something other than ‘just me,’ bigger than ‘little me,’ 
more trustworthy than ‘inconstant and uncertain me,’ leads to belief, faith, religion….”   

I see him setting up his Nikon camera on a tripod atop Sentinel Bridge in Yosemite, the 
Merced River humming among the granite rocks below, as he waits for the light of the already-
set sun to bathe the chiseled top of Half Dome in alpenglow.   

I am the beneficiary of [my parents’] success in walking their paths in life in such a 
way as to pass on to me a greater capacity to be more—have I done the same for our 
sons?—I wish to believe it is so.—If so, among all the billions of me’s with which I shared 
my existence—among all those next billions with whom our sons do and will share their 
existence—have I . . . done anything to better the quality of life for those who will 
follow?       

I am astounded to hear him voice doubt as to whether he has contributed to others’ lives.  This is 
a man who gave his career as a psychiatrist to helping others open the closets of their soul.  A man who, 
as Chief of Mental Health Services at the U.S. Air Force base in Wiesbaden, Germany, counseled several 
of the fifty-two U.S. diplomats held hostage for 444 days in Iran after they were finally released into 
American hands in January 1981.   

This is a man who took me and my brothers fishing and camping and trailering to places as exotic 
as Yellowstone and British Columbia; who taught us dominoes and backgammon, pinochle, poker, and 
bridge; who gave me a love of westerns and of reading; who showed me how to tie a tie and drive a car 
and grill a hamburger.  A man who admitted to me that he’d once been tempted by a junior female 
officer who made clear her interest, but had ultimately decided he did not want to live harboring a 
secret from the woman he loved.   

It is this man, who, finally, arrives at a place of rest:     
…I am still capable of giving and doing for others….In writing this today, Feb. 7, 

2001, I am in hopes of coming face to face with myself—and continuing to fulfill what 
remains as my responsibility—to enhance my own ‘work-in-progress’ so that what I 
leave behind . . . will be more than what I would leave behind were I to end my time on 
earth today.   

When I finish reading this letter, sitting in the same chair in which he had sat when he wrote it, I 
think of all he gave to me, to us, my brothers, our wives, and our children, as a father, as a grandfather 
and as a human being, since penning it in 2001.   

The greatest of these gifts has been the lesson of how to approach the end of one’s life with 
dignity. 

By the next day, he is in bed round the clock, the morphine dripping away the pain through a haze 
of semi-consciousness.     

The end is not far off.    
We tell stories about him.  We laugh.  We cry.  We fall silent.   
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We take turns holding his hand; wiping his brow, chest, arms, and legs with a cool cloth; 
moistening his lips with a small sponge affixed to a stick like a lollipop; wrapping our arms around and 
leaning on each other.   

I am being swept along by currents of emotion.  I don’t want him to die.  I don’t want him to hurt 
anymore.  I have more to learn from him—am just learning, it seems, to become my own man.  I want 
his body to find rest.  I’m not ready to be without him.   

I pick up the flannel shirt that he wore into the hospital three days ago, and press it to my face.  
Breathing in the scent hidden in the folds of memory that make up the fabric of the past, I feel rivulets 
of tears flowing down the shirt I am clutching and into the seams that stitch together the past and the 
moments that remain.   

Dad has lain silently for some time when a mumbled word comes out of the side of his mouth that 
is not paralyzed.  None of us is sure what he’s said, and we wait and listen intently, hoping he’ll speak 
again. 

Mom’s voice drives the hushed stillness from the room.  “What, Dear?”  She bends her ear toward 
his mouth.   

He lies still for a moment, looking as though he’s marshalling all his meager reserve of strength. 
Then he exhales, expelling a single garbled word.    

Mom straightens, a combination of pain and wonder suffusing her face.    
“Unity.  He said ‘unity.’”  
Mom repeats the word, which has stunned us all into a contemplative silence.    
Dad remains still, exhausted by his effort.       
I follow with my eyes the rhythm of his chest as it rises and falls at longer and longer intervals.  I 

look out the window toward the Wenatchee River, and remember a time, two or three years back, after 
a Thanksgiving meal, when he and I walked along the river.  With the last of the yellows, rusts, and 
browns of autumn being swept downstream on waters that blinked at the nakedness of branches and 
sky, I shared some lingering childhood resentments and asked questions about his experience raising 
me, a diabetic child.  He listened with compassion and answered my questions without defensiveness.  
At one point, our conversation at a lull, he told me how sorry he was that he hadn’t been more 
perceptive about the pain and difficulty I faced, his voice as soothing as the sound of water gliding over 
rock. 

He and I had looked for spawning salmon that day.  Now, as I gaze out the window at similarly 
gray weather, in the currents of my memory we stop our walk and watch, hushed, as one dark buck with 
hooked jaw, once powerful and still graceful, utterly majestic, fins slowly in the current, his mate beside 
him, protecting their unborn young.  His movements seem effortless but for the pronounced pulsing of 
his gills.   

I turn my eyes back toward Dad.  He seems at peace. 
Tammy and I sit in chairs on either side of Dad’s bed, at the level of his chest, tracking the rhythms 

of its slow rise and fall.  Every couple of minutes, Tammy’s eyes meet mine, silently asking the question, 
“Was this the last?”   We watch, and wait, and bear silent witness.   

Suddenly, as though a photograph has been dipped into developing fluid and an image slowly 
materializes, snapshots from the past seven years coalesce with those from earlier, a collage of memory, 
and I realize that, in coming to the decision he did on that gray February day seven years ago, Dad 
offered himself to us, his family, a priceless bestowal.  These last few days have been their own precious 
gift.  Watching my father die, I am both witness to and participant in my own slow death—a day, an 
hour, a moment at a time—part of a sacred inevitability that is our common journey.  At the same time, 
I am both witnessing and participating in my own birth, as a man, a husband and a father; as one coming 
more fully into himself, into the experience of being human; as one learning to more gratefully and 
humbly inhabit this body and this earth. 
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My silent eyes touch each face in the room, lingering on Dad’s before returning to track the rise 
and fall of my hand, which has drifted to the middle of his chest.  His last word, “Unity,” stands in our 
midst like a shrine to the communion of this moment, a cairn to guide us who follow behind. 

 
M. T. Hoyer 
mthoyer@comcast.net 
 


