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Garden of Memories
By Ferna Lary Mills

When I was a little girl, my mother was the original 
recycler. Nothing was ever thrown away. When I outgrew 
my clothes, any buttons were placed in a box, the zippers 
in a bag, and the dress torn into rags and stored in the ga-
rage. The buttons would reappear on a new 
article of clothing later on down the 
road, as would the zippers. 
The rags washed the car, 
cleaned up after the dog, 
or wiped off a cabinet. 
Nothing was wasted.

This habit of saving 
buttons continued for 
over 40 years. Eventu-
ally, she accumulated 
literally thousands of 
them, all shapes, sizes, 
and colors. I asked her 
once what she was go-
ing to do with so many 
buttons. She replied 
matter-of-factly, “You 
never know when you’re going to need a button.” This 
was her simple philosophy. Be prepared.

On several occasions over the years, I caught her “sort-
ing” her buttons. She had a drawer filled with neat rows 
of old flip-top cigarette boxes. In white medical tape 
across the top of each box, she had labeled them: small 

white, large red, jumbo black, and so forth. Lose a small 
green button with two holes, or a light brown one with 
four holes? One quick glance and she could find an im-
mediate replacement.

Cancer began to win the battle over her health. Several 
weeks prior to her death she became completely unre-

sponsive and unaware of her surroundings. I 
sat by her bedside day and night on the 

small chance of her waking up just 
one last time. It was then that I 

discovered the true value of 
her buttons - to her. One 
night in the quiet of the 
room and quite out of 
the blue, she spoke. 
Only once. Only one 
thing.
She said softly, “Oh, 

I’ve lost my buttons.”
A whirlwind of questions 

filled my mind. Of all things, 
why, during this stage of the dy-

ing 
process, did those buttons seem 

like the only thing of importance to her? Of such im-
portance that it had stirred an audible response from her 
when nothing else had? It was the last thing I ever heard 
my mother say.

Weeks after her funeral, that one statement contin-
ued to echo through my mind. Buttons! I went to look 
for them in her drawer and they were no longer there. 
Searching through her closet, I finally found them. They 
were no longer “sorted” by size and shape, but rather all 
jumbled in a very large zippered bag in the top and back 
of her closet. What a myriad of shapes and colors. It was 
quite impressive! 

I sat down on the floor and opened the bag. Never 
had I ever seen or imagined such a collection. The tears 
streamed down my face as I pulled out a handful of them 
and let them sift slowly through my fingers. Mom’s but-
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“The sun shall always rise upon a new day and 
there shall always be a rose garden within me. 
Yes, there is a part of me that is broken, but my 

broken soil gives way to my wild roses.” 

 —C. JoyBell C.
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tons. Mom’s prized jewels. They were 
so important to her that she even 
thought of them in the throes of 
death. Buttons! I still couldn’t under-
stand. What was it that caused this 
magical hold on her? They were just 
buttons. Sure, there were thousands 
of them. Sure, there were some very 
beautiful ones. But of all the things in 
life to miss at death’s door? Buttons???

As the last few buttons trickled 
through my fingers, I saw it. It wasn’t 
round like the others and it was very 
tiny. I picked it up gently with my 
fingers and just stared at it. Shaped 
like a bowling pin, about a half-inch 
long, with two holes in the center 
for thread, was a black button from 
my father’s old bowling shirt. In the 
late 1950s my father was on a bowl-
ing team. I remembered it vividly. 
He wore a light gray shirt with short 
sleeves, black trim, a black collar and 
pocket and these little black bowl-
ing pin buttons. A rush of memories 
and emotions flooded over me as I 
remembered the days of my youth. 
Mother took in ironing in those days 
to help make ends meet. My senses 
became so acute that the memories 
even brought back the smell of her 
spray starch.

Rummaging through her old bag of 

buttons, I found even more memo-
ries. The orange-flowered buttons 
she sewed on my centennial dress for 
our hometown centennial celebra-
tion. The red apple-shaped buttons 
she placed on my red and white shirt 
in the sixth grade. Then years later I 
used some of those same buttons on 
a little red summer dress for my own 
daughter. The purple rose-shaped 
buttons that had adorned her favor-
ite Sunday dress. The memories were 
more vivid as I sorted through those 
buttons than if I had been perusing 
old photographs.

I sifted through this colorful assort-
ment. My heart filled with both joy 
and sadness. 

Suddenly I knew! This wasn’t a bag 
of buttons. It was a treasure of mem-
ories! No wonder she kept them for 
so many years. Suddenly it all made 
sense.

I pondered long and hard about 
what to do with Mom’s buttons. 
Most of her sewing and craft items 
were sold in the estate sale. But I 
clung to those buttons tightly. They 
were too important. Finally, I knew 
what I had to do.

The print I found was huge. It’s a 
beautiful print of a large floral gar-
den. A beautiful white gazebo stands 
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in the center, surrounded by trees and 
flowers of every color of the rainbow. 
Placing the print on the dining table, 
I began sorting buttons by color and 
size. I glued white buttons over the 
white flowers, red ones, pink and 
purple, too, over each flower group-
ing of that same color. The brown 
ones covered the walkway to the ga-
zebo and many green ones filled in 
for the leaves on the trees.

In some of the areas that I couldn’t 
find enough buttons small enough, 
or of the right size or color, I filled 
it in with some craft “puffy paint”. 
The bowling pin buttons fit perfectly 
on some of the tree branches, the red 
apples hang from the trees as if ready 
to be picked and eaten.

Before this project would be com-
plete, it needed just one more thing. 
I found a photograph of Mother, 
trimmed her out of the picture and 
pasted her in the garden standing 
next to the gazebo. In her hands, she 
now holds the floral centennial but-
ton.

The warmth I feel when I stare 
at this print now, of Mother in her 
beautiful button garden, brings a 
great healing peace to my soul.

She has gone on, but she left be-
hind a beautiful garden of memories.

“Death is not extinguishing the light;
it is putting out the lamp because

the dawn has come.”
--Tagore
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Finding Meaning in Your Loss
It is difficult to imagine surviving 

grief much less transcending it. How 
do you triumph over sorrow when it 
seems as if your pain will never end? 

When you confront the lessons of 
grief, you opt for surviving and tran-
scending the pain. If you choose to do 
so, you can look at the pain of loss 
as having a specific purpose. Turning 
crisis into opportunity, you can find 
emotional and spiritual peace. You 
have a choice: you can either give up 
and withdraw into your tragedy or 
you can grow from the experience. 
You can either succumb to the pain 
or decide to transform yourself. The 
choice to grow, to transform the self is 
not an easy one. It requires work, per-
severance and endurance. Like every-
thing else in grief, it is a process, but 
it is what makes loss worth surviving. 

Chances are that you would trade 
everything you could ever gain in a 
heartbeat, if only that would bring 
your loved one back. But that is not an 
option. The only viable alternative is to 
make this pain count for something. 

All that happens to us in life is ma-
terial for our own growth. The death 
of a loved one can be a turning point 
that alters our perspective on life. It is 
a chance to re-think, to question, to 
doubt who we were, what we thought 
we believed, how we used to live, and 
how we ordered our priorities. It is an 
opportunity to find meaning in our 
loss. 

There are many lessons to be 
learned from grief. Losing someone 
you love teaches you to 

•  Stop,  examine  and  appreciate 
what really matters, what’s impor-
tant, what’s truly valuable in life. 

•  Live  fully  in  the present,  know-
ing that the past is gone and the fu-
ture is not yet. 

•  Appreciate the value and wonder 

of every precious moment, without 
taking them for granted. 

•  Accept  the  freedom  and  joy  of 
spontaneity, to play, to relax and to 
have fun. 

•  Find  valuable  insights  buried  in 
the give and take of daily life, to slow 
down, daydream and fantasize. 

•  Simplify  your  life,  so  you  have 
more time and energy to share with 
those you love. 

•  Accept  what’s  happened  to  you, 
roll with the changes and keep on 
growing, believing that you’ll make it. 

•  Be  patient  with  yourself,  allow-
ing the grieving process to happen in 
whatever way it will. 

•  Keep  and  develop  your  connec-
tions with others, knowing that you 
are not alone. 

•  Share your thoughts and feelings 
with others openly and honestly, and 
sooner rather than later. 

•  Rethink  your  attitude  toward 
death as a natural part of the cycle of 
life. 

•  Be  grateful  for  the  love  you 
shared, however briefly, and appreci-
ate what you have left. 

•  Define  yourself  as  a  survivor 
rather than a victim. 

•  Share  what  you’ve  learned  with 
others. At some point in your griev-
ing process, you may feel the need to 
channel your pain, as well as the time 
and energy once devoted to your re-
lationship with your loved one, into 
something productive and meaning-
ful. As one who truly understands the 
grieving process, you may feel ready 
to reach out to others who are suf-
fering the pain of loss. Once you’ve 
found your own way through grief, 
you will have a great deal to share 
with other grievers: you can identify 
with their struggles, empathize with 
their sorrows and doubts, and offer 
valuable information and support. 

Copyright © 1999-2008 by Martha M. Tous-
ley, CNS-BC, FT All rights reserved Bereavement 
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Love and Be Loved
A story by Mac Anderson

I recently had dinner with someone who told me that one of his best friends 
had been killed in a private plane crash. Something happened at the service 
that he’ll never forget:

At the memorial service, his friend’s wife walked to the podium to speak 
to the gathering. She said a friend had asked her the best memory she had of 
their life together. At the moment, she had been too grief-stricken to answer, 
but she thought about it since and wanted to answer the question.

They were in their late forties when he died, and she began talking about a 
time in their lives almost 20 years earlier. She had quit her job to obtain her 
master’s degree, and her husband never wavered in his support.

He held down his own job and also did the cooking, cleaning, and other 
household chores while she studied for her degree.

One time, they both stayed up all night. She was finishing her thesis and he 
was preparing for an important business meeting. That morning, she walked 
out on their loft, looked at him over the railing, and just thought about how 
much she loved him. She knew how important this meeting was to his career, 
and she was feeling guilty that she didn’t even have time to make his breakfast. 
He grabbed his briefcase and hurried out. She heard the garage door open 

(continued on page 4)
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Calendar of Upcoming Events
Aug 8 Compassionate Friends Support Group, for families who have 

lost a child, 7 p.m., Hospice of the Prairie meeting room

Aug 11 Grief Support Group (English), 6:30 p.m., Hospice of the Prai-
rie Meeting Room; Jerry Hodges, facilitator

Aug 16 Grief Support Group (Spanish), 6:30 p.m., Hospice of the Prai-
rie meeting room, Yadira Deana, facilitator.

Aug 17 Bereavement Luncheon, 12 noon, Inn Pancake House, 1610 
W. Wyatt Earp, Dodge City; Dick Robbins, host

Aug 25 Grief Support Group (English), 6:30 p.m., Hospice of the Prai-
rie Meeting Room; Jerry Hodges, facilitator 

and close, but much to her surprise, 
she heard it open again about 30 sec-
onds later. From above, she watched 
her husband dash into the house and 
walk over to the neglected coffee 
table. Tracing his finger through the 
dust, he wrote the words “I love you.” 
Then he raced back to his car.

The new widow then looked out 
at her audience and said, “John and 
I had a wonderful life together. We 
have been around the world several 
times; we’ve had everything money 
can buy but nothing comes close to 
that moment.”

Our lives move with lightning 
speed. It feels like yesterday that I 
graduated from college and now 
40years have passed. Although I’m 
very proud of my business accom-
plishments, in the end, my life comes 
back to loving and being loved.

Love
(continued from page 3)


