
Sunflowers For Lily


The crisp air and the smell of leaves brought back a childhood memory of having to rake what 

seemed like an endless supply of fallen leaves in my parent’s backyard.  I was yearning for the 

more innocent and simple days of childhood.  My two sisters and I grew up on a horse farm in 

Pennsylvania and my father doled out a frequent list of chores that would have been tiring for 

most men.  I dreaded the chores, especially the one that felt like a cruel punishment of collecting 

all the larger sized rocks in the horse pastures and wheelbarrowing them across the six acres of 

property to the ever growing rock pile.  The rock ladened wheel barrow would be way too heavy 

for either my older sister or I to push, so we each grabbed an arm and it was a balancing act of 

pushing and walking at the same rate so all the rocks wouldn’t tip over.  Once the wheel barrow 

began to teeter, the trick was jumping out of the path of all the careening rocks and no amount of 

pleading with our father about our small stature or age of five and six years deterred his 

insistence for us to finish the task at hand.  I found lessons are always learned much later and it 

may be human nature to appreciate or actually miss as an adult what seemed most tedious or 

difficult in youth.  I guess I just missed the younger version of my father.  He valued hard work 

over all else and it was his work ethic that is still instilled in my sisters and I today.

I brought myself back to the task at hand and hesitantly snapped up my bright orange puffy 

vest.  The overwhelming color was slightly obnoxious but I loved it, my Mom gave it to me and 

it made me feel like I was truly living a rugged and outdoor life.  It was the early 2000’s and my 

father’s changes could no longer be ignored or denied.  I stepped outside and breathed in the 

vista surrounding my parent’s 100 acres on Horsefly Mesa in Colorado and I knew then, that 

none of us again would live on a more beautiful piece of earth.  I technically didn’t live there, I 

was taking a leave of absence so to speak from my home in Wyoming and supporting my parents 

during my father’s terrifying and unexplainable decline.  At least that’s what I told myself, but I 

was as lost as my father at this point in my life.  I was in my thirties and constantly berating 

myself for the failure of a relationship that absorbed most of the emotional fortitude of my 

twenties.  As I walked towards the two story recycled barn wood horse barn, the chickens 



scurried away on their continual quest for bits of food in the scattered hay.  My border collie, 

Zeke, was chasing my father’s german shepard, Kelly and they could engage in chase for 

hours.  Zeke was my constant companion and shadow.  I felt as if things were amiss if Zeke 

wasn’t by my side.  It was never a question that I would eventually have my own dog, we all 

didn’t know how to live without an animal nearby.  My home growing up could be compared to 

the novel Animal Farm, except my parents were never cruel masters, it was the animals that ran 

the show from day one.

My father stood like a mannequin obsessively staring without any self-awareness at a family 

friend who came over to ride Oliver, the horse my father was now unable to ride.  I walked up 

next to my him, hoping to snap him out of whatever brain worm hole he entered.  He was leaning 

for support against one of the outside steel columns holding up the roof of the ten stall heated 

barn.  Without averting his eyes from their fixed points, he spoke slowly trying to form his 

words, “We have to watch him and watch his dog.”  It was futile trying to talk sense to him, that 

this man was our friend and helping to exercise his horse.  My mom described my father at this 

point in time as being all frontal lobal or base like a Neanderthal and this new state of limited 

thinking and delusion replaced the rational and highly intelligent man he used to be.  Looking 

back, it felt like a free fall dive into despair for all of us.  First his forgetfulness, then the loss of 

his rational thought and motor skills, to the point where he could barely walk, and then the onset 

of his paranoid delusions.  It was like a long line of dominoes falling in just a span of six short 

months. 

Now, almost twenty years later, I reflect back on my father’s initial decline and I could have 

never imagined everything that would next transpire for myself and my family.  As they say, 

“you can’t make this stuff up.”   I can now fondly recall so many wonderful memories with my 

father, which I know would make him happy.  During his mental and physical decline over a 

span of fifteen years, there were different periods of maintaining the status quo and then rapid or 

not so rapid deteriorations of who he was and all the emotions of shock, denial, anger, 



depression, despair, debilitating fear, and mourning would repeat all over again like this was the 

first time we were losing the rock of our family.   

My father passed away in November 2016, shortly after Thanksgiving.  After his death a red fox 

came to me and it was the first time that I felt a sense of peace in many years.  The death of my 

beloved border collie Zeke, then my miscarriage, the death of my brother in law, the death of my 

father, and our vet essentially prescribing a death sentence of our two horses, Lily and Hempke, 

left me numb and shell shocked.  I no longer even knew why I felt sad.  I assumed I was crying 

so hard about our horses because my father finally succumbed to his brain illness three months 

prior.  I did a double take, wiping away the tears uncontrollably pouring out of my swollen slats 

and adjusted my focus at the piercing eyes staring directly at me a few feet away through the veil 

of hypnotic dancing snow.  This was my third red fox sighting of the day and now the evening 

was enveloping me like a heavy blanket that I couldn’t shake.  I could not believe that this was 

another fox.  In that moment, I knew that this was somehow my father.  I gasped another heavy 

breath and pointed to the largest and healthiest Wyoming fox that I had ever seen and my 

husband muttered under his breath, “That’s the biggest fox I’ve ever seen.”  With that the fox 

was gone and the two of us sat in silence transfixed by the falling snow.  I didn’t know what was 

going to transpire in the next few months, but the thought entered my brain that I was going to be 

ok.  It seemed fitting, the fox has an agile and extremely sharp mind with the ability to maneuver 

around difficult obstacles and this was so descriptive of the man my father use to be.  I was going 

to be ok, I said this again to myself.  I let myself let go of my sadness for the time being and 

instead I felt relief.

Mourning comes in waves, like the rise and fall of the surf, emotions rise and then fall.  When I 

was young, I had zero control of my emotions.  I was like a hot blooded thoroughbred horse 

without any ability to see or understand the impact my emotions had on myself and those around 

me.  I was so lost in my emotions, that I didn’t even know what I was actually feeling.  I was 

afraid, terrified of actually taking a moment to be quiet and listen to what information my 



emotions were telling me, instead I reacted much like a two year deprived of a piece of candy 

and throwing a tantrum in the grocery store.  My battle wounds or scars as I like to call them, 

taught me how to not only harness my emotions, but to consciously decide what I choose to 

feel.  It was empowering, I actually had a choice.  A choice to live in despair and bitterness or a 

choice to get out of bed and embrace happiness even if it feels fleeting at first.  It’s not always 

easy and sometimes you may need medical or therapeutic expertise and there is no shame in 

reaching out to others, it actually takes courage, self-confidence and love to ask for help.

What I have learned is that humans are not only unbelievably resilient but that pain transforms us 

into more compassionate, loving, and gracious beings.

I am who I am today because of my father.  This is my family’s story, as well as the stories and 

heartfelt voices of so many others who have been shaped by walking through their pain and loss.


