Service of Thanksgiving & Remembrance

4th November 2018

It’s 25 years since our daughter, Helen, died from Non-Hodgkins Lymphoma, a type
of cancer which can be very aggressive in younger people. Helen was 26 years old.
We get vivid reminders of her at this time of year, not just because it is a kind of
anniversary period but because of those vivid reds of Autumn. Helen insisted on
dyeing her hair henna red while she was having chemotherapy treatment, frequently
leaving the bath ringed with a red chemical that stubbornly resisted our best efforts
to clean it off.
When you lose someone you love, how do you keep that balance between keeping
hold of things that speak to you of that loved one’s character and personality and
letting go of a presence that is no longer to be part of your own continued future life.
For most of you here this afternoon all this is so new, so recent that the shock of it is
still raw and the mere thought of letting go feels almost like a betrayal. For people
like myself time has healed, but can never fully cure.
Let me share with you how we set about it, sometimes almost inadvertently.
First, there was Helen’s bank account. We had been given Power of Attorney for
some months before she died and we wanted to do something a bit different with it.
We remembered how she often used to try and get us to go out and enjoy ourselves
while she was at home, mostly in bed during those last few weeks, but that wasn’t
the right time. So we used her account afterwards as a Leisure and Enjoyment
account. If we went out for a meal or to a concert, or took a long weekend away we
paid for it out of her account. There wasn’t much there but it did mean that for a while
her memory was always associated with enjoyment and pleasure. I think she would
have appreciated that.
Then there were her trousers. For some time she had gone into purple and black
mode and there was a particular pair of trousers she wore that no one else would
ever want to seen in in public. So after they’d hung in a cupboard for a month or two
we cut the legs off, stitched the waist and ankle ends to form a pair of long
containers and to this day they hang in the utility room so that we can stuff plastic
bags in one end and pull them out of the other when we go shopping.
Environmentally friendly, something she would certainly approve of.
And her books. By golly she read some weird stuff! We let any of the family take
away anything they wanted to remind themselves of her from time to time but they
weren’t generally speaking to their taste either. Mind you, some of her friends were
happy to take them, but some of them were pretty weird themselves! A number of
them are still up in the middle bedroom – books that is - for visitors and guests to
read at their leisure. Many of the remaining ones tell you that they once belonged to
a young woman who had a great concern for people going through the mill or facing
hostility in a variety of ways.
The technical books are still there to remind us of her professional skill and standing
as a trained archaeologist, specializing at first in identifying rodents and small
mammals as their tiny bones are troweled out of the earth on sites of antiquity.
Whatever else we may gradually forget as a quarter of a century passes we can
never quite get out of our nostrils the all-pervading smell throughout the house as

she boiled the flesh off hundreds of rotting carcasses which we had been obliged to
stop and scrape off the roadside whenever she was in the car with us.
She had become one of this country’s very few professional dendrochronologists at
the time - that’s a long word for someone who knows how to date articles made from
wood. One of her great moments was when she became one of a team appointed to
find out whether the frame around the famous painting the Laughing Cavalier dated
from the same time as the painting itself. To my shame I can’t remember what
conclusion she and her colleagues came to! Her memorial plaque is appropriately
buried under a tree and made from wood recycled by a local craftsman from a former
plinth for a football trophy.
What is it that I’m trying to say to you, distanced as I am some 25 years from what,
to you, is new, recent and terrible.
First, to reassure you that, cliché though it sounds, time really does actually heal,
though it can never cure. Memory of a loved one doesn’t exactly fade but it does
become less gripping, less ‘tragic’. One way you can begin to allow that to happen is
not to be afraid to remember both the funny things and the not-so-perfect things.
Helen wasn’t perfect, not by any means. Her teenage years seemed to last longer
than our other three and were punctuated by noisier outbursts than I remember of
the others. The Henna stains on the bath, the tantrums, the reeking smells in the
house – they’re all part of the person whose memory never goes away; but it doesn’t
hurt so much now – time does make it easier, but you do have to help it a little.
The second is as soon as you can, find ways gradually to let them go. You have your
life to live, they have theirs; yours in this world, theirs in the next. I have no idea what
form that world of theirs takes, but I have no doubt it’s there and that Helen is
enjoying a life free from all the suffering and trauma of Non-Hodgkins Lymphona.
There’s a good verbal picture of it in the Book of Revelation – “God himself will be
with them; he will wipe away every tear from their eyes; death will be no more;
mourning and crying and pain will be no more”. That’s quite a life to have isn’t it.
Miss them, but let them go.
“When I come to the end of the road, when the sun has set for me,
I want no rites in a gloom filled room – why cry for a soul set free?
Miss me a little, but not too long; remember the love we once shared;
Miss me, but let me go.”
Just one last thing. At her funeral, as at all the funerals we have taken , the words
that rang out are those opening words “I am the Resurrection and the Life, says the
Lord…” I believe that, and I hope you can too. Helen didn’t believe in God, but I don’t
think God gets too bothered about that. She made it clear to the then-vicar, using her
irascible pointed finger to drive home the point, that he was welcome to visit her but
she didn’t want any of his prayers and things. If a mere vicar can respect such
disbelief I’m sure God can as well.
Resurrection is not just for Easter; it’s for the here and now for those whom we have
loved and lost in this life.
Brian Hibberd
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