'A Healing Touch' highlights hospice 
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WATERVILLE -- When Richard Russo and five fellow Maine writers saw the publication of their collaborative book "A Healing Touch" on April 11, they expected increased awareness, and maybe even of volunteering, for the Hospice Volunteers of Waterville Area.

The dream grew brighter, however, after a Chicago Tribune article, a National Public Radio spot, Amazon.com list-topping status and a national readership.

"Some people have said, 'It's Oprah material, you know, you guys are going to end up on Oprah,'" said Dale Marie Clark, the executive director of HVWA. "I don't know about that, but people are very excited about the book."

Farmington writer Bill Roorbach, an O. Henry Award-winning novelist and contributor to the book, said, "As we were making it, the six writers, we realized that there was something else afoot. I realized once all the pieces were together that its real purpose would be to educate and comfort people, which in turn is going to help the hospice."

Russo, Roorbach and others will be on hand Saturday for The Hospice Garden Party, a fundraiser called “A Day of Enchantment.” It begins at 9 a.m. at the 304 Main St. facility, in Waterville.

"A Healing Touch" features six local tales of death and renewal through compassionate assistance from the HVWA. The stories were obtained by interviews and interpreted and recounted by the writers.

Roorbach's chapter focuses on the tribulation faced by Nancy Chamberlain, Winslow resident and mother of Major Jay T. Aubin, the first American casualty of the current war in Iraq.

"We all thought we would write an essay and sell a few copies. But as soon as we started talking to these people and getting to know them, the whole thing changed," Roorbach said. "We were all so moved, and in my case -- and I think others, too -- really helped by the experience." Roorbach's contribution, "Sweet Pea," never shies away from his own personal reaction to Chamberlain's story and his own difficulty dealing with the death of his mother.

"They really bared their souls," Clark said of the book's interviewees. "They shared an awful lot of vulnerability and really shared more than I think an awful lot of people would be willing to do. That, plus the authors' willingness; they also shared some of themselves in the stories. We've gotten a lot of feedback that, having read the stories, people were quite touched and impressed that the authors were also willing to share some of themselves."

The candor expressed within "A Healing Touch" has resonated in a surprising fashion.

"The response of people who've read it, it's been extremely gratifying," said Susan Sterling, another contributing writer. "I think it has a kind of life that goes beyond just the first person who reads it. People read it and then either get it or recommend it to other people whom they think it would be helpful to."

Sterling shared a story of a minister at Colby College who spoke with her, telling Sterling he'd read "A Healing Touch" and subsequently purchased it for several people he was counseling.

"On a personal level, it's been very heartwarming to see that it has that kind of life. It's not just a book that's doing well; it's a book that people are finding meaningful."

"[There is] a big network of hospices who are saying how much the book has meant to them and how they're buying several copies to give to friends who are grieving or ill. And they're finding the book to be a great comfort," Roorbach said. He attributes this to the fact that the book is an enjoyable, uplifting read, not the downer readers would expect.

"I just realized, 'this is really about being alive.' There's a lot of joy in it and a lot of hope and real beauty in it. And it just completely changed the way I think not only about hospice but about grieving," Roorbach said.

The writers and Clark concur that increased awareness of the functions the Waterville Hospice -- and others nationwide -- serve is key with "A Healing Touch."

As Roorbach writes in his part of the book: "Hospice is not only for the dying. It's for the living, too, support in a world that doesn't always understand grief."

"I think the main thing that's happened with this book so far is that people have had a really narrow view of what hospices do," said Sterling, who is also an HVWA volunteer. "They've just seen hospices as people that come in at a deathbed at that time É and the services are so much broader.

"Most people had no idea that part of what hospice does is working with families both before and after a death. Our hospice has a very large bereavement program with lots and lots of groups, she said." Sterling listed groups for widows and widowers, families dealing with suicide, children and infant loss among others.

"It helps them find meaning to life again and find joy in their lives again," Sterling said.

