“In the depth of winter, I found there was within me an invincible summer.”
Albert Camus

In an early childhood memory, I’m standing in someone’s dark basement staring at a
wall of shelves. The shelves are lined with countless glowing jars, jampacked with
summer’s bounty. I’m transfixed by this mysterious cataloging of pears, peppers, beans,
tomatoes and even at that young age, somehow aware of the labor involved  of the
intention to grow, gather, keep and call upon these nutrients when needed.
Despite the vivid impression this made upon me as a girl ... I’m no garden laborer.
When neighbors all around me are busy canning and gifting me with armloads of
surplus, the most I’ll do is toss a ziploc bag full of berries into the freezer. One season,
though, I did preserve a harvest of sorts. In a lone jar. When time came to taste its
contents, I was astonished at how delicious that fruit was. It not only gave me a deep
source of nutrition in some very lean times, but had healing properties so potent they
changed my world view.


This is that story.

In the depths of my darkest winter, life had knocked me sideways. Reeling
with shock from distressing news, I instinctively knew I had to take care of
myself.
So began my daily candlelit baths. Ensconced in suds, I stared into flames
and uttered fervent prayers. I felt less desperately alone 
viewing the
millions of bubbles that clung to me as my friends and I searched their
opalescent faces for news that things couldn’t possibly be this bad.
So, too, began my early morning walks. Bundled up against freezing
temperatures, I trudged through snow, convinced the bracing air would do
me good. I stopped halfway down the road where a cluster of fir trees
stood. They looked like exceptionally tall women, dressed in sweeping
white gowns. Graceful ectomorphs deeply rooted in a timeless and
reassuring wisdom, they held out their arms to me. I started calling them

“my ladies” and we stood together every day, quietly, as I tried to divine
from them a message that everything was surely going to be O.K.

At around this time, I was invited to take a job that put me with young
children whose unbridled giggles warmed my heart. It was a miraculous,

magical salve. Caring colleagues, friends and family also soothed my spirit.
A wonderful therapist who loved to laugh became a beautiful ally.
A lot of good flowed into my life that year and still, I ached
.
Sometime around the holidays, I read a tip on a website: “Beginning on
New Year’s Day, fill a jar with notes of gratitude. Continue throughout the
year and on the following New Year’s Day read them all.”
This appealed to me and I decided to turn it into a craft project. My spirits
lifted as I cut a pretty band of decorative paper to wrap around my jar. Onto
the screw top, I glued a photo of a bouquet I’d cut out of a bridal magazine.
For a last touch I adhered a label across its belly that read: 
Grateful
Moments
.
The jar took up residence on my kitchen counter amidst steak knives, tea
cups and assorted riffraff, occasionally getting buried under junk mail.
Once in a rare while it would catch my eye and I’d toss in a hastily written
description of something I’d seen that day, something that had momentarily
moved me. And then I’d climb right back into my black hole.
The year proceeded as darkly as it had begun. Things got better only to get
dramatically worse and I was more despairing than ever.
New Year’s Day arrived, dragging me with it. I’d almost forgotten about the
jar and hadn’t put anything in it for quite awhile. Still, I remembered that this
was the day I was supposed to read my notes. I unscrewed the cap.
Twentyfour slips of paper spilled across the kitchen table. A modest
bounty.

When I sat down to read them, I was unprepared for the seismic shift about
to take place. I began reading what seemed like excerpts from an
enchanting fairy tale. I had to stop and ask myself, “Wait a minute… are we
talking about my life… as in the netherworld that swallowed me alive? Did I
write this stuff?”
Grasping each little scrap of paper, I continued reading entries like these:

“A summer evening. Walking along the lake. Mauve and silverypink
ribbons pulse upon the ripples. I surprise a mama loon and her 10 chicks
who paddle into the soft hush of twilight.”
and
“Presented with a birthday primrose and a lit candle stuck into a chocolate
pastry by my dear friends at the cafe.”
and
“Today I witnessed delight on Main Street. I drove around, vexing about the
lack of parking spaces, when something captured my eye: a pretty young
woman with long auburn hair ran into the arms of a young man standing at
the corner. He caught her and twirled her round and round. As I made a left
turn, I craned my neck to look at them. He was still twirling her around.”
Such vignettes were telling me a much different story than the one I’d been
telling myself. While I grieved  and I recognize that grieving is natural and
necessary  but, all the same, while I grieved, loons were paddling across
the lake, lovers were leaping into each other’s arms and pastries were set
before me. I didn’t remember many of these events and only vaguely
recalled the others. They’d come into my field of vision and had gone right

back out. When I read the entire batch of notes in one sitting, however,
something clicked.
The dam in my heart broke loose.
The lushness of life gushed forth, sweeping me into its current, where for
the first time in a long time I felt a kind of buoyancy. I’d heard platitudes
about the power of gratitude before. I became a believer when the hefty
stake that had pinned me in place  dislodged. 
Those nearly illegible little
notes were each and every one a lantern held up for me. With a lightness
of step and spirit, I walked onto a different shore where I could see a much
broader view of things.
With time, this newly gained perspective gave me gratitude for a struggle’s
silver lining. What I thought had been famine and blight was in fact fertile
ground.
Tender shoots grew into a willingness to surrender to what is, a wisdom,
and a flower called compassion.
The selfcare habits I adopted took root. I still indulge in daily bubble baths
and morning walks. One recent walk was so lovely, I put this description in
the jar:
“After three days of soaking rains, the ground was a soft, moist chocolate. I
followed the velvety path embroidered with honeyscented blossoms,
delicate ferns, and intensely green leaves all of which shimmered with
diamondlike rain drops. I never saw so many diamondstudded leaves in
my life. A ridiculous amount. It was wall to wall bedazzlement and there I
stood in the middle of it all, gasping at the beauty.”

In the middle of the miracle that is my life, a jar teems with gratitude. Like
canning and cataloging summer’s bounty, I save and savor life’s nourishing
delights much more so now than ever before. I’ve become a gardener of
the soul.
Filled to the brim with hundreds of notes, my jar contains but one message,
really: that love is happening.
To me.
All the time.

