
Ice Breaking Up on the River 
 

My father was dying, and I was chosen to be his pain medication manager 

once home from the hospital. We were told he had a week to ten days to 

live, having been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer three months prior. I was 

terrified. I knew the pain he was experiencing when the pain management 

wasn’t just right.  
 

It was 1990. In order for him to leave the hospital, to go home to die, 

someone had to be responsible for the morphine pump that distributed his 

pain medication. In those days, it was mostly done by hand and by paying 
attention to body language and grimacing. At this early stage of computers, 

I had barely turned one on, let alone used one to care for my father’s 

intense pain.  
 

When the time came for him to be released from the hospital I looked at him 

and said, “I’m not ready”. I was literally shaking. His gentle eyes were so 
loving in receiving this emotion from me. I knew that even one more day in 

the hospital was one less day at home, but he saw the fear in my eyes, 
holding such a responsibility for his final days on the earth—in our family—as 

his daughter. Rather than disappointment, his sweet handsome face, humble 
green eyes, and fatherly love radiated pure, kind understanding. We stayed 
one more day. 

 

Late that same night, the moonlight was streaming through the window, 
directly onto his face, lighting it like a moonbeam. It stirred and startled him 

awake. It was so bright that he thought it was a headlight, and I said, “No 
Daddy, it’s the moon”.  
 

Afterward, while he was still lucid, I saw him in deep thought, with eyes 

opening and closing. I asked him, “What are you seeing,” and he said, “Ice 

breaking up on the river”. I could immediately feel the sensation of his 
words … of frozen ice cracking and breaking apart, relaxing, letting go, as 

when ice melts and dissolves into flowing water.  

 
The look on his face was so peaceful. It was as though he was being invited 

to the spring thaw, where all is released to the flow of the river on its 

journey back to the ocean. There was an ease in his expression of finally 
letting go without resistance, and surrendering the ultimate human 

possession—his body    . 

 



I was witnessing my father’s physical transition of thawing the gravity, grip 

and contraction of his human form. His vision of ice breaking up on the river 
so perfectly expressed the reality of letting go to dying, to attachments.  

 

In the end, I felt compelled not to miss a single breath. And in that sacred 
moment of him taking his last breath, an intense and profound visual sense 

occurred to me—of threading a needle. Everything must be dropped, was 

the message! In order for thread to pass through the head of the needle, the 

thread can have nothing attached.  
 

This was my fathers final teaching for me. 
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Hello Daddy, I saw you thread the needle of death early 

this morning. I held your hand and watched you slide right 
through to the other side, dropping everything graspable. I 
felt so privileged to see you breathe your last breath with 

such a gentle ease, after seeing you breathe such pain. I 
will miss your face, your big, full hugs, and your quiet 

Quaker spirit. For so many years you were my father and I 
loved you so. This past year and a half you became my 

"Daddy," my dear sweet Daddy. I feel such gladness and 

sadness. You’ve taught me how to thread the needle. This 
morning, I quietly clapped at the moment your chest 
became so still, over-whelmed with being proud of you for 

letting go and falling into the great unknown. Like a child 
who ventures off-balance into that first independent step to 

walk alone, I wanted to clap and cheer you on. How brave 
you felt to me. I miss already. 

 

     Love, Raisin 
 

 

 


