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Love notes from Elena

Brooke and Keith Desserich had always known their little
girl Elena was amazing. Yet they never dreamed she
would plan a secret gift that would not only help heal
their hearts, but also spread hope and inspiration to

thousands of others . ..

n the palm of her hand,
IBrooke Desserich holds a

small, unopened envelope. On
the front, there’s a heart care-
fully drawn in bright red crayon.
And inside, the Cincinnati mom
knows, there’s a love note.

And there’s also something
else. Something even more pre-
cious. Because tucked into that
envelope is hope. Healing. And a
hug all the way from Heaven .

Three years ago, Brooke and
her husband, Keith, felt so
blessed to share countless hugs
with their daughters, five-year-
old Elena and Gracie, four.

“Best friends forever,”
they'd smile, listening
to Elena play teacher
to Gracie’s student.

Then, one
Elena’'s voice grew
hoarse, and she was
suddenly dizzy.

Just a cold, Brooke
and Keith thought. But
tests showed it was far worse: an
inoperable brain tumor.

Radiation could shrink the tu-
mor to give Elena some time. But
the truth was, she had only about
four months to live.

Four months? Brooke's heart
broke. How can we squeeze a
lifetime into barely 134 days?

Making memories

to last a lifetime
Theydidn’t—-cuuldn‘t—explain
the details to Elena. Yet she'd
always been bright, wise beyond
her years. And somehow, she
understood.
So she began making wishes.
Some were simple, like asking
for chocolate-vanilla swirl ice
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cream or a princess-like ride in a
horse-drawn carriage. Others
were a bit more tricky: swim-
ming with dolphins. Visiting the
Eiffel Tower. Driving a car. But
every request was like an arrow
through Brooke's heart.

“Can you take me shopping on
the street with the pretty dress-
es?” Elena asked, and they real-
ized: the wedding shops. Keith
had promised to take her there
when she was grown and getting
married. But now, Elena would
never have a wedding day.

So Keith and Brooke made a vow:
“No matter where we are,
we have to make every
moment a special one.”

They took time off
work and skipped
through Disney World
together, licking ice
cream cones. They
pressed their noses

against the glass at the
zoo’s panda house and
stroked the sides of silky dol-
phins. And when a reparter ar-
ranged to have one of budding
artist Elena’s paintings—called
“I Love You"—displayed in the
Cincinnati Art Museum, she
beamed, “It's next to a Picasso!”

Even when the tumor stole her
ability to speak, Elena lovingly
created “The Kindergarten Sur-
vival Guide” for Gracie, sketch-
ing her best tips for making
school a success, like Be giit in
the cafuteryu.

Brooke and Keith also found
solace in writing, beginning an
online journal for Gracie to read
someday so she'd never forget
those precious last moments
with her sister. And when the
website began crashing, they
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were amazed to discover it was
because 12,000 people were
logging on for inspiration,

You taught me that it’'s time
with those we love that really
matters, one reader posted.

Oh, Elena, Brooke thought,
blinking back tears, even as you
fight for life, you're teaching
others how to live!

Hugs from Heaven
Elena continued to fight. But

nine months after her diagno-
sis, she slipped away.

Brooke and Keith knew they
had to go on, for Gracie's sake.
Yet their hearts felt so empty
without Elena.

Then one day. while moving a
stack of books, something
fluttered to the ground.

What’s this? Brooke won-
dered—and picking up the
heart-shaped paper, she real-
ized: It’s a note. From Elena!

I love you mom dad grace
Elena, it said. And. for a moment,
it felt as though Elena was there
in her arms again.
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Ineredibly, they were soon find-
ing more notes. Tucked into
Keith's jeans. Pressed between
pages of books. Even in bags of
hand-me-downs saved for Gracie.

And with each one, Brooke
found herself marveling: You
knew this would help us heal,
didn’t you, Elena?

In time, buoyed by Elena’s let-
ters, Brooke and Keith found the
strength to start The Cure
Starts Now, an organization that
hopes to wipe out pediatric brain
cancer. And this fall, Notes Left
Behind—the story of Elena’s in-
credible courage and remarkable
gift to them—will be published.

Today, most of Elena’s love
notes have been discovered. So
Brooke treasures the final one
she found, saving it unopened.
That way, they will always have
one last hug from Elena.

“Elena wanted to be a teacher,
so I think she'd be amazed that
her lessons of hope and love have
reached so many,” Brooke says.
“She will always be our hero!”

—Nanette Woitas Holt
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