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Jack Heyn isn’t one to cry in front of others, but he gets choked up talking about his wife, Jonnie, who passed away in December of 2012, just shy of their 67th anniversary. What gets him grinning again is a cuddly teddy bear dressed in a miniature version of Jonnie’s favorite jeans and “top.”

Shirley Frus, herself a widow, created the bear for Heyn through WesleyLife Hospice’s RememBEARance program. Using teddy bears with clothing items sewn from a loved one’s garments, the program pairs the “veteran” bereaved with those facing a recent loss. It has helped both Frus and Heyn heal in their own ways.

“I discovered awhile back that as I move across the room, she follows me with the glass eyes,” Heyn said of his “Jonnie bear.” “When I move, it moves.”

Jonnie and Jack met in Ft. Myers, Fla., where she was a civilian radio operator and he was an Air Force photographer based at Page Field. He spotted her, a perky little brunette, at the bus station, but wasn’t quick enough to catch up to her.

“Two weeks later I was in town for a movie, got back to the bus station and there she was again.

“This time I got the seat next to her. That was the beginning of 67 years. We got along real good together,” he said.

Frus’ husband, a handyman who could fix anything, died four years ago of pancreatic cancer. A friend whose husband benefited from WesleyLife hospice invited her to come to the support group, something that’s been very helpful for her.

“I look forward to the monthly meetings. I’m further down the road, but you still have that sense of loss,” Frus said.

The group is a talented one, said Char Gustafson, WesleyLife Hospice bereavement and volunteer coordinator, and sewing for others helps them find a purpose and move forward. The project is also a way to educate others about sharing emotions.

“It’s difficult for many people, especially men, to reach out to other people. That’s another reason why I wanted to do this because this would allow another way for men to feel comfortable,” she said.

It also gives family members something to hold onto and can be an alternative to a support group or help those who don’t have friends and family nearby, she added.

“The bear program is unique in that it helps many heal who are unable or unwilling to voice their thoughts and feelings about grief,” she said.

Gustafson said she’s had to educate Heyn that it’s OK to talk about his wife and to cry, both of which are part of the healing process. A hospice staffer suggested Heyn receive a bear and he specified exactly what he wanted it to wear. He was tickled with the final product and two of his daughters received duplicate bears. He’s since emailed friends across the world about the program and said a few plan to request bears of their own.

Frus said that as she makes the bears, she often wonders about the person who wore the clothes. Volunteers meet the families when they deliver the bears.

“They start to take on a little personality,” she said. “I’m always glad I get to find out a little bit about that person. It helps because I know that I’m going to maybe bring a little bit of happiness or a smile to someone. They can look at the bear and think of their loved one in a happy sort of way, in a positive way,” she said.

For Frus, the project helped ease depression. After her husband died, she stopped quilting, once a favorite pastime.

“Don would always come in when I was sewing and that doesn’t happen anymore,” she said. “It’s been a healing experience for me that I can get back to do that.”

Now she’s able to sew with a group of women who share similar feelings and situations.

Gustafson said other hospices around the country offer bears to families and she did something similar for her children when her late husband died.

“I knew that had been important to me and to my family. All the years I’ve done this, I know the creative process can be a really healing process,” she said.

What sets the RememBEARance program apart is that it combines volunteer and bereavement programs into one, connecting families to others who’ve been there, as well as to Gustafson, who can offer additional services and resources.

The group has sewn about 30 bears, each with its own life story. One bear is even heading to Afghanistan.

“The grief journey is all about our stories,” Gustafson points out. “That’s what heals, really. People learn about how important it is to keep telling that story and to be able to say the name of the person who died.”

For those who don’t want a bear, clothing from a loved one can be incorporated into a weaving to be displayed in the future at Wesley Acres. One of the bear workshop attendees is also an accomplished weaver who is using clothing families have brought to holiday memorial events for the project. Volunteers have also created a pillow for another hospice family.

Gustafson said any family can benefit from the RememBEARance program. Families pay for the cost of purchased bears and up to two bears made entirely out of a loved one’s clothing are free. Donations are accepted for additional bears.

