FORWORD
The idea of a writing program for hospital patients came out of an experience I, along with another writer, Laurie Mercer, had when we were leading a summer retreat/workshop in writing and creativity for teachers and other speech/language professionals. About midway through this three-day retreat one of the participants shared with us a book her daughter had written and illustrated. She was a ten-year-old patient at Strong Memorial Hospital in the late and finally fatal stages of the still-incurable disease, lupus. To a silent and deeply moved circle of listeners, she related how important the writing and illustrating of this book had been to her daughter, and how valuable it had become to herself, as both an aid in the grieving process and as a tangible and continuing symbol of her daughter's brief but creative life.

Both Laurie and I came away from the workshop with the incredible presence of that little book and its continuing impact etched deeply in our minds. The mission of Writers & Books, of which I am the executive director and Laurie Mercer a board member, is to offer programs related to reading and writing in a variety of settings and situations throughout the community. We both felt deeply that there was something more that we could do in this situation beyond being personally moved. Through subsequent discussions between us, and then more and more with others, we began to pursue the possibility of creating an ongoing program in which writers and hospital patients could become regularly involved in the writing process. We had seen for our​selves at first hand the effect that writing could have on the lives of both a patient and a close loved one, and we felt sure that many more lives could be touched as a result of the writing experience.

Not long after this, Laurie excitedly called me up to read from a story she had come across in The New York Times. It told about a writing program operating in a children's hospital in Queens, New York. In addition to affirming our idea of how important writing in a hospital setting could be, the story added a whole new dimension to our thinking about what such a program might achieve. Quoted in the article were a number of health professionals, including doctors and nurses, who were enormously positive about the effects of the program in their hospital. Of special interest were their statements that they had come to believe that in some cases the writing experience had actually helped in the healing process of their patients!

And so armed not only with our beliefs, but also the newspaper clippings, we set out to talk with officials at Strong Memorial Hospital. We found a welcome reception there and were directed to The Friends of Strong, the volunteer support organiza​tion for the hospital. Through meetings with the Friends and with hospital staff we were able to set up the beginning outlines of how such a program could work at Strong. However, with all of the expenses and responsibilities of a hospital in this day and age, finding funds to bring in a new program, especially one that could appear at first glance to be less than vital loomed as a potential stumbling block to our getting started. An angel appeared, however, dressed in the guise of the banker's classic three-piece suit. Through conversations with officials at Rochester Community Savings Bank, who were very excited about the idea and determined to see that it got off the ground, we were able to obtain the necessary funds to finally put into reality months of discussion and planning.

In February 1991, Todd Beers, a Rochester-area poet with a richly experienced background of working with children in a variety of educational and community settings, started visiting the bedsides of young patients in much the same way a doctor or nurse might, but in this case he talked with and read to them and asked them questions about things that the others didn't. And thus the process began. Shortly afterward Todd was joined by Gregory McQuide and Kristen Fitzpatrick, senior writing majors from the University of Rochester who became involved as part of a semester"" long internship program they were undertaking at Writers & Books. While Todd was visiting with young patients, Kristen and Greg were doing the same with adults.

From the very beginning of the planning process, we had intended to assemble a selection of the writings into a book. We wanted to do this for the writers themselves, for their families and friends, but also for a much larger community of readers, including other patients and health professionals, who might find both solace and a new appreciation of the human imagination and spirit in these writings. We chose the title, Waiting Room, not only because of its association in everyone's mind with the medical experience, but also because for hospital patients so much of their time is spent waiting-for test results, for rehabilitation sessions, for visitors, for medications-and wondering. Into this waiting space came the imaginative act of writing, to assert, in many ways, that no matter what is going on with the body, the mind continues and actively declares its presence and its resiliency.

This foreword could not possibly end without acknowledging some of the many people who made The Strong Writers Program the special program it was. For Linda Serway, and in memory of her daughter, Jocelyn Marie Panepento, who first showed us the necessity for this. For Laurie Mercer, who articulated the vision and insisted on its becoming real. For Mary Frances Collins, and The Friends of Strong, who created within the halls of Strong a place for writers. For Anita Burton and Bonnie Anderson, who graciously introduced the idea to the patients and saw to the details. For Jean Van Etten, and Rochester Community Savings Bank, who understood the larger meaning of community. For Ron Boillat, and Cellular One/Genesee Telephone, for placing the latest technology in service to the oldest of human needs. Most especially for Todd Beers, whose special energy, imagination and devotion to writing made all the possibilities become reality. And of course to the writers, who are allowing their words to become all of ours.
