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    To all those who have the courage to travel an inward journey of healing.  

      

    


AUTHORS’ NOTE

We are a collective of alters living in one woman’s body, Marita.  We came into being as a result of severe sexual abuse Marita experienced from the time she was a very young child.  The technical term for this creative coping mechanism is “Dissociative Identity Disorder” (DID).  It was previously known as “Multiple Personality Disorder.” 

This book is authored by the alters:  Sally, Unknown, Louise, Catfish, Ginny, Tina, Jack, George, Lisa, Nancy, Julie and Joe.  It is an accurate account of our life from the years 2013 to 2017 based on our memories, clinical records from our second therapist and journals.  For ease in reading, this book is written in the third person and all the alters’ names are in italics.  Most of the names have been changed except for the names of the alters.  Sections of this book mention acts of sexual abuse, but not in detail.  They may be difficult to read.  If triggered stop reading and seek help.  

We began writing this book in June 2019.  It has been no easy task these last three years as we delved into our past of unresolved issues.  It was like being stuck in an elevator with 12 people—no room to move or breathe.  Suddenly the elevator moves—slowly at first—then it picks up speed—faster and faster as it plummets downward.  Fear takes its hold and rips us apart.  Just as we expect to spiral to our death, the door dings and opens.  We step outside, take a deep breath, exhale and smile—we finished the book!
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INTRODUCTION
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Send in the Dogs and Sometimes a Cat is the second book in the series, “Our Truth Be Told.”  It continues with the story of one alter, Ginny, denying her inner family as she goes about her daily life pet sitting dogs and cats; creating art and poetry for others and practicing forgiveness for members of her biological family.  Ginny’s world shatters as the past comes back to bite her, and she is forced to face her unresolved issues.

This book was first published on August 4, 2022.  In January 2023, it was unpublished due to formatting issues.  The alters believed it was because of the details in the book about their past sexual abuse as a child.  They felt as if their voices were not heard and they had no value.  Filled with anger and resentment, they delisted The Green Escape and Without Walls Without Shame a few months later and vowed to never write a book again.  

Here it is today, July 24, 2025, and I am republishing these three books.  Yes, I am now integrated and how this happened is a miracle in itself.  The details of this inner journey will be shared in the following book, Broken Glass – A Journey to Integration.  The reason for this change of heart is due to a book I read, Letting Go the Pathway of Surrender by David R. Hawkins.  This book was referred to me by my second therapist in July 2019 but wasn’t fully read until a paperback version was purchased on December 18, 2024.

I now see this book, Send in the Dog and Sometimes a Cat with a new perspective coming from a view of wholeness.  I asked myself if I needed to have detailed descriptions of my past memories of sexual abuse as a child.  I said no and I deleted them and felt lighter knowing this was the best choice for me.  

This book is so much more than my past memories.  It is filled with messages of love, courage, hope and forgiveness through poetry, art and stories.  It is an example of the resilience of the human spirit to overcome hardships and move forward in life with integrity, honor and respect.

It is my hope that the reader will feel the presence of love, know we are never alone and we all have value.  

I Love You

Martina S. Louis
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PART I

CHAPTER 1
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Amber Waves

One late-August morning in 2013, Ginny woke up to the hot sun beating down on her tent.  She stretched, yawned and stepped outside.  It was her third day camping at Dead Horse State Park in Cottonwood, Arizona.  Her eyes scanned the campground.  A view of Mingus Mountain stretched wide across the horizon and loomed over the small ghost town of Jerome.  Ginny paused and remembered her first peace walk in September 2012.  She walked 120 miles from Sedona to Prescott in 10 days.  She traveled on State Route 89A through Cottonwood, up Mingus Mountain to Jerome and down to Prescott.  She shook her head, “I still can’t believe I walked over that mountain.”  She laughed, “My short hike this morning will be a breeze.”

After her walk, Ginny showered and dressed.  She climbed into her car and headed to Sedona.  As always, she was awestruck when the terrain changed from the low desert shrubs to the high desert majestic red rocks.  When she arrived in Sedona, she stopped at a coffee shop, Java Love.  

A crowd of locals gathered outside.  A young woman with long curly blond hair approached her.  Ginny smiled, “Hi White Dove.”  She did not return her usual sparkling smile.  Instead, she paused and looked down at the sidewalk.  Ginny asked with concern, “Is something wrong?”

White Dove nodded her head, “Yes, a dear Sedona sister of ours, Amber, was found dead at the bottom of a cliff between Chimney Rock and Lizard Head.”

Ginny gasped, “No!  I just talked to her about a week ago outside New Frontiers for over an hour.  She was so young—only 30.  How could this happen?”

White Dove shook her head, “I don’t know.  I am just as shocked as you are.  They found her car, keys and purse in the parking lot at the Chimney Rock trailhead.”

Ginny’s voice shook, “She talked about her life and changes she planned to make.  She seemed to have it all together.  We even exchanged phone numbers.”

White Dove nodded her head, “Yes, other people have told me similar stories.  Maybe that was her way of saying good-bye—I don’t know.”  She sighed, “Right now I feel numb.  I know I should be crying.  I just don’t feel anything.  We were so close.  It’s hard to believe she’s gone.”  White Dove added, “There’s going to be a ceremony at the Amitabha Stupa on Friday, September 13.  Why don’t you draw a picture and write a poem?  You could share them at the ceremony.”

Ginny agreed, “Yes, it would be my honor to do so.  I will draw Amber’s picture on September 2.  It is my oldest daughter, Wren’s birthday.  I know the perfect spot to draw it—outside by the creek.”

White Dove smiled and hugged Ginny, “Thank you dear sister.  That will be wonderful and powerful.  I am getting chills just thinking about it.”

“You are welcome.  Let me know if I can do anything else to help.”

White Dove bowed her head, “I will.  Thank you again.”

Four days later Ginny drove to a small park by Oak Creek.  She set up her easel next to the creek.  The water looked as smooth as glass—not a single ripple.  She closed her eyes and recalled the first time she met Amber.  It was at the Sunday Kirtan in West Sedona.  Amber walked into the room.  She wore the sweetest smile on her face.  She sat down next to Ginny.  Her chestnut brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail.  She turned and faced Ginny.  Her soft brown eyes lit up, “Hi, my name is Amber.”

Ginny responded, “My name is Marita.  It’s nice to meet you.”  Soon the chanting began.  When Amber sang, her voice resonated with the richness of joy.  The next time she met Amber was at the drumming circle at Oak Creek Brewery.  When she drummed, she seemed to change.  She was more focused, yet playful at the same time.  

Ginny opened her eyes.  Tears trickled down her cheeks.  She sat back and stared at the blank piece of paper.  She closed her eyes again and recalled the conversation with Amber the week before she died:

One afternoon Ginny sat outside at a table and sipped a chai latte.  Amber strolled over to her, “Hi Marita.  Can I sit down with you?”

Ginny smiled, “Of course—grab a chair.”  Ginny watched as Amber pulled up a chair and sat down.  She reminded Ginny of our youngest daughter, Emma, with her soft-spoken voice and calm and serene manner.

Amber smiled and asked, “What have you been up to?”

Ginny replied, “I have been pet sitting three dogs in Cottonwood for the past seven days.”

“Oh, that sounds fun.  I pet sit as well.  What kind of dogs are they?”

“Two Shi Tzus named Chauncey and Pumpkin and a Bichon named Gracie.”

Amber grinned, “They sound adorable.”

Ginny groaned, “They were until they started barking nonstop.  Gracie began with a loud bark and then Chauncey and Pumpkin joined in with high-pitched piercing yaps.  The sound deafened my ears.  I needed a break so I escaped to Sedona.”

Amber laughed, “I probably would have done the same thing.  I’m glad my dog doesn’t bark like that.”  She opened her phone and showed Ginny a photo of her and a brown medium-sized dog by a waterfall.  “That’s Maya.  She is my best friend.”

“Oh, she is so beautiful.  That looks like Fossil Creek.”

“Yes, it is.  It’s one of my favorite places to hike and swim.”

“Mine, too.  I never expected to see a waterfall with blue green water in the desert.”

“Me neither.”  

Suddenly, Ginny felt sad and Louise came out.   

Amber noticed and asked, “Are you okay?”

Louise nodded her head shyly and stuttered, “You, you remind me so much of my daughter Emma.  When I saw the picture of Maya and Fossil Creek, I remembered a time when I took her hiking to a waterfall in Tennessee.  We were so close even up through high school.  My oldest daughter, Wren, moved in with her father when she was 16.  Then she married in 2008 and did not invite me.  It broke my heart.  The last straw was when Emma stopped speaking to me during her second year in college.  It was more than I could take.  So I moved to the desert to do art and heal from my wounds.  The ironic thing is that they both thought I abandoned them.  They were adults when I moved.  Two years ago in June Emma invited me to her wedding.  I drove all the way from Sedona and she and Wren ignored me.  I was not in any of the wedding pictures.  Last Christmas I drove back to see them in an attempt to resolve our conflicts.  It was the worst visit of all.  Wren and her husband Nick yelled at me and Emma barely spoke two words to me.  It hurts so much we are not close anymore.”

Tears rolled down Louise’s face.  She left and Ginny returned.  She felt so much shame as she brushed the tears away with her hand.  She apologized profusely, “I am so sorry.  I don’t know what came over me.  The words just tumbled out of my mouth.  I couldn’t stop them.”

Amber softly said, “It’s okay.  You needed to talk to someone.  I understand.  I am so sorry you are in so much pain.  I can tell you love your daughters very much, and I am sure they feel your love deep down.  It seems like all of you have felt abandoned by each other.  Don’t worry—it will all work out.  Your daughters will come around.  They still love you.”

Amber’s soothing words comforted Ginny’s heart and lifted her spirit.  She smiled, “It is so easy to talk to you.  I wish I could talk this way with my daughters.”

Amber laughed, “It’s always easier to talk to people outside your family—there is no past.”

Ginny smiled, “You’re right.”  She paused, changed the subject and asked, “So how have you been?”

Amber’s brown eyes twinkled and she said with a grin, “Great—I just returned from visiting my family in Connecticut.  I had a terrific time.  I feel like my life is changing for the best.  I am moving forward.  I am open to what life has for me in the way of a new job and home.”

Ginny replied, “Sounds wonderful.”

Amber sighed, “Of course my life wasn’t always easy, but I worked hard and changed my old thoughts.”  Amber broke into a huge smile and opened her arms, “Now, I’m ready for anything.”

Ginny took a sip of her tea and set it down on the table, “You have much more wisdom than I did at your age.  As you can see, I am still working on a lot of issues at the age of 53.”

Amber laughed, “You don’t look that old.”

Ginny smiled, “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Time flew by and their conversation ebbed down into a comfortable silence.  Amber stood up, “I guess I better be going.  Why don’t we exchange phone numbers?  If you ever need anything, I would be glad to help.”

“That’s a great idea.”  They exchanged numbers and hugs and Amber walked away.

Ginny opened her eyes.  Shadows danced across the page.  Tears trickled down her face.  She closed her eyes again and remembered Amber’s words, “Don’t worry—it will all work out.  Your daughters will come around.  They still love you.”  

Ginny cried as she connected to Amber’s spirit, “You were right Amber.  My daughters sent me gifts and contacted me on my birthday, August 27—two days before they found you.  My heart hurts right now thinking of you.  I felt so close talking with you that night at New Frontiers.  I have done many drawings of people committing suicide.  You are the first one I personally know.  Today is Wren’s 29th birthday.  I bought and sent her a turquoise ribbon necklace and earrings.  I just finished talking to her on the phone.  I always do drawings of my daughters’ birthdays every year.  It helps me remember who they truly are in their hearts.  My gift to you today Amber is to draw Wren’s picture reflecting the essence of her true self and I share her love with you.  May her love help you find peace and healing.  Thank you, Amber for being in my life and sharing your heart with me.  I love you.”

Ginny’s eyes opened as she took a deep breath and connected to Wren’s higher self.  She picked up a red piece of chalk and allowed a masterpiece to flow through reflecting our daughter’s love.  A huge red heart filled the page.  Turquoise ribbons danced around the border with blue and purple hearts.  When she finished, Ginny wrapped Wren’s picture in white tissue and laid it on the table.  

She placed a blank piece of paper on the easel.  She whispered, “I ask to connect to Amber’s higher self through Christ and the Positive Voice and allow a masterpiece to flow through reflecting her feelings at the time of her death.”

Instantly, Ginny felt the presence of Amber’s spirit.  Ginny reached into the box of pastels and pulled out a black stick of chalk.  She drew an outline on the shadows creating round curves and jagged edges on the paper.  Colors of yellow, blue, orange, pink and turquoise burst out and filled in the shapes.  Burnt sienna, the color of Sedona’s red rocks, was added for the background.  Ginny gazed at the picture.  Tears rolled down her cheeks.  She felt Amber’s struggle yet a sense of peace in the end.
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Ginny’s body tingled from head to toe as she finished the poem titled, “Surrender to the Earth.”  She took a deep breath, “That’s enough for today.  I need to let these feelings process through me.  Tomorrow I will do another picture reflecting Amber’s healing.”

That night she camped on Forest Road 89B and cried, feeling Amber’s pain as well as her own.  Ginny closed her eyes and recalled one of the many times she felt suicidal when she was in therapy in Tennessee:  

One bleak winter’s day Ginny woke up in tears as her heart throbbed with grieving pain.  She groaned, “Here I am only 34 and life has no meaning for me.  I am so lonely.  I can’t go on like this.  I am of no value to myself or my children.”  She thought of the highest peak in the Great Smoky Mountains National Park, Clingman’s Dome.  She envisioned throwing herself off the cliff and spiraling to her death.  She grimaced, “No one will miss me.”  She climbed out of bed, changed and drove to the entrance of the trailhead.  Dismay filled her when she discovered the road closed due to snow.  She headed toward another trailhead she had never hiked before called the Chimneys.  She climbed to the top of a flat ledge and looked over a precipitous drop to the bottom.  People gathered at the top.  One man commented, “If someone wanted to kill themselves this place would do it.”  Tina emerged, moved far away from the ledge and wrapped her arms around Ginny.  Tina whispered, “You’re not going anywhere my friend—not today.”

Ginny opened her eyes and burst into tears.  Pain shot through her heart.  At that moment she heard Amber’s spirit’s voice, “You are not alone sister.  I am here.”  Ginny cried even harder as she felt comforted by Amber’s presence.  She fell to sleep committed to loving and forgiving herself.

The next morning, she continued to feel Amber’s loving presence.  With a light heart, Ginny returned to the creek and drew another picture.  She picked up a red piece of chalk and drew an outline of a heart in the center of the page enclosed in a diamond.  She filled the heart with magenta and the diamond in indigo.  Flames of orange danced around clouds of yellow in a turquoise sky.  She finished with a touch of lime green.  She sat back and breathed in the brilliant peaceful colors.  She felt a deep connection to both Wren and Amber.  She wrote a poem titled, “Amber Waves.”
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On Friday, September 13, Ginny drove to the Amitabha Stupa.  She climbed out of her car and held the pictures and poems in her hand.  Many people had formed a line outside on a path leading to the stupa.  Ginny stepped into the line behind a young man.  She closed her eyes and remembered her first visit to the stupa in 2010:  

A friend, Dan, invited her.  She innocently asked, “What’s a stupa?”

He smiled, “Stupas are considered to be the embodiment of all the Buddha’s wisdom and compassion in the world.  They are beacons of compassion that multiply and broadcast the power of prayer.  This Stupa contains millions of prayers as well as holy texts and sacred objects all of which have been fully consecrated.”

They sat on white chairs under an awning among the pinyon and juniper pines.  Ginny gazed in awe at the 36-foot stupa surrounded by Sedona’s red rocks and Thunder Mountain.  A sense of deep peace filled her heart.

Ginny opened her eyes to the sound of White Dove’s soft voice, “Hello, dear sister Marita.  I would like you to meet Lynn, Amber’s mother.”  Lynn smiled gently and Ginny returned the smile.  White Dove added, “Now, if you both will excuse me, I need to prepare for the ceremony.”  White Dove bowed her head and left.

Ginny turned toward Lynn, “It is nice to meet you.  White Dove asked me to create pictures and poems of Amber’s spirit.  I would like your permission to share the pictures and recite the poems.”

Lynn looked at the pictures and read the poems, “They are so beautiful.  How thoughtful of you.  Yes, it would be wonderful if you share them at Amber’s ceremony.  Thank you.”

Ginny smiled and bowed her head, “You are welcome.  It will be my honor.  Thank you.”

Ginny walked up the path to the entrance of the stupa.  White Dove, dressed in white, greeted her with a smile.  She held a feather and a pot of smoking sage.  Ginny stood still as White Dove walked around and smudged her with the feather.  Ginny entered the stupa and found a place in the circle as she held Amber’s pictures and poems in her hand.  White Dove stepped into the center, “Welcome everyone.  Today we are celebrating the life of our dear beloved sister Amber.  Everyone is welcome to share their story.”

White Dove began with her personal story of Amber bringing tears and laughter to the gathering.  One by one family and friends shared their stories.  Ginny stood in awe as she listened to each heart-felt story.  She felt peace, joy and compassion from everyone who spoke.  Soon it was Ginny’s turn.  She stepped out from the circle and held up the first picture titled, “Surrender to the Earth.”  She cleared her throat and read the poem:

I surrender to the earth.  I give a new birth by letting go forgiving myself going with the flow.

Was it really suicide at all or did I just really fall?

Yes, I wanted to jump and then I tripped instead, bumped my head and down I went.  My life spent.  

Broken was I.  I started to fly away from the pain.

I watched below seeing my karmic flow.  

Where else am I to go?  How will you know if I return? 

Is it my time to ascend into vapors of crystal light

shining bright pouring down into your heart for I choose to always be a part of this human race seeing it through grace.  

Weep no more for me.  I am finally free.  Light is all I see.  

I love you all—my family and friends.  

It is now time to begin this day for which there is no end—for it is presence and we are all its essence.

Ginny paused as she felt Amber’s spirit touch each person.  Shivers traveled down Ginny’s spine as she held up Amber’s second picture titled, “Amber Waves.”  Ginny smiled as she recited the poem: 

Amber waves and Amber cries grieving for the many lies she told herself for many years

drowning in her pool of tears.  

She took her life on the date of my birth reflecting my own past of self-destructive lies. 

I held her last night in my dreams

listening to her many screams.  

We vowed we would share to others now how much we care by being true to ourselves—no more lies.

Now here’s the surprise.

Amber waves high above the skies so blue.

Her heart wide open so pure and true.

You’ll see her smiling as you go about your day

in the most playful way.

You’ll see Amber waving in a crowd.  

Hear her laughter—it will be so loud

for she has found her place wrapped in the arms of grace.

Amber waves for me and you.

That’s all she was ever meant to do.

Ginny glanced around the circle.  Faces glistened with tears.  An incredible sense of peace filled her up as the presence of Amber’s gentle spirit entered her heart.  She sighed and thought, “This is the most beautiful memorial I have ever witnessed.”  

The ceremony ended with a touch of humor as White Dove’s pants fell down; she laughed as she gracefully pulled them up.  The owners of Java Love invited everyone to continue the celebration at their coffee shop; they explained that Amber used to watch their children.  The next morning, Ginny woke up with so much peace; feeling once again Amber’s presence of love.  

Soon after Amber’s ceremony, Ginny created a drawing and poem for one of the children Amber watched, reflecting her sadness over losing her friend.

Stardust

Stardust falling from the sky—a young child’s sigh.

Missing a friend, she begins to cry, 

“Where did she go?”  I miss her so.  

She looks into the sky watching a bird fly by.

She smiles as she hears the bird sing to her:  

“Look up in the sky and you will see stardust falling down lighting up the ground.  Your friend is now all around dancing everywhere as she sprinkles stardust in the air.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Bitter Sweet

Seven months later, the day after Easter, Ginny strolled down the street in Old Town Cottonwood.  She stopped at a dress shop.  Outside the shop, a sale rack displayed shirts and pants.  A friend, Laura, sat on a blue chair next to the rack.  She smiled, “You need to buy those leggings.  They look like your art.”  

The leggings had colors of red, yellow, green, neon green, blue and two shades of pink in swirls of shapes.  Ginny mused, “Yes, she is right.  Those are all the colors I use in my paintings.”  Then she shook her head, “No, I can’t wear them.  They’re much too loud.”  

She heard a voice inside, “Try them on.”

Reluctantly, she picked up the leggings, entered the store and walked into the dressing room.  She slipped the pants on, looked in the mirror and laughed, “I feel as if I just stepped into one of my pictures.”  She changed back into her pants, stepped out of the dressing room and bought the leggings.  She knew at that moment she would never go back to how she used to dress.

Two days later Ginny drove to Bruce’s Coffee Shack in the morning.  She set up her art easel and placed a blank piece of paper on the stand.  She wondered, “Who will I draw today?”  Just then, her phone rang.  She answered, “Hello.”

A muffled voice whispered, “Hey Marita.  This is Jane.”  Her voice broke, “I have some tragic news—our friend, Lorna committed suicide this past Monday.  She was found dead in the desert with multiple gunshot wounds to her head.”

Ginny’s mouth dropped open from shock and exclaimed, “Oh my God!  Why—especially this time of year—she was so devoted to Christ?”  

Jane agreed, “Yes, I know.  She must have been in so much pain that she didn’t realize what she was doing.  I wish she had called me.  I was her friend.”

Ginny consoled her, “I am so sorry.”

Jane sighed, “Her service is this Saturday, April 26 at the Newfound Christian Church at two o’clock.  I really want to attend, but I am in South Dakota.  I can’t leave because I am taking care of my mother.”  She paused and asked, “Can you go to the service for me?”

Ginny hesitated, “Uh, sure.  I haven’t had time to think about going yet, but I will attend the funeral for you.”

“Oh, thank you.  Please call me after the service and tell me all about it.  Everyone at the church must be devastated.  Lorna did so much for them from facilitating the Celebrate Recovery program to anything and everything they needed.  They were her family.”

Ginny replied, “Yes, I will call you after the service is over.”

“Thank you.  Well, I need to go.  Angels all around you.  Bye.”

“You are welcome.  Bye.”  Ginny hung up the phone.  She stared at the blank page and breathed in deeply.  She closed her eyes and silently prayed, “I ask to connect to Lorna’s higher self through Christ and the Positive Voice and allow a masterpiece to flow through reflecting Lorna’s pain and suffering.”  

Ginny opened her eyes and pulled out a black stick from the box.  She drew jagged lines and rectangular shapes, crosses and thorns.  Sadness stirred in her heart as colors of black, grey, purple, green, yellow and blood red leaped out and covered the page.  She picked up a black stick of chalk.  Words scrawled across the page.  Ginny slowly read each word, “Help me Jesus.  I give up.  Bang.  I’m dead.”

Ginny then drew a stick figure in the bottom corner.  She prayed for Lorna to find peace as she highlighted the picture with colors of white, silver and gold.
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Suddenly, as if out of nowhere a young child with delicate features of a butterfly stood next to Ginny’s shoulder.  She stared at the picture.  Locks of soft brown curls framed her heart-shaped face.  She whispered, “Oh, it is so beautiful.”  She turned to a woman and spoke in a voice that sounded older than her young age, “Mommy, isn’t this picture beautiful?”

Her mother smiled, “Yes, Mika, it is.”

Ginny recognized the voice, “Oh, hi Noel.  I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Seems to me you were pretty focused on your drawing.  The colors are turbulent with a lot of depth.  I feel so much pain.”

Ginny nodded her head and with a blank face stated, “Yes, my friend, Lorna, just killed herself this past Monday.  The picture reflects her feelings.”

Mika continued to gaze into the picture.  Ginny felt a strong bond between Mika and Lorna’s picture.  Ginny asked, “Would you like to have this picture?”

She smiled, “Yes.”  She turned to Noel, “Can I have the picture, Mommy?”

“Of course you can.”  Noel turned toward Ginny, “Thank you.”

“No, thank you.  I think it is wonderful for Mika to have this picture.  I feel so much love from her.  I believe her love will bring healing to Lorna.”  Ginny paused and asked, “I never heard the name Mika before.  What does it mean?”

“It means Lord or gift from God.”

Shivers ran down Ginny’s back as tears welled up in her eyes.  She whispered, “Lorna was a devout Christian.”

Noel nodded with understanding, “Mika is a very old soul in a young child’s body.  She will take good care of your friend, Lorna.”

Ginny stood up and snapped a picture of the drawing.  She wrapped the picture in tissue and handed it to Mika.  Her deep blue eyes sparkled with rays of light and pierced into Ginny’s brown eyes.   Ginny’s body tingled all over.  Mika’s voice sang like a crystal bowl, “Thank you for the lovely drawing.”

Ginny knelt down and hugged Mika.  Instantly Ginny felt an incredible sense of unconditional love.  She choked back tears, “You are most welcome.  Thank you for being the angel you are.”

Mika smiled and nodded her head in agreement, “Mommy tells me that all the time.”  

Ginny stood up and grinned at Noel.  They hugged each other and said their goodbyes.  Ginny returned to the table and took her easel down.  A sense of peace filled her heart where the emptiness had been.  

On the day of Lorna’s service, Ginny woke up in her car in the National Forest and wondered what she should wear. 

She heard the same voice she heard while at the dress shop in Cottonwood five days before, “Wear the bright colored leggings you just bought.”

Surprised, Ginny asked, “Really—to a funeral?”

“Why not—after all it is a celebration of life.”

Goosebumps pricked Ginny’s skin on her forearms.  She asked, “Lorna, is that you?”

“Yes, it was my voice you heard at the dress shop when I told you to try on the leggings.  Aren’t they cool?  You look great in them.”

Ginny shook her head, “Uh, I guess.  I don’t usually hear spirits unless I am drawing.”  

“Well, I am glad you heard me.  Just wanted you to know I plan to attend the funeral.  Don’t be surprised if I sit next to you.”

Ginny felt dazed and confused.  She shook her head, started the engine and drove to the spa for a quick shower.  When she was done, she opened the locker, grabbed her clothes and dressed.  She stood in front of the mirror and stared at the leggings.  She gasped, “I can’t wear these to a funeral.  They are way too bright.”  She pulled out a long black skirt from her bag and slipped it over the leggings.

Lorna smiled, “You look beautiful.”

Ginny asked, “Are you sure it is not disrespectful to wear these leggings?”

Lorna laughed, “Yes, I am sure.  Jesus won’t mind.”

Ginny left the spa and drove to the Newfound Christian Church.  She stepped into the church and walked down the aisle.  She sat down on a pew in the back row.  She gazed at a large screen in the front of the chapel.  A picture of Lorna flashed across the screen.  Ginny noticed dark circles around her eyes and gaunt skin.  Suddenly relief flowed through Ginny as she justified Lorna killing herself, “I have a feeling she was dying of cancer—I am sure of it.  She didn’t want anyone, including herself, to suffer.”

A short plump woman with blond hair and a short skirt stepped up to the podium.  She cleared her throat.  She spoke in a raspy tone, “I was Lorna’s best friend.”  She choked, cleared her throat again, “Lorna was a tough woman who had been through a lot.  We had many ‘get-to-know Jesus’ conversations through the nights.  She helped me get back on my feet when I had given up hope.  I am angry with Lorna today because she took her life.  I feel deserted and betrayed by her.  I can’t help how I feel and I don’t know what else to say.”  She slowly walked away and sat down on the pew in the front row.

A dark silence fell in the air.  Ginny shivered.  Tears welled up inside her.  She wiped away one escaped tear.  She chose to keep her emotions in check.  Her eyes scanned the area.  The pastor and his wife stood in the back of the church.  One by one members of Lorna’s family marched up and expressed their feelings of sadness or anger toward Lorna.  Her son walked up to the podium, broke down in tears and crumpled to the floor.  Two ushers helped him back to his seat.  Ginny waited and expected the pastor to walk up and say something.  He remained in the back of the church with his wife.  Sadness filled Ginny’s heart.  She looked down at her bright colorful leggings and black skirt.  She remarked to herself, “This service is as complete a contrast to Amber’s ceremony I attended in September as my colorful leggings are to my black skirt.”  

When the service ended, Ginny walked over to the pastor and his wife to give them her condolences.  Before she could speak, the pastor’s wife looked her up and down with suspicion and retorted, “Why are you here?”

Taken aback by her sharp tongue, Ginny stuttered, “I, I was her friend.”  The pastor and his wife looked away.  Ginny felt hurt and thought, “Don’t they remember me?  I saw them in their church office on this very date two years ago.  I bared my soul for two hours talking about my sexual abuse I received from Catholic priests and my father.”  Ginny then realized she was more upset about how they treated Lorna. Ginny wanted to shout, “What did she do to you?  Surely you knew she was in pain or she would not have killed herself.”  Ginny took a deep breath and remained silent knowing her words would not reach their ears or hearts even if she spoke them aloud.  She looked at the pastor and his wife—they stood as still as statues.  Crushed in spirit, Ginny turned around and ran out of the church.  She jumped into her car.  She dropped her forehead on the steering wheel and sobbed uncontrollably, “I got to get out of here now.”  She started the car and drove seven miles outside of town to a trailhead parking lot.  She turned the car off and stared into the mountains in front of her.  Tears streamed down her face.  She recalled the first time she met Lorna.  She remembered it like it was just last night:

One late-February evening Ginny pulled into the parking lot of the Newfound Christian Church.  She climbed out of the car and opened the back door of the church.  She stepped into a large dining room filled with tables and chairs.  She heard a loud noise in the kitchen and jumped.  A woman with strawberry blond hair walked out of the kitchen and approached her, “Hi, can I help you?”

Ginny asked, “Are you Lorna?”

“Yes I am.”

“My name is Marita.  Your friend, Elaine from the Grace Episcopal Church in West Sedona suggested I come here for the Celebrate Recovery meeting.”

Lorna smiled, “You are an hour early.  It doesn’t start until six thirty.  I need help setting the table.  Make yourself useful and carry these plates to the table, please.”

Ginny immediately dropped her purse on a chair, took the plates from Lorna and placed them around the table.  Lorna chatted while they set the table, “I love getting to know my new students of the course.  Do you know what Celebrate Recovery is?”

Ginny shook her head, “Not really.  I thought by the word ‘celebrate’ that it was about celebrating an accomplishment in life.  I just broke up with a man who was addicted to drugs and was controlling.  I thought it would be a good place to celebrate.”

Lorna smiled, “It is and so much more.  Celebrate Recovery is a Christ-centered 12 step recovery program for anyone struggling with hurt, pain or addiction of any kind.  It is a safe place where a person can find community and freedom from the issues that are controlling one’s life.”  Lorna paused, her eyes sparkled with tears, “And let me tell you it works.  I was addicted to hard drugs and did about every vice you can think of.  I went to Alcoholic Anonymous and it worked temporarily.  Then Jesus brought Pastor Tom of Newfound Christian Church into my life.  He suggested I participate in the Celebrate Recovery program.  I was at my rope’s end so I surrendered to Jesus.  I stopped using drugs and alcohol again.  I felt so grateful to Pastor Tom, I wanted to share with others what Celebrate Recovery did for me.  I attended classes to start and facilitate a program here in this church.”  She paused, looked Ginny squarely in the eyes, and asked, “Has Jesus saved you?”

Ginny hesitated, “Yes, but I don’t go to church anymore.  I believe in Jesus, but not the way Christians do.”

Lorna laughed, “And how might that be?  I know the kind of Christians you mean.  Well, this ain’t the Bible Belt.  Everyone is welcome here.  We have a hip, long-haired pastor with ponytail and all.  His wife is real nice too.”

Ginny heaved a sigh of relief.  She felt no judgment from Lorna as she had in the past when someone asked her if Jesus saved her.

Lorna looked deep into Ginny’s eyes, “Elaine told me you live out of your car.  I have been there before.  Do you live that way by choice?”

Ginny smiled, “Yes I do.”  She laughed, “I can’t count the times people have asked me what you just did.  Usually I don’t bother explaining myself.  I want to tell you why I live this way.  Do you really want to know?”

Lorna nodded her head, “Of course—I wouldn’t have asked you if I didn’t want to know.  I care about you.”

Ginny’s eyes lowered to the floor and then looked up into Lorna’s eyes, “My father sodomized me at the age of three in his bed; I was raped by priests when I was six; my brother-in-law, Dylan, raped me when I was 15 and my ex-husband raped me on Father’s Day.  I don’t like sleeping in beds.  Two years ago, God guided me to the desert to camp outside in a tent.  And do you know what?”

Lorna shook her head, “No, what?”

“For the first time in my life I felt safe at night sleeping in a tent or my car.  I wake up each morning feeling grateful and loved.  I don’t understand why people think they know what is best for me.  They don’t know what I have been through or what I need.”

Lorna choked back tears, “I am so sorry all that happened to you.  I understand now why you live the way you do.  I know several men who suffer from PTSD and they choose to live outdoors as well.  I never really got it until now.”  Lorna implored, “Please know this place is safe.  Anytime you need to talk about anything, let me know.  And if you ever need a place to stay inside, my door is always open for you, okay?”

Ginny whispered, “Thank you.  It’s hard talking about my past sometimes.  I just want to forget it ever happened.”

Lorna walked over to Ginny and asked, “Can I give you a hug?”

Ginny nodded her head yes and they embraced.  Instantly, Ginny felt a deep heart connection to Lorna.  

Suddenly a black raven swooped past the window.  Its gurgling croak startled Ginny.  She heard Lorna’s voice, “I’m here.  Let go of your grief and everyone else’s grief you picked up at the service.  I was there—I sat right next to you.  I am surprised you couldn’t feel my presence.”

Ginny gasped, “Your service—I am so sorry—it was awful.  I did not feel love or compassion for you from anyone.  I could only feel their hate and anger.”

“It’s not their fault.  I betrayed them.  I returned to drinking and using drugs.  They didn’t know what to do.  I left the church.  I moved to Prescott and got a job as a hospice nurse.”  She laughed, “It was perfect for me since I planned to take my own life.  I know you thought I had cancer because I looked so sick in the picture you saw today.  I know you want to believe that’s why I killed myself, but it’s not true.  I took my life because I was tired.  I gave up.  I could not pull myself out of the depression that consumed me.  I didn’t hear Jesus anymore.  I know you are angry with me as well.  You trusted me.  You believed in me and you believed in this church.  I let you down too.  I don’t deserve to be honored—you need to know that.”  

Ginny pulled tissues out of a box and blew her nose.  Tears of grief spilled out of her like a roaring river.  Lorna continued, “You drew my picture anyway.  You felt my pain but not your own grief.  It’s your time now and I am here for you.  I love you, Marita.  Let’s cry together, okay?  Keep doing your art—it helps as well as your poems.”  She paused, “You didn’t write my poem yet.”

“I know—I was too afraid.  The picture was so dark.  It scared me.”

“I would love for you to write a poem to send me off to heaven.”

Ginny sniffed and blew her nose again.  She pulled out a piece of paper and pen and wrote a poem.  When she finished, she read it aloud:

Bitter Sweet

It’s bitter sweet to once again greet you in this way.

I am glad you took the time to pray

helping me reach the light ending my plight

with guilt and shame.  There is no one to blame,

not even me.  Now I clearly see

God is grace and now there is no trace

of anything but love.

I join the angels as we sing from above.

Live each day to its fullest.

Dance as you never have before.

Open the door to your heart so you can take part

in this beautiful earth celebrating her rebirth.

Ginny laid the poem on her lap.  Lorna whispered, “Thank you.  I can leave now.  I love you.”

Ginny wiped her eyes with a tissue.  She stepped out of the car and gazed in awe at the horizon.  Clouds rolled over the mountains and the wind picked up.  A majestic eagle soared overhead.  She felt Lorna’s spirit leave.  She whispered, “Goodbye Lorna.  I love you.”
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CHAPTER 3
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A Star Is Born

One month later on the evening of May 23, Ginny sat in the steam room at the spa.  Her thoughts drifted back to a day in October—Wren called Ginny and announced, “You’re going to be a grandma.  I’m due in early June.”  

Wren’s news thrilled Ginny.  In the beginning of Wren’s pregnancy, she talked to Ginny every week.  She felt the strained relationship with Wren was on the mend.  As the months passed, the weekly phone calls became monthly.  Ginny wondered, “Her baby is due soon.  I hope Wren and the baby are okay.”

Suddenly Ginny doubled over—her stomach wrenched with pain.  She felt connected to Wren and sensed she was in labor.  Tears streamed down Ginny’s face.  She felt Wren’s fear.  Ginny whispered, “It’s okay, Wren.  I am with you now.”

A few minutes passed and Ginny’s pain subsided.  She stepped out of the steam room, showered, dressed and drove to a dispersed camping site on Forest Road 525.  She drifted off to sleep in her car under star-studded skies.  The next morning at 5:00 a.m., Ginny woke up to the phone ringing.  She answered, “Hello.”

“Hi Mom, it’s Wren.  I just went into labor.  You were at the top of my list to call.  I’m headed to the hospital now.”  

Ginny exclaimed, “Oh thank you.  I appreciate that.”

“Well, I need to let you go.  I’ll talk to you later.  Bye.  I love you.”

“I love you too.  Bye.”  Ginny hung up the phone.  She leaned back against the seat of the car.  She sighed, “My baby girl is having her first baby.”  Tears rolled down her cheeks.  Excitement and joy filled Ginny’s heart.  Just then, the phone rang.  Ginny answered, “Hello.”

“Hi, Marita, it’s Regina.  Wren went into labor and is going to the hospital.”

“I know—she just called me.”

“I am taking the first flight to Knoxville.  I can pay for a plane ticket to Knoxville for you if you would like.  I am sure Wren would want you there.”

Ginny paused.  Louise jumped out.  Thoughts ran through her mind, “Yes, we can go see Wren.”  

Just before Louise could speak, Ginny returned.  She heard our inner voice, “You need to stay in Sedona and draw Wren’s picture.”

Ginny did not hesitate to follow the message.  She responded, “Thank you, Regina, for the offer, but I feel it would be better to stay here.”

Regina retorted, “I don’t understand why you think that, but I won’t argue with you.  If you change your mind, let me know.  Well, I need to catch a plane.  Bye.”

“Bye.”

Louise screamed silently, “Damn you Ginny.  You make me sick.  Wren will be more upset at you now.  I know she would want us there.”

Tina came out and brushed her fire-red-engine hair away from her face.  She spoke softly, “Easy Louise.  You know Ginny can’t hear either one of us anymore.  You know why she said no and it is not just because our inner voice told her to stay.”

Louise retorted, “I know.  It is because there still is a strained relationship between her and Wren.  But I believe deep down in Wren’s heart she loves us and it is going to hurt her more because we are not there.”

“You are probably right, but I believe our inner voice has the best interests for everyone.  We just can’t see it yet.”

“Yeah, right.  That’s not what I believe, but it is clear I have no say in this matter.  I hate being an alter in this family.  It’s no better than our outside family.  I always feel invisible.”

Tina sighed, “I understand Louise and I’m sorry.  This doesn’t mean we can’t visit Wren and the baby.  We will see both of them—just not today.”

Louise relaxed, “Okay, I feel better now, but I’m still angry with Ginny.  I don’t like being around Regina, but I would have tolerated her just to be with Wren.”

“I know.  We will see Wren and the baby soon.  I am sure of that.”

Louise and Tina left.  Ginny returned and shook her head, “Man, I feel so dizzy and spacey all of a sudden.”  She threw some clothes on and drove to the spa. She soaked in the hot tub and relaxed in the sauna and steam room.  After two hours, she left the spa and headed to Whiskers Barkery, a local store that sold toys and treats for cats and dogs in Uptown Sedona.  Peggy, the owner asked Ginny a week before to do her art outside the shop.  She told Ginny, “It’s Memorial Day weekend.  I imagine this place will be packed with tourists coming down Oak Creek Canyon into Uptown.  Slide Rock State Park is one of the busiest places this time of year.  I bet you will get a lot of business.”

Ginny turned into the Municipal Parking Lot two blocks away from Whiskers Barkery.  She grabbed her art supplies and easel from the trunk and walked to the store.  Peggy stood outside her store and placed a large A-frame sign on the ground that read “Whiskers Barkery.”  Ginny grinned and thought, “The sign is almost as tall as Peggy.”  Peggy was a plump woman with rosy cheeks who wore her long black hair wrapped into a bun.  

Peggy looked up just as Ginny arrived at the store.  Peggy grinned and her brown eyes twinkled, “Glad to see you Marita.”  She glanced up 89A, the road that led to the canyon, and shook her head, “I hate to tell you this, but I don’t think we’re going to get much business with the fire up at Slide Rock.”

Before Ginny could speak, Peggy grinned and her rosy cheeks grew rosier, “You look so different.  You are glowing.  What’s up?”

Ginny smiled from ear to ear, “Wren is in the hospital having her baby.  She told me I was on the top of her list to call.”

Peggy clapped her hands and grinned, “Well, congratulations, Marita.  I’m so glad Wren called you.  It sounds like your relationship with her is getting better.”

Ginny hesitated, “I don’t know about that.  We still don’t talk much, but I am glad she called me and I was on the top of her list.”  Ginny paused, “My sister, Regina, offered to buy me a plane ticket to Knoxville.”  She sighed, “My inner voice said it was best to stay in Sedona and draw a picture of Wren and the baby.”

Peggy smiled, “I’m glad you are here.”  She shook her head,   “That may be the only picture you will be doing with the raging fire burning up the canyon.  I don’t expect we’ll be getting much business.  I’m still upset that it was caused by a human.”

Ginny agreed, “I know—that’s terrible.  I heard the fire is only 5% contained.”

Peggy let out a deep sigh, “Man, I was counting on this Memorial Day weekend to bring me out of the slump I’ve been having.  It sure won’t be this weekend.”  Peggy sighed again, turned around and walked inside the store.
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