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“Laura Formentini has written a lovely book of life lessons through stories, poems, and vignettes of insight and wisdom and revelation. The ultimate result is reinventing life through conscious awareness of life’s daily miracles of healing transformation and liberation. I highly recommend it.”

–Deepak Chopra

“Turning the pain that grief leaves behind into a piece of beauty that lifts up others, Laura Formentini shares the life lessons that loving and losing her son has taught her in Twentyone Olive Trees. These tender and touching fables offer a message of hope to the grieving - that love never dies.”

–Lindsey M. Henke, MSW, 
LICSW Founder of Pregnancy After Loss Support

“Twentyone Olive Trees by Laura Formentini truly captured my heart. As a mom who has battled grief with the loss of my own son, I found Laura’s poems to bring comfort and understanding - and her stories to bring a sense of calmness and connection. Fiction stories are such a wonderful way to offer healing - bringing the reader on a journey to safely feel emotions and offer growth along the way. Twentyone Olive Trees gives you this experience in such a beautiful way. I highly recommend!”

–Lindsay Gibson, Author of Just Be: How My Stillborn Son Taught Me to Surrender

“Inspiring and transformational……Twentyone Olive Trees illustrates the emotional journey of a mother’s heart from deep grief to soulful healing offering a powerful and insightful perspective of mindfulness and new beginnings. Experiencing the loss of a child at any age, forever alters a parent’s life. Beautifully and creatively illustrated and written, Laura’s fables and poems entwine unique heartfelt lessons of love and reflective truths providing hope when it seems all is lost. A must read for grieving hearts….”

–Daphne Bach Greer, Author of Barely Breathing: Ten Secrets to Surviving Loss of Your Child and blogger at The Sweeter Side of Grief.

“Truly, Twentyone Olive Trees is a beautiful expression of a mother’s aching love and will resonate with those who have experienced grief.”

–Mea Smith, Grief Like a River: Poems and Illustrations

“This is not your average book on grief and loss. Filled with hope and encouragement, Laura’s beautiful fables, poems, and letters to her son, accompanied by absolutely gorgeous full color illustrations, left me feeling encouraged and uplifted. There are so many books that are instructional in nature, or recounts of personal events, or even advice on what to do through your grief, but this is nothing like that. It’s an intriguing and uplifting book. I highly recommend it to anyone who is searching to heal after the loss of a child or loved one.”

–Alexa Bigwarfe, author, Sunshine After the Storm: A Survival Guide for the Grieving Mother.

“Twentyone Olive Trees is a tender invitation to fully embrace life and it’s mysteries. Through fables and personal reflection, Laura Formentini integrates grief with unfaltering love. Amidst longing for her son, Laura gently reminds us we are always in connection to those we love and even through loss we are capable of growth.”

–Amie Lands, author of Navigating the Unknown & Perfectly Imperfect Family

“The thread that runs through Twentyone Olive Trees is her eternal love for her son. As a grief counselor to parents who lose babies, I have witnessed countless times how the pain of the loss continues to transform over time and how much solace parents find when they eventually create an ‘intuitive bridge’ between themselves and their child, as the author did. The poignant poems beautifully express the varied experiences of bereaved parents, and the beautifully illustrated fables will teach children and adults alike important lessons in coping with grief and moving toward hope, acceptance and growth. The author’s wish to ‘lift up as many people as possible’ will most certainly be realized as they use their own inner wisdom and imagination to connect with their child after death.”

–Pascale Vermont, PhD, author of Surviving the Unimaginable: Stories of Coping with Pregnancy and Infancy Loss
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I celebrate myself, and sing myself,

And what I assume you shall assume,

For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you



Walt Whitman

“Song of Myself,” Leaves of Grass
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INTRODUCTION

Why this Book?

Because a soul mate connection never dies

This book, Twentyone Olive Trees: A Mother’s Walk through the Grief of Suicide to Hope and Healing, is my personal journey of transformation following my son Blaise’s suicide. The book traces my path from grief to understanding and healing, shown through a collection of twenty-one letters and poems I wrote to Blaise in the year after his untimely death. Before each of the letters, is a fable narrative I wrote. The morals of each story reflect the wisdom Blaise and I gained during the years we spent living and traveling together. The fables take a playful, childlike, and intimate look at coping with loss and embracing acceptance that I hope will intrigue, inspire, give hope, and offer ways for readers to transform their own personal loss and pain into something beautiful. The title takes its name from the twenty-one olive trees, one for each year of Blaise’s life, that I will plant at a healing center I am currently creating in his honor. The olive tree is a symbol that reflects all the things about him, including peace, wisdom, immortality and regeneration.

My son Blaise was my soul mate and my partner in crime on many adventures. We lived together on two different continents and traveled seemingly everywhere around the world together, often to remote areas like Lapland in the northernmost region of Finland or the pyramids of Egypt. All the while, we had amazing and profound conversations about concepts like wisdom and folly, ate the craziest foods like scorpions on a stick in Cambodia, encouraged each other when we were afraid, and had as many moments of laughter and eccentricity as we did of confrontation. He was an incredibly sweet, generous, and ultra-sensitive soul. We had even planned to work together in the nonprofit field. I, as a philanthropist, would fundraise and tell stories through the documentaries he would create as a director. Because of our profound connection, it seemed like we’d both found our passions and shared the same enthusiasm for them.

However, Blaise was also an empath. Empaths are known for absorbing energy from people and places, the good and the bad, and to not be able to distinguish where their own emotions end and the other person’s begin. His highly sensitive soul couldn’t handle the harshness of the world in which he lived. Unfortunately, because of these pressures and a drug addiction that I didn’t recognize, Blaise decided to take his own life. He left before realizing that his empathy was a gift. Empathy can heal. Empathy can bring about the changes that our society is so strongly in need of.

I have never, ever experienced the same amazing bond that I had with Blaise with anyone else in my life. In fact, the bond between Blaise and I has grown stronger, thanks to the great flow of energy that I feel still exists between us. Our soul mate relationship continues to this day, as he acts as my muse to bring healing transformation into the world.

Breathing New Life into the Transformation

Experiencing the loss of a dear loved one transforms what you thought their life was about. Even though their life can never be restored, it is in your power to create lasting change in their honor and breathe new life into their memory. Even the simple act of planting one tree can make a difference––and one day, a person may sit in the shade of that tree, thanks to your choosing not to give into your pain. It is my experience that transforming my pain in this positive way brought me back “home” in a spiritual sense.

Everything in nature transforms. We all belong to that constant natural process of change, including birth, death, and rebirth. Doesn’t the butterfly leave its chrysalis to take to the air on its new wings? Doesn’t the barred owl roost in its majestic nest, only to leave it after nesting season is over? Doesn’t transformation always include a next phase?

We all transform, eventually. We all do. No one gets out of life alive. This wisdom became clear to me after a few months of painful, unbearable grieving, filled with wild mood swings––up and down, and then back up, sideways, and back down again. And all of that began the minute I was notified that my son Blaise had taken his life. I was in the highlands of Ethiopia, capturing stories of positive transformation when I received the news. After receiving that call, I cut short my trip in Africa. My wild mood swings continued as I traveled back to the US and then to Italy, fundraised for various causes, wrote my memoirs, and helped my other son buy a house.

At the time, I cried and cried, and I just wanted to sleep, and then I wanted to sleep some more. Repeat. This cycle continued until I eventually came to my breakthrough moment—when I realized what was really going on, I finally found my peace. I realized life is about evolution. You may have this moment too. The moment you realize you won’t see that face anymore, you won’t hear that laugh anymore, and you won’t receive a call from them again. It is painful to understand, but it is the absolute truth.

I went through it, firsthand. The physical stuff is gone forever. But peace came when I understood Blaise’s beingness had transformed, like the caterpillar hanging upside down within a chrysalis, radically transforming into something crazy beautiful, and finally emerging as a colorful butterfly. However, the transformation of a loved one from life to death is much more dramatic and powerful. I believe your only way to freedom and your return to sanity here in this world is to tap into meditation. With this practice, you will understand what evolution from the physical to the spiritual truly means.

The Importance of Meditation as We Go through Grief

The knowledge will dawn on you, powerfully, like nothing else in your life––they have never and will never leave you. Your child’s death is not meant to make any sense, at least in terms of what our naked eye sees and our other four senses perceive. Let go of the “why.” Since there is no magic pill or quick fix to cure the grief inside, the solution, therefore, lies in our connection with the spiritual world, which is accessible to everyone 24/7. It’s where we can find our children’s guidance during this most difficult time. This is where we access our inner wisdom, through a meditation practice that bridges the physical to the spiritual and to the sacred world of the intuition we all possess. And when we do, we will find that it teaches us that their life still continues because it has transformed.

Dr. Deepak Chopra’s suggestions on quieting the mind until you get to its source, which is pure consciousness, saved my life. I realized that my initial overwhelming, relentlessly painful thoughts were only that—thoughts. As he teaches, we aren’t our thoughts; we are the consciousness in which they flow in and out. Consciousness is ever present and still. And as we observe those thoughts coming and going, we let our being at the core of it all be the spectator. We are always safe, because we are the audience.

Every single thing in nature transforms, but that doesn’t mean that we are disconnected from what has transformed! It’s completely up to us to bridge that gap. This intuitive bridge connects Blaise and me in a different way, and that’s the game changer. He never left at all. We have to intuitively connect with our children from now on. I do it every single day during my early morning and evening meditation practice. It is such an amazing experience of love and beauty and light!

I feel his beingness and his peace, because when I tap into a world of joy and sacredness, I feel the Oneness between him and everything else. I am definitely a part of that Oneness—pure joy and love. This bond makes me feel light and energized. Every single thing in nature transforms, and as humans, we obviously aren’t excluded from the equation. We just have to be willing to tap into our natural, sacred intuition. Intuition is the key to many, many of our “human” questions.

“The intuitive mind is a sacred gift and the rational mind is a faithful servant. We have created a society that honors the servant and has forgotten the gift.”
Albert Einstein

What if Death Is Just the Beginning of Life?

This book also explores why it’s important to overcome difficulties no matter what, by creating something beautiful in the wake of whatever has befallen you––death, divorce, disease, destruction from natural and man-made disasters, or other upheavals. The terrible times you suffer are not the end of life but can become a new beginning.

As a nonprofit photographer and philanthropist who has worked all over the world, I can attest that everywhere I go, I encounter ordinary people who’ve accomplished extraordinary things. Profiles in courage, towering love, and passion, people’s transformational stories all have one thing in common: they have risen out of their own pain by lifting up others. These everyday heroes have much to show us about how to live life wholeheartedly. If they can do it, so can we.

Many of the people I have met, thanks to my travels and work, have overcome tremendous odds and converted their personal suffering into empathy for those going through the same challenges, and have helped the world become a safer, kinder place. In my experience, if we focus our attention on the lessons that are oftentimes hidden within life’s challenges, the pain itself can be a catalyst for positive change. I believe I have a human responsibility to lift up as many people as possible with the fables and poems in this book. It is my hope that these stories will act as a balm for those going through their grief and dark moments. It is also my intention to create a physical healing center with twenty-one deep, holistic modalities that will be my pragmatic way of offering my wholehearted understanding and compassion to those who need it.

This journey of grieving has taught me that nothing lasts forever except our relationship with the universe. We don’t have to be who we were yesterday. If we understand that everything in life is impermanent, we can accept not having tomorrow what we have today, and also of having tomorrow what we don’t have today. Because of the exciting opportunity every challenge creates, we have the choice to love and choose joy instead of despair. It is also my experience that this healing form of self-love can save lives––where there is love, there is life.

The experience of writing this book turned out to be an enormous learning curve. In the process, I discovered a great deal more about myself, what I am capable of if I focus my energy on positive thinking, and why it is so important to look at things from a higher perspective. In an attempt to let out my unbearable pain in a cathartic way, I unearthed my infinite inner strength, wisdom, and a unique ability to move forward in a positive way, because I know it’s exactly what Blaise would have wanted.

My journey through my initial uncontrollable pain, all the setbacks I experienced while trying to bridge the physical with the spiritual, and the slow process of healing, which continues to this day, are all portrayed in this book. The following twenty-one fables are part of that healing process, and they showcase how to keep your glow alive, that beautiful spirit of yours, amid all the uncertainty and confusion. They unveil twenty-one pieces of wisdom that celebrate life in all its forms and will help you transform your pain into healing. I’m honored to be a part of your transformative journey.
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I have always really loved this poem by Grant Colfax Tullar. It speaks of God, the creative force behind everything, and the way He weaves our lives in the same way a tapestry is woven.

How appropriate, when I think of you and me. How appropriate, when I know that every day you infuse me with beautiful, positive ideas, and with the courage to keep going, even stronger than before! How appropriate, when I never knew that we would be separated so early in the flesh, but united more than ever in spirit! How appropriate, when we just can’t control the outcome of anything. How appropriate, when we learn to go with what the universe has envisioned for us all along.
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CAMEL AND SPIDER

[image: ]nce upon a time, Camel and Spider became friends as they crossed a great desert. Spider wasn’t like the regular household spiders that annoy and scare you, or the small ones that take shelter in your bathtub and spin webs in the hardest-to-reach corners of your house.

No, this spider was very, very different. You might shriek five times louder at the mere sight of Spider, because this spider was a tarantula. And that meant she was bigger and hairier than any spider you’ve ever seen in your life! She was as big as your face . . . but her personality was as sweet as honey.

But to Camel, Spider seemed tiny.

If you know anything about crossing deserts, you know it can be a very lonely experience. When Camel and Spider met each other, even though one was very tall (although small in stature for most camels) and the other very small (although very big compared to most spiders), they became fast friends. And good friends are hard to find.

Camel slowed down to match Spider’s pace, and Spider quickened hers to keep up with Camel. They were on a very important mission: They needed to get to the watering hole.

If you know anything about deserts, you know water is very scarce and watering holes are very important. Animals have instincts for things that you and I don’t. It’s in their blood to be able to sniff out water and find it. But the oasis was still very, very far away.

“I don’t think we’ll ever find the water hole,” Camel said.

“Why?” Spider sweetly asked.

Camel said, “Well, we’ve been traveling for days and days and days and days and days and days . . .”

Spider joined in. “And days and days and days and days and days . . . but . . . we can see the sun and have sought great shelters at night. We’ve been so very lucky.”

Camel snorted and then spit. Not because he was annoyed at all. It’s just what camels do. Camels are actually quite patient, kind, and most of all, they are very, very smart.

“You found the shelter, not me,” Camel said. He said this because he didn’t like it very much when Spider disappeared at night. He missed Spider when she did what spiders do in the desert . . . burrow underground. He also was very afraid of the dark.

Spider caused Camel a great amount of stress and worry during their nights together. Every night, he wondered if Spider would come out of her hole in the morning. So, Camel treated every day of their friendship as if it were their last. This meant he was always on his best behavior, and Spider was always dear to Camel.

Camels don’t burrow into holes in the sand. They are too big. Instead, they lay in the sand. Camel loved laying in the light of the full moon most of all. And that night, the moon was the fullest it had ever been because the moon was very close to the Earth.

“Good night, Camel,” Spider said.

“Good night, Spider,” Camel said.

Spider burrowed into the sand and disappeared.

All that night, Camel worried. He sat there in the light of the moon and watched the sand dunes, calm and beautiful, ripple like waves on an ocean of land. He would never see the dunes with Spider at night. He sighed. Somehow, the beauty of the desert didn’t seem real unless he shared it with Spider. Still, the moon was round like Spider, and so he talked to the moon all night as if Spider was right beside him.

Finally, the sun rose.

“Good morning, Camel!” Spider said.

“Good morning, Spider!” Camel said.

His heart felt as full as the moon when she dug herself out of her burrow.

They set back out on their way across the desert. Spider’s eight hairy nimble legs moved oh so quickly compared to Camel’s huge hooves.

“I think we’re almost there!” Spider said.

“You always say that,” Camel said.

“Well, we get a little closer every day,” Spider said.

Then a terrible wind stirred up the desert. The storm lasted for days and days and days, and the wind blew Spider away. Far, far away.

Camel went in search of Spider in the harsh wind, but his eyes got pelted with little grains of sand, and so all he could do was wait until it was over.

He waited and waited and waited and waited. He hated waiting and waiting and waiting.

When all finally felt calm, Camel yelled, “Spider? Spider? Where are you?”

Spider didn’t answer. She was very, very far away . . . no telling where.

Camel went all over the desert trying to find her. He hoped he would come upon her like he did the very first time they met, as she scurried up a sand dune and then slipped back down the sand. She loved to play.

The nights were long. But at least he had the moon to keep him company. He talked to Spider through the moon and told her about his day.

“I miss you,” Camel said, longing for his friend.

Finally, Camel set off for the watering hole again. Camels, unlike Spiders, can go for great distances in the desert without needing water. But even Camel had grown desperately thirsty.

It took five more days for Camel to reach the watering hole. As he sat by the banks of the watering hole, surrounded by palm trees, he felt so happy and sad at the same time. Spider and Camel had talked about this moment for a very long time. But at this moment, Camel felt like only half a Camel. Spider helped him feel whole. So, he only felt a deep sadness instead of what should have been great pleasure as he licked up the fresh water.
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THE WEAVER
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By Grant Colfax Tullar

Sk

My life is but a weaving
Between my God and me.
I cannot choose the color

He weaveth steadily.

Oft’ times He weaveth sorrow;
And I in foolish pride
Forget He sees the upper
And I the underside.

Not ’til the loom is silent
And the shuttles cease to fly
Will God unroll the canvas
And reveal the reason why.
The dark threads are as needful
In the weaver’s skillful hand
As the threads of gold and silver
In the pattern He has planned.
He knows, He loves, He cares;
Nothing this truth can dim.
He gives the very best to those

Who leave the choice to Him.
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