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			Praise for Becoming a Sage

			“There is really nothing I can write to convey how much Sharon has influenced my life and helped my family. She is one of those rare and precious teachers who understands that having ‘a life well lived’ requires that we first nurture our own clarity, artfulness, grace, humor, and compassion and then stand ready to serve others by lifting them up with what we have learned.”

			—Peter Alsop, educator, musician, and songwriter/performer

			“For a long time, I’ve paid attention to the wise people I’ve encountered. Not only are they wonderful teachers (whether they know it or not), they are obviously people who have been paying attention to their own lives and the lessons along the way.

			“Happily, Sharon Cruse is one of these wise women who has always been willing to pass along her personal lessons to those of us who want to live richer, smoother, healthier, happier lives. Pay attention to her and you’ll discover what I mean.”

			—Barbara Winter, author of Making a Living Without a Job, 
self-employment advocate

			“As a man who has lived through many tough life lessons and has shared a close personal and professional relationship with Sharon for the past thirty years, I can confidently say that Sharon is a person gifted with an ability to heal others through her words—words that have been formed through many, many years of accumulated life knowledge and experience. These two things create wisdom. Sharon has turned her wisdom into healing power that has made her a much-revered sage amongst sages. If you are seeking life wisdom, I strongly suggest you read this book.”

			—Robert Subby, psychologist and author of 
Healing the Family Within and Lost in the Shuffle

			“I first met Sharon Cruse thirty years ago and have been blessed and enlightened by her compassion and wisdom. We all have a life pilgrimage and Sharon lovingly shared hers in the work that she does. With her wisdom and loving heart, she has encouraged and guided many people who are seeking assistance and direction in their own personal life pilgrimages. Sharon is one of the gentle and wise people on the planet.”

			—Harry Owens Jr., MD, MIM, volunteer doctor in underserved areas of the world for Project HOPE, Continuing Promise, Project Medishare, and Lifeline Christian Mission

			“Sharon Wegscheider-Cruse has been a life-altering influence for so many people, including me. I first met Sharon in my mother’s living room, thirty-six years ago, when she was doing a weekend of work with my family of origin. After that weekend, I felt a burden lift from my shoulders and it was the beginning of what I would now call recovery from the childhood trauma I experienced growing up with parental addiction. I felt that I was seeing behind a screen, into the back stage of addiction, with insight to what we now call ACoA issues; at that time all of this went unnamed and was often times invisible. Sharon was instrumental in making that experience visible. Along with making it safe to surface, she helped to open up great inner surges toward healing, happiness, and celebration—and towards taking charge of my life. Sharon had a vision and the courage to actualize it. She lit a path for others to follow. She lit a path for me.”

			—Tian Dayton, PhD, TEP, author of numerous books including Neuropsychodrama and the Treatment of Relational Trauma, Forgiving and Moving On, Emotional Sobriety, and The ACoA Trauma Syndrome

			“Courageous, transparent, and insightful. Here is a memoir of a different and delightful sort. From an early onset storyteller through challenges, successes, and failures, Sharon emerges as an elder who is aging consciously and positively—an authentic sage. Reading Sharon’s memoir is like sitting with her, sipping tea, and being in the presence of incarnate wisdom and inspiration.”

			—Jack Williamson, chaplain, colonel, USAF (Ret) 
co-facilitator, Boulder, Colorado, chapter of Sage-ing International

			“SAGE is an attribute that Sharon exemplifies. She is Sincere about helping others find their way. Ageless in that she embraces all stages of life and makes the most of each day. She is Generous with her time and energy, building others to find their true self while Encouraging all of us to follow our separate paths.”

			—Cheryl Keller, RN, program director, group facilitator

			“Sharon Wegscheider-Cruse has reached beyond her role as a mentor and pioneer in codependency treatment and recovery. With the humility and wisdom of a true sage, Sharon shares with us deeply personal stories to uncover meaning, wisdom, and clarity, transforming our fears and misgivings about aging into excited anticipation and empowerment. She saves us from the stereotypes of the past to discover the beauty, wisdom, and resilience that come with age. For all who anticipate the role of the sage, this book is our guide.

			“Sharon is one of the angels in my life, having first helped guide me in my own journey of recovery and into my role mentoring others. She continues to be a beloved friend, lighting up my life and becoming part of my family constellation. I am blessed to have her with me on my journey in life and honored to be part of hers.”

			—Cynthia A. Taylor, MD, life fellow, American Psychiatric Association, founder, Integrative Psychiatry, LLC
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			I dedicate this book to my children, 
Patrick, Sandra, and Deborah, 
who walked with me in all the early years and 
waited for me to grow up with them; to my 
soul mate, Joe, who came into my life over thirty years ago 
and showed me what a coupleship is all about; 
and to my grandchildren, Matthew, Melanie, 
Christopher, Cheyenne, Ryan, Sierra, and Andrew, 
who, along with my children, are my harvest. 
God bless them all.

		

	
		
			About the Cover

			On my daily walk, I see this tree. It impresses me with its deep roots while still reaching toward the sky and stars. It changes colors each year on its journey—much like the life of a sage.
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			Foreword

			My very dear friend Sharon is one of those blessed people who has the grace of gratitude for all the many challenges she has faced in life. Growing up in a family affected by the trauma and dysfunction of two alcoholic parents set her on a remarkable life journey that has seen her become one of the preeminent pioneers of the recovery movement in America, and across the world today.

			Her own healing journey began when she sought treatment for herself as a non-addict adult child of alcoholics at a time when there was very little known about the impact of addiction on the families of addicts. Incredibly, she put herself through a residential treatment program for alcoholics, where she found the inspiration to begin her tireless work in developing and shaping the specialized field of treatment for families affected by addiction.

			I first knew Sharon through her book Another Chance: Hope and Health for the Alcoholic Family, which changed my life with its insights about the disease of addiction and led to our meeting in 1990 while she was in Australia on a book tour. In a moment of courage and connection with my higher power I invited this intriguing woman home for an Aussie barbecue with my family. To my shock and delight she came. Looking out over Sydney Harbor, laughing with Sharon over her poignant stories of chaos and healing, I envied her wisdom and knew that I had found a guide and mentor to show me the way to heal my life. I was intensely curious to understand how she had overcome the challenges, the pain, and the craziness of life in an alcoholic family, and had gone on to create a life so filled with spirituality. Sharon had found the purpose, meaning, connection, and joy of a life well lived, and I yearned for the same.

			Since then, Sharon has had a profound influence on my life professionally and personally, as a mentor and as a friend. I, too, was the adult child of two alcoholics, we are the same age, and I, too, have focused my professional life on endeavoring to bring healing to addicts and their families at my treatment center, South Pacific Private (SPP), in Sydney, Australia. Our friendship has flourished across the hemispheres as she travelled down under to present and consult at SPP, and I travelled regularly to the United States for professional inspiration.

			Sharon has worked collaboratively and creatively alongside many clinicians and healers that have been at the forefront of the recovery movement, including her partner of thirty years, Dr. Joe Cruse, the founding medical director of the Betty Ford Center. Sharon brought new ways of thinking about the process of healing and has created a platform of knowledge, expertise, and understanding that underpins all the most effective family treatment programs available today. Sharon was the founding chairperson of the National Association for Children of Alcoholics (NACoA), an organization that now has chapters all around the world.

			My most precious times with Sharon over the last decade have been our yearly retreat in Arizona with a special group of wise woman, where she guides and challenges us to grow through reflection, connection, sharing, and healing.

			This book is for all the people out there who yearn to make a difference in our world. It is for those who have suffered, for those searching for answers, for those seeking wisdom, and for those who just love a good read about a remarkable life.

			Sharon passionately loves the creative journey of healing through self-discovery, and in this book she shares her own very personal story in a way that inspires readers to aspire to greater possibilities for their own life.

			Sharon is truly a sage: a person of profound wisdom. She is a woman who has followed an inner calling, and with this book she is honoring her place among the great sages of our time in sharing her wisdom with us all.

			—Lorraine Wood

			author, cofounder, and executive director, South Pacific Private Hospital, Sydney, Australia

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Sages are people who have reached a time of inner wisdom and peace and yet yearn for more. The art of becoming a sage mixes personal life experience with learning from ancient and historical people who have gathered their own wisdom. Sages know that they stand on the shoulders of those who have gone before. When ancient wisdom and current wisdom collide, they activate the process of becoming a living sage.

			Sages are radiant, vital, grateful, curious, settled, accepting, and responsible. They are mystics, psychics, shamans, and wise men and women. By their very presence, they lay down paths and lead others to find their own path. Gurus encourage people to follow their teachings; sages encourage others to find their own personal path.

			Historian and author Tamara Hareven identifies “time” as a life span, an approach that helps us to see the developmental transitions and changes that are the defining moments in our lives. Some of these moments we choose and others are thrust upon us, testing our resiliency. Sages are the mentors, leaders, and teachers who honor our stories that have shaped us and then help pass them on to the people of the future. Our memories are transmitted in words, traditions, and wisdom.

			Writing this book at this time is recapturing and sharing my memories one more time. We live in a culture and era where many things have been kept private and unspoken. For me, this is the time to tell some stories for the first time and retell others that are important. It’s not always easy to tell our stories; it can be too scary and too private. As we grow older, however, we find courage and confidence by deciding to become “a teller of truth.” We have earned that position, and we gain mastery as we tell our stories. Each of us has a first and last day of life. In between, each of us has an incredible number of stories. Our stories are the legacy that we leave to family and friends.

			Dr. Tim Frank, a compassionate sage, once whispered in my ear, “Keep the wisdom; let the experience go.” Little did he know the profound effect those words would have on me. He awakened in me the acceptance that I have lived with that “letting go” process for a very long time. When I failed to heed those words, life became a painful struggle. My life has had soaring highs and deep lows. It has been a journey of “lessons learned” and a celebration of living with those lessons. My hope is that my stories will bring you some solace, comfort, and joy—and inspire you to write or record your own stories.

			Once a great lesson has been learned, Dr. Frank explained, there is no going back. The butterfly never returns to the cocoon. In my programs of recovery in the Black Hills, I used to say, “Once you know, you cannot ‘not know’ again. Information must lead to change or it becomes depression.”

			Peter, Gary, and Dan

			My life has been graced with many sages, female and male. In my family, strength, intellect, and goodness came through many powerful women; male energy, however, was glaringly absent. But the universe did provide me with masterful and loving male sages that have led me to a very balanced and rich adulthood that continues to this day.

			Two special male sages, Peter Vegso and Gary Seidler, became my publishers. They, like other men before them, believed in me, and my talents. Peter and Gary moved to the United States from Canada with dreams and talents of their own. One of the gifts they both possess is an inner goodness that helped them discover the value of respect and relationships in both their personal and professional lives.

			For me, there was no sharp distinction between being friends and coworkers. Professional distance was neither part of my training nor my value system. Meeting Peter and Gary was life-changing and affirming.

			Colorado Opportunity

			My first connection with them is a story on its own, and this book is told in a storytelling style because basically, I am a storyteller. When we met, I was a counselor and was setting up a practice in Minnesota to work with youth and adult children of alcoholics. Speaking in workshops and traveling for the agency that hired me had been the extent of lecturing that I had done, even though public speaking had come naturally to me ever since high school.

			A telephone call brought an amazing invitation one day. Virginia Satir, a master family therapist well known in the field, was scheduled to deliver the keynote address at a major national conference in Colorado. Her topic was family therapy; hundreds were expected to attend. Virginia had fallen ill at the last minute and suggested that I replace her. I had about two days to prepare and get to Colorado. Without hesitation, I accepted. I was soon to meet Dan Bartmettler, another wonderful sage.

			From Local Speaker to National Stage

			The success of that conference is what brought me to the attention of Gary Seidler and Peter Vegso. They then invited me to speak at one of their conferences. These three dynamic men formed much of my professional male interaction for many years.

			They helped me by putting me on several national stages. They also showed me what a team of healthy men running healthy organizations looked like. They built a field of addiction, family, and codependency knowledge that had not existed before. Their conferences, the books they published, and the workshops they staged have saved and enriched the lives of countless people. The training they developed has produced competent therapists and innovative leaders in the fields of addiction, codependency, and mental health. I am humbled to have been part of the birth of a movement and development of a field.

			Storytelling as an Art

			I can’t help being a storyteller. Life reveals itself to me and directs me through stories. When someone brings up a topic, I think, I have a story about that. The stories just flow out of me. Once one of my children said, “Mom, you tell too many stories.”  Then she added, “You also sometimes embellish those stories and they are not exactly the way I remember it.”

			I took that to heart and thought about it. I decided that being a storyteller is just who I am, embellishments and all. I hope my stories will mostly be a source of joy to me and of interest to others. I do add texture, color, and details. Hemingway once said, “All good books are alike in that they are truer than if they had really happened.” As long as they are true, the details can afford to be rich and colorful.

			I love this quote from Madeleine L’Engle: “Stories make us more alive, more human, courageous, and loving.” When I tell a story, it will contain many facts, and it will also contain my memory of an incident that is true for me. Others might have different memories. I will be sharing many stories from the people who have enriched my life. They are ordinary people doing extraordinary things.

			As this book took shape, it became clear to me that a pure memory is only pure when you are asleep or in a coma. Otherwise we are changing every single time we remember something, maybe changing every hour and every day. My rewrites have been persistent and plentiful. Each time we remember, we remember differently because we are different. It has been hard work to freeze-frame life, story by story, to capture the memories that have made me who I am today.

			Some of my journey is heavy, some is light, some is dark, and some is full of joy. Understanding my life has become increasingly focused, serene, and empowering. I have been able to understand the stages that defined me inward and outward. Going deep inside to find my shadows and bringing them forward to take their place beside my gifts was a brutally honest journey. It has brought me inspiration, inner peace, and personal power. As Joan Didion said, “We tell ourselves stories in order to live life.”

			I invite you to share my journey through storytelling with Carl Jung’s words in mind: “Who looks outside, dreams; who looks inside, awakens.” Each story calls to us and presents a karmic lesson. The word karma will be used often in this book; the definition I refer to is “a person’s actions in this world that help decide their fate in future times.” The action can be words spoken or deeds done. It is the principle of causality, which holds that an individual’s intent and action influence his or her future. There are many schools of thought about, and definitions of, this principle, but this is the one I will be referring to in my writings about karma.

			Sometimes people are stuck in their lives and cannot get past certain situations. I hold that when someone stays stuck too long, he or she may be doing someone else’s work. Each of us has a karmic ancestry; it’s important that we separate from it so we can move on. Sometimes we have to leave a situation and accept that it is not ours to solve. It belonged to our ancestry and we have just carried it.

			Becoming a sage is not defined by age. Each life is lived individually. Not everyone lives through all the natural cycles. Some lives are shorter, and some manage to live through all the cycles in that shorter life span. Some people advance in years but never make it through all the cycles. My plan is to go through each of the cycles and transformations and let you decide where you are and where you might like to go in your journey.

			I believe in stories, in their ability to keep the dead alive and the living engaged. There are no rules in storytelling; your story is your truth.

			To have known the extremes of joy, grief, loss, birth, letting go, poverty, wealth, fame, rejection, comfort, and fear is to be fully aware of one’s self. When all the ingredients come together in a recipe of life, we become a personal masterpiece. The sweet and the sour blend in the production of each life. So it is. We are the sum of our experiences and choices.

			For me, the decision to tell my story at this time, both personally and professionally, is because I accept myself as a link in a chain. The intensity of my relationships with people who have gone before me needs to be linked to those who come after me. I hold stories that no one else knows and it’s time to tell them.

			Even though my name has been before the public for forty-three years through my books, movies, workshops, and lectures, my private life has been private. That was always my choice because I believed that my soul mate, my children, and my grandchildren deserved autonomy. They have their own views and their own stories.

			I want to be clear that I love them all with my whole heart and soul; they are the most important people in the world to me. They will only be mentioned indirectly throughout, unless it’s integral to a certain story. I have tried to keep it my story and not their story. Hopefully, some day they will each write their own story. My story is mine to share and these are the reasons for choosing now as the right time. I choose:

			
					Engagement over retreat

					Passion over leisure

					Redirection over retirement

					Joy over depression

					Small over big

					Manageability over overwhelm

					Curiosity over “been there, done that”

					Learning over knowing

			

			As Robert Browning wrote, “Grow old along with me! The best is yet to be.” I invite you to share my journey and my stories.

			The first eight chapters of this book comprise Part One. It focuses on telling some of my stories and inviting you to share in the life lessons that have brought me to this time. A reflection that sums up the lesson learned follows each story. As a therapist, public speaker, entrepreneur, and author, I’ve already told many of these stories. They cover so many extraordinary experiences and events and hold so many lessons. I love telling them.

			Sharon Wegscheider-Cruse

		

	
		
			PART ONE
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			“After nourishment, 
shelter and companionship, 
stories are the thing we need 
most in the world.”

			—Philip Pullman

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Early Years
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			My Restless Soul

			“The longest journey is the journey inward, 
for he who has chosen his destiny has started upon 
his quest for the source of his being.”

			—Dag Hammarskjöld

			Bob Subby is one of my favorite sages. For years, I have sought his words and his guidance. It felt strange the first time I called him—he was so much younger than me. How could he help me with issues connected to getting older and with so many unexpected changes? Yet my intuition said he was the right person. He would understand and advise.

			In telling my story, there were tears, questions, confusion, and a sense of real sadness. When I finished, he simply said, “You are not satisfied chewing your cud.” That’s all. The simple statement brought my tears to a sudden stop, and piqued my curiosity. Then he told me “Cows chew their cud,” and explained and I felt better. He was right and there was nothing wrong with me. I just didn’t like “chewing my cud.” I always wanted more than that. I made some very important decisions that day and haven’t chewed cud since.

			Cud and Cows Are Important

			Whenever you see a cow, it tends to be chewing. Cows have to chew their food twice or more to digest it. They spend at least eight hours a day just chewing their cud. Their normal chewing and cud chewing requires about 40,000 jaw movements a day. The whole process of a cow’s four stomachs needing to add their part to the cud is not important to the story. Suffice it to say that eventually what their stomachs produce is called cud. One could argue that this is a boring point and an unimportant piece of information. Trust me, I am going someplace with it. While that is all that the cow does for its lifetime, it is an important function.

			From cows come the world’s supply of milk, cream, and butter. And when the cow is through producing those products, and makes more baby cows to add to the food supply, it’s often slaughtered to provide steaks, hamburgers, and roast beef. A cow can provide up to 500 pounds of beef. And then there are the byproducts that include medicinal drugs such as insulin. It takes the pancreases from twenty-six cattle to provide enough insulin to keep one diabetic person alive for one year. Then there are the surgical sutures, chewing gum, gelatin from bones, and sausage casings. The list goes on: leather, insulation, oils and lubricants, detergents, piano keys, wallpaper, and more. And all cows do is chew their cud. They have an important mission and they are satisfied with that.

			Humans, Satisfied, and Restless

			Bob then observed that humans are the same way. Most people are satisfied to do their jobs and complete their missions. They go to school, get their certifications and degrees, eat in restaurants, marry or stay single, and sometimes they become parents. They shop, drive cars, go to ballgames, and they watch TV. These are the things expected of them and they do them. It is what makes the world go around. There are millions of wonderful people doing their job and fulfilling expectations. It’s a form of chewing cud. They do it over and over without much thought. It’s simple, but important.

			Then there are the restless souls. They are always not quite satisfied. There is something more that they want; sometimes it’s defined, sometimes it’s not. Sometimes they do not do what others want them to do or expect from them. From time to time, their souls cry out for more understanding, a new project, a vision to manifest, something to be created, something to be improved upon. Both missions are important to fulfill in this world. I just happen to be one of the latter. Creating is an outlet for my restless soul and when I create, I feel fulfilled. When I understood that it’s okay to “chew your cud” and be satisfied, and that it’s also okay to be restless, it made sense. Restlessness is a gift—it signals that there is more to come.

			Maya Angelou expressed it this way: “Most people don’t grow up. Most people age. They find parking places, honor their credit cards, get married, have children, and call that maturity. What that is, is aging.”

			Lessons Learned

			We cannot judge each other on our approach to life. It’s a fine endeavor to carry on tradition and the way things have been throughout tradition. It is also a fine endeavor to want to change, to discover that which has not been done before. Restlessness could be a form of creativity. We need both approaches to keep order and create evolution. We all need each other.
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			The Hobos

			“Know who you are and where you came from. 
Embrace yourself.”

			—Maya Angelou

			My soul was restless very early on. My birth took place in a rock quarry town called Jasper in southern Minnesota. The town was named for the quarry, one of the world’s largest quartzite quarries. The rock, jasper, is used in jewelry, construction, cemetery headstones, and has countless other applications. Jasper is beautiful raw and polished. The quarry has been operating for more than eighty years and extends almost a mile underground; there is still a great deal of rock left to be quarried. My ancestors from Scotland developed the quarry. I spent my first years in Jasper during the Great Depression.

			My grandmother managed and cooked in a little town three miles away called Ihlen. Trains on the Great Northern Railroad stopped there for food and passengers. The trains often stopped in Jasper as well and became an important part of my early growing-up years.

			In my home and among my extended family, we were taught to share whatever we have at all times. Everyone in my family was generous. We lived in each other’s homes, and my grandma adopted two parentless children at a time when she had very little.
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			In the nineteen-thirties and forties, hobos were very common. Many men did not have work and rode the rails looking to pick up jobs. My grandma was a great cook and her food today would be considered upscale bistro. On the back porch, Grandma had a wicker basket and the locals would put in worn, clean clothes they discarded. Sometimes there would be blankets they no longer used. Hobos would come by and pick them up. Each morning she would put out homemade bread and a kettle of soup on a hot plate burner. Hobos finally marked her porch with the sign of safety in hobo language, indicating that this was a safe house.

			I liked to visit with them and sometimes one of them would take me for a walk around town. I was proud to meet them and hear their great adventure stories. They made me want more, to see what they had seen and experienced.

			That’s when I started running away; I ran away from the ages of five to eight. Sometimes I went into the country and explored the big concrete vaults that ran under country roads; other times I went to the cemetery about three miles from town and practiced reading names on the tombstones. Sometimes I would lie and tell a hobo or engineer that I was supposed to go see a relative in a different town. I’d ask if I could ride in the boxcar with the hobos or with the engineer up front. It was more like I was running to something and less like I was running from anything. I was never afraid and never hurt. Even then my soul was restless for something more.

			Once while in high school, I was in a neighboring town riding on a homecoming float. As the float went by the grandstand, my name and a bit about me was read over the loudspeaker. An old man from the bleachers came over to me as I got off the float and told me that he remembered me: he was one of my grandma’s hobos. That was sweet.

			Lessons Learned

			What I learned from the hobos was that one should never judge people by their outsides. Sometimes people would tell me to stay away from them because they might be dirty. Yet they were wonderful to me. They explained trains, took me on walks, and told me funny stories.
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			Chicken Sexing

			 “As a freshman in college, I was having a lot of 
trouble adjusting. I took a meditation class to handle anxiety. 
It really helped. Then as a grad student at Harvard, I was awarded 
a predoctoral traveling fellowship to India, where my 
focus was on the ancient systems of psychology 
and meditation practices of Asia.”

			 —Daniel Goleman

			Oscar Wilde once said, “The things worth learning can’t be taught.” They are mentored shown and experienced. They are intuitive.

			I grew up with chicken sexers so I thought everybody knew about them. Every Monday morning at 4 am from May through October, they came to our town. My dad owned a hatchery and hatched ten incubators of baby chickens on Monday mornings in season. The count was a few thousand a hatch.

			Sexing chickens was a skill the Japanese had developed and delivered as a service. The purpose of sexing is to separate females (for their egg-producing qualities) from the males, which were then culled from the group. The males had little value except for food consumption. My dad and I would go to the hatchery early in the dark mornings and set up the sexing operation. We would place coffee cans on a long table and watch for the big car with four men to arrive at the hatchery. Only one spoke English and he and my dad would converse.

			Then the work began. For four hours, until our business opened for the day, the men would pick up a newborn chick in each hand and squeeze a fluid present in them right after birth. By observing the fluid, they could tell if they were roosters or hens and divide them in boxes accordingly. This is important work, as the hens had high value and the roosters very little. I thought the sexers were magical. Today however, sexing is a dying art, and there are fewer schools and training programs in Japan. To my knowledge, all chicken sexers are still Japanese.

			We would keep one rooster for every twenty-five hens. The hens were put in boxes and my dad and I would count them every Monday evening. There were hundreds of them. My dad would give as many roosters as they wanted to any farmers who wanted to raise them for food. Still there were hundreds that had to be destroyed and that process scared and saddened me. He also kept about fifty in the spring, which he would dip in food dye and put them in the picture window of his business so all the kids in town could come see them and visit them. My dad would give the roosters to any kids who wanted them. Many a farmer was reluctant to butcher a chicken with colored feather tips once it had become a family pet.

			My dad and I would work on Monday nights sorting the baby chicks into a hundred per box, twenty-five to a square. We would pick them up and count them by hand as we listened to the Lux Radio Theatre. The soap maker sponsored the show. I still remember these one-hour sessions on Monday night after all these years. Most people like to have a special memory of their dad; this is mine.

			Lessons Learned

			I was influenced by the Japanese chicken sexers. They were smart, funny, and looked and talked differently from the people I had known up until then. They always brought me a gift and made my dad happy as they worked with our chickens. I learned to respect and trust people who were different from me.
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			Pheasant Hunting

			“The important thing is not to stop questioning. 
Curiosity has its own reason for existing.”

			—Albert Einstein

			My hometown, Comfrey, Minnesota, was located in Brown County, the pheasant capital of the Midwest. With only 650 people in town, all roads leading to it from all four directions were bumper-to-bumper cars for at least five miles. The hunters were coming for their three pheasants, the legal limit of the day. I knew nothing about “pheasant under glass.” I only knew we were going to eat well with the meat and gravy and all of the special sides during this season.

			The sounds and smells remain etched in my memory. First the smells. Crisp fall leaves and foliage crunching under heavy boots. There was usually a chill in the air. A shot rang out here and there. Voices of businessmen from the city coming to the country and taking a break from their routine. Always the smell of cigarettes and the city folk who smoked cigars—rich-smelling, expensive cigars. You could actually smell their clothes as they arrived. They smelled new and heavy; they were made of nice wool and had beautiful colors. There was the smell of fall foliage, and often the smell of smoke as farmers burned the stalks and stubble left from harvested crops, and families in town burned leaves. Kitchens were busy roasting the catch: pheasants and an abundance of fall vegetables.

			Excitement came to my little town for the three-week hunting season. My dad felt important because he knew where to take these “city folk” for the best hunting. I would often ride in the car with them as a scout for the prey. Once, they let me shoot a gun. I steadied it on my shoulder and pulled the trigger. The kick was huge and I was small. It threw me to the ground! Everyone thought that was so cute. They laughed and I laughed too. I felt very included.

			There was a university professor, a doctor, and a lawyer who regularly came to our house. They were friends of my uncle in the city and my dad was their annual tour guide. They brought gifts for my mom and us children. There were not too many opportunities in our little town to feel so important and I was proud of my dad for knowing where to take the hunters. For a short while, he was the one with the skills and knowledge. Pride swelled in my chest and my thoughts were that he was a “street-smart man.”

			Lessons Learned

			From the pheasant hunters I learned that some places must be very different from my home. They looked, dressed, and acted differently from the men in my farming community. They made me curious. They always were nice to me, but I wondered more about city men.
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			Smells and Memories

			“All we have to believe is our senses, the tools we use 
to perceive the world: our sight, our touch, our memory. 
If they lie to us, then nothing can be trusted.”

			—Neil Gaiman

			As though they were sealed in a vault, our sense of smell locks in memories that are reawakened with pungent smells. One of my childhood—maybe even preverbal—smell memories is the smell of nicotine and alcohol. It is at the same time familiar, comforting, awful, safe, and threatening, pulling me toward it and pushing me away.

			Those smells meant that my mom and dad were near. It means that something bad was going to happen. It meant that I was in a territory with people that loved me and it meant there was no one there for me. I always knew that cigarettes and alcohol were more important than me, but I knew I was a close third. It was my smell of my childhood and my teen years. I also married a smoker the first time around. It was only with my divorce that I realized that I hated the smell and would never live in that environment again.

			Perhaps the strongest feelings I associate with cigarettes and alcohol are anger, loss, confusion, and loneliness. Smells have also brought me great comfort, and those smells are also part of my memory bank.

			Cinnamon rolls. Amy, a grand baker who worked for a bakery, was my mom’s good friend. Many a day in my growing-up years, I would come home to smell them baking in the oven. Amy would bring a pan of them to our house and Mom would put them in the oven to be ready when I got home from school. I am not sure if it was the sweet, warm rolls alone I recall so fondly, or if it was having the company of my mom and Amy waiting to hear about our day after school that made it special.

			Sunday dinner. It was a three-week rotation of beef roast, pork roast, or chicken every Sunday after church. The meal of meat, the onions, and the side dishes—each prepared perfectly—is something I still try to create from time to time. It meant we were together for a couple of hours.

			Cold tuna and macaroni salad. Yes, there was an aroma to this salad made with great homemade mayonnaise. Each Sunday afternoon, I made a huge bowl and kept it in a cake pan in the refrigerator. In addition to the cinnamon rolls, I would have a bowl of macaroni. All this snacking at four o’clock in the afternoon didn’t keep me from eating a full supper as well. Again, was it the companionship or the food? I don’t know.

			Powder and Blue Waltz perfume. My grandma was always busy baking doughnuts. We had our own doughnut shop as she made dozens for the local café and the bowling alley. I grew up on doughnuts. She also fried a great hamburger. Even with the smells of hamburger grease and doughnut spices part of her daily life, Grandma still had flair and wanted to be an attractive woman. Working long and late hours, there wasn’t always time for a bath and she didn’t have a shower.

			Her way of dealing with everyday smells was to wear a little lilac face powder and a dab of Blue Waltz perfume. I loved both smells and can bring back the closeness I felt with my Grandma by taking in the fragrance of lilacs or by opening one last bottle of Blue Waltz that I keep in my crystal cabinet.

			It seems like we all have memories that are kept in our emotional vault that can take us to people and events that we have loved or hated. Letting go of the hard memories becomes important as we try to recreate or give ourselves the opportunity to find the memories that heal our hearts and feed our souls. These are some of the things that trigger many memories for me. Can you think of your own?

			
					Foods that trigger happy times

					Perfumes and lotions that tell a story

					Fresh-cut grass

					Flowers; for me it’s lilacs, carnations, and roses

					Candles

					Campfires and fireplaces

					The air after a rainstorm

					New car smell

					Baby powder and babies in general

					Pizza or Italian restaurants

					Trees

			

			Lessons Learned

			I learned to trust my senses. When I smelled baking in the kitchen, I knew something good was going to happen, and when I smelled my grandma’s perfume, I felt a feeling of safety and love. On the other hand, smelling cigarettes and alcohol made feel afraid, lonely, and left out.
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			Special Aunts: My Family Sages

			“The qualities I most admire in women 
are confidence and courage.”

			—Oscar de la Renta

			My childhood years were filled with wonderful women, and they taught me a great deal. One of the reasons there was so much time for me to spend with these women is because my mom worked a great deal with my dad. They were inseparable. I was the first grandchild in the family and loved by all. It was many years before there were more female grandchildren. It seemed 
I was everyone’s daughter and the only female grandchild in my early years. I 
can remember getting stomachaches because of the tension that came with everyone wanting me to come stay with them and my difficulty having to make a choice.

			Elaine was the aunt I watched, really watched. She was pretty and sweet and always had her beautiful red hair done well. She lived in the city and wore pretty clothes. Elaine was like a princess and she taught me how to dress and be “a girl.” Later, when I moved to the city, her home became my home. Her polish and sophistication were not lost on me.

			Lorrie moved into our house when she graduated from high school. She was ten years older than I. She married one of my dad’s friends. She bore nine children, eight girls and a boy. She raised each child with love, values, decency, laughter, skills, and a love of God. To this day, each has become a gift to the families they have created and the communities they serve. She taught me through her loving and simple presence.

			Gertie was on my dad’s side of the family. His family was very splintered, but she took being my godmother very seriously. She cooked for me, told me family stories, and introduced me to something I had not experienced before—a white porcelain bathtub. It made me feel like a princess. She taught me to love my extended family.

			Harriet was married to my uncle, who was also my godfather. She was a teacher and she was so smart. Harriet always talked to me about saving money for her children to go to college. She increased my restlessness in a good way, because she showed me it was good and important for women to be smart and educated.

			Lessons Learned

			My aunts and Grandma were the first women in my life that served as mentors and teachers. They always made me feel special and that started very early in life.
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			What Is Being Poor?

			“Wealth consists not in having great possessions, 
but in having few wants.”

			—Epictetus

			I didn’t realize until I was grown up just how poor our family was during my childhood years.

			Our garden was lush and had a little fence around it. In the summer, there were flowers everywhere and my mom’s purple clematis was the talk of each summer. The bedroom I shared with my sister was pretty. My dad traded some of the wares from his business to farmers so our meat was fresh and free of preservatives, and our eggs were straight from the farm.

			My clothes were mostly made from the colored and patterned feed sacks at my dad’s hatchery. Because I got first choice of the feed sacks, it never occurred to me that we were poor and my clothes were being made out of feed sacks. I thought the poor people were the ones that had to go to the store to buy ready-made clothes, or the ones who got the “not so pretty” feed sacks after my first choice.

			Granted, we had only one bathroom for seven people, but that was a step up from my grade-school years when we only had an outdoor bathroom and used Sears catalogues for toilet paper. Now we had toilet paper on a roll and didn’t have to go outdoors in wintertime.

			Another sign of my good fortune was the wonderful basket full of cold meat, cheese, and homemade doughnuts that my grandma would bring when I went on one of our frequent train rides together. I thought the poor people were the ones that had to go to the dining car because they didn’t have a grandma who brought such good food.

			My dad was a good cook as well. His specialities were homemade butter each Sunday morning, pickled pigs’ feet, headcheese, liver and onions, and homemade horseradish. Strong and powerful tastes for a little girl, but I loved them all.

			Our school band director lived on one side of us. Having him as a neighbor was a sign that we were part of the community. He was beloved by all in the town; having him living next door was a sign of status because it was such a contrast to our other neighbors. The Tomlins lived on the other side. The mom was young, about twenty years old. Her husband, in his mid-fifties, had “won” her in a poker game. Their house was messy and they were poor enough that people from the county brought them food every week. The dad did odd jobs and the girls were friends with my sister and me. Every week when they got their county food, it included a big block of cheese, and for a few days we all shared cheese and crackers. I thought maybe they were poor. I felt lucky to be rich.

			Our food was fresh from the garden or canned by my mom and aunt. My mother was a terrific cook, as were my grandma and my aunts. We had a big garden and in the summer there were plenty of fresh vegetables; in winter we would open the jars they had preserved and canned. We always had good food. My dad often traded his services for a side of beef, and we had chickens at our hatchery. Even so, my mom, being thrifty, would carefully portion our food. There were always enough vegetables and bread. However, we could sometimes be a little short on meat and dessert.

			Living in a small town, we would often have someone extra pop in when not expected. Someone Mom met at church, a neighbor, or someone one of us children would invite home before asking about it. When that would happen, Mom would choose one of us to say we didn’t want any meat. Usually whoever did the inviting would decline meat, even when it was Mom. Then when it was time for dessert, she would simply say, “If you haven’t eaten any meat, then you can’t have dessert.” That way, each guest could be accommodated.

			Lessons Learned

			Being poor has to be clearly spelled out. I felt rich in my growing-up years, because the things that mattered were available: shelter, good food, generosity with sharing food, and clothes to wear. To this day, “enough” is always good enough for me. The feeling of richness is a feeling of safety and security and basic needs being met. Looking back, these values were always a part of my growing up. With grown-up eyes, it’s easy now to see that we didn’t have much money. However, life was rich.

			
				
					
						[image: ]
					

				

			

			Bathtubs

			“Anyone who thinks heaven is not hot water 
behind a locked door has forgotten 
what it means to live.”

			—Lucy Frank

			The first bathtub that I remember was a galvanized metal tub that my mom would bring in each Saturday and set up in our kitchen. We would have two big kettles on the stove that we filled with cistern water, rainwater collected and stored in our cistern. We would heat the two kettles of water for each person taking a Saturday night bath. The water was ultra soft and we added wonderful-smelling bath salts. It all felt so good. That was the Saturday night ritual. Never any real privacy, but everyone just minded their own bath and really didn’t notice other people in the nearby rooms. In the winter, we had to pump water from a faucet in our kitchen.

			In my high school years, we moved to a bigger house that had a bathroom with a metal shower in an indoor bathroom. Seven of us lived in that house: Mom, Dad, sister, brother, uncle, Grandpa, and me. We all took turns using the shower. It was quite perfunctory, and I missed the warm comfort of a hot tub. I longed for a bathtub.

			There were, however, two homes I could go to that did have bathtubs. They were not galvanized, but white, comfortable, and inviting. One was at my Aunt Gertie’s house. Her bathroom was as big as my bedroom and had cupboards, a chair, and a long mirror. I loved that room and took a bath every time I went to visit. The other was at the home of another aunt and uncle. The bathroom needed to be shared with other people, but it still was a major luxury and a safe place for me. Baths that were private, smelled very good, and were comfortable to touch became a sign of luxury for me.

			There is a ritual to a bath. There must be bath oil and bubbles, and a big fluffy “feel-good” towel. I often like a cup of tea, a glass of iced tea, or a pretty glass of wine. In my recent homes, I also like to have a TV showing one of my favorite cooking shows or my specially selected Pandora music.

			Lessons Learned

			Bathrooms with bathtubs are very important rooms in the house. They are a symbol for self-care and time alone. Often we all get too little of both. With spa music, candles, and relaxing fragrances, it can be a meditative and reflective time. On another night, maybe a good TV show and a glass of wine are the perfect relaxation. It can be whatever you choose on that day; it’s just for you. On some really hectic days or days of stress, I have learned to take a warm to hot bath in the darkness with just one candle for light. No sound . . . it soothes me, helps me to unwind, and slows down all of the outside chatter.
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			Stockings: It’s All About Status

			 “Healing comes from gathering wisdom from 
past actions and then letting go of the 
pain that the education cost you.”

			—Caroline Myss

			Third grade was a time of big transition for me, but I didn’t “get it” until years later. My parents moved from my birth town about one hundred miles away to a new town. My dad was going to have his own business and there was excitement in the air. We moved in the fall and school had already started. I was in the third grade.

			The beginning of third grade was in a school where my grandma was the school cook. I had been going to school with her since I was about five years old in the first grade. I didn’t turn six until November and was quite a bit younger than the rest of my class. By the third grade, I had friends and even a boyfriend. His name was Billy Joe Kickland. Everyone knew my grandma and she made sure I was safe.

			Then came the announcement: we were moving 100 miles away. It was a scary time for me, but I needed to go along with the plans. When we arrived in our new town, Comfrey, Minnesota, there was another big change. I would now be going to a Catholic school. I had no experience with nuns and now I was going to be taught by them. They were scary to me, with their long black garments and white starched cloth around their faces. Two of them seemed kind; one was terrifying. Even the other nuns were afraid around Sister Lucy, the principal.

			My mom bought my school uniform and long beige stockings that fastened with a clip under it. It all felt very strange to me. However, we moved in the fall of the third grade and I started Catholic school as soon as we arrived.

			I was so busy and anxious with all the changes, and the fact that they didn’t have a desk available for me, so I had to share a desk and a bench with another girl. I tried hard to be nice and to fit in. The girl I shared with was kind to me. I noticed the other girls watching me, but I didn’t know why. Finally after a few days, I realized I was different. All the other girls had white, shiny long stockings. I was the only one with beige stockings made of rough cotton. When I finally noticed, I was surprised. To me, there was no meaning in the fact that my stockings were different. It was only as time went by that I realized that I had cheap, rough stockings and everyone else had pretty, smooth, white stockings.

			I remember not wanting to have my mom find out about me being different. I knew she would feel bad because she would think she had made a mistake. I never did tell her and I don’t think she ever knew. Eventually, as I moved up in grades, the difference in stockings became a thing of the past and I became part of the group. My embarrassment over my stockings faded.

			Lessons Learned

			There were many ways I knew we were different, but I hadn’t thought that much about them. Not having a bathtub and having different stockings all through Catholic grade school were just two of many differences. However, my family made me feel like I always had enough and in some ways I even felt rich. Perspective is such an interesting trait. As Henry David Thoreau said, “Things do not change; we change.”
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			Abandoned

			“When loneliness is a constant state of being, 
it harkens to a childhood wherein neglect 
and abandonment were the 
landscape of life.”

			—Alexandra Katehakis

			During my childhood, many hours were spent with Mom and Dad and their friends. They would be drinking, laughing, and oftentimes talking about things they didn’t want me to hear. I was the only child in the group and often felt “left out.” It was a type of rejection. I didn’t feel I belonged to this group. That was when I first noticed the feeling of the “inside me” and the “outside me.”

			On the outside, I would act happy and be a good girl. On the inside, I was feeling hurt, angry, and alone. Many times I felt very dark and sad. Once, when I was five or six, my parents went out with friends. They left me alone sitting by myself in a nearby small town at a theater showing a movie about the singer Mario Lanza. I remember the movie starting and finishing, and then starting and finishing again. This happened several times before they realized they had forgotten me in the theater and returned to get me.

			It seemed there were not many carefree times as a child. There also seemed to be someone that I was supposed to make happy. In some ways, it gave me great self-worth, but in other ways, it was very sad. I did believe there was a God and in my faith, I felt a connection.

			There was always my prayer closet (to be explained later) and my grandma, who made me feel special. Basically, however, I was a loner. Many hours were spent playing games, cutting people out of the Sears and Roebuck catalogues, and creating happy families, children, and special events in paper dolls. Many hours also passed creating entire communities out of Lincoln Logs and Tinker Toys. I also loved to color and always had a coloring book nearby.

			I created a mud bakery on my aunt’s farm out in a grove. Even as an older child, I would make up large bowls and pans out of mud. I would then make cakes, pies, and cookies out of mud and decorate them with leaves, stones, and twigs. It brought me great joy to create, whether it was with Lincoln Logs, Tinker Toys, mud, rocks, or crayons.

			Lessons Learned

			What I learned by being left in a movie theater alone is that I didn’t come first. I knew that my parents were with Dorace and Glen and Bill and Mary. When they all got together, many hours would fly by and they would forget I was lying on the couch, waiting to go home from a bar, or sleeping on a strange bed. I wasn’t frightened, but the hours crawled by and I didn’t know what would happen. I knew they would come eventually.
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			Brass Bed

			“It’s not about an organized religion, 
it’s about developing a belief system 
and part of that is faith.”

			—Sharon Wegscheider-Cruse

			My faith started when I was very young. There used to be a type of headboard on brass beds that had little holes as a motif. There would be 100 or so little holes as the main decoration. Living in a little town, we also had a telephone office with telephone operators, much like the one that Lily Tomlin used to play as a character on Laugh-In. You would pick up these cords and insert them into the telephone board and make the connections for the people who were making the calls. Many days, I would stop at the telephone office and watch the operators work. Our little town had about four telephone operators.

			Then this idea occurred to me. Maybe my headboard could be my board and pencils tied to the frame would just fit into the little holes. So I tied about ten pencils to my frame and there was my own connection headboard.

			Growing up Catholic, after going to bed in the evening, I would think about all the things I wanted to pray to God about and would pick up a pencil and make the connection. Occasionally, I would pray to an angel and use another pencil. Of course, I knew most of the saints and had special saints for special circumstances. St. Anthony would help me find forgotten or lost items, St. Francis would help my garden and flowers grow, St. Joan of Arc would help me have courage, and St. Jude helped me with impossible situations. My brass bed connection with my God, as I believed, helped me through many tough situations.

			Lessons Learned

			My brass bed was such a center of faith. What I learned by watching the telephone operators was a system of connection. Therefore, if I could find a way to connect with my God, I would stay safe. It filled many hours for me that could have been dark and empty. Instead, I was full of possibility.
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			Stuttering and Speaking: 
Finding My Voice

			“Don’t carry your mistakes around with you. 
Instead, place them under your feet and use them as stepping stones. 
Never regret. If it’s good, it’s wonderful. 
If it’s bad, it’s expensive.”

			—Alison Cross-Jones

			As a young child, I often stuttered and talked very softly and had to be told to speak up. There was always activity in my home and it was often hard to get in the flow of conversation. Luckily for me, my Uncle Vern was a traveling salesman who came through my hometown about every month or two.

			On one visit, he listened to me telling him a story and after I finished, he said, “Sharon, you are a smart little girl, but you will have to learn to talk better.” I trusted him as he always showed such a loving interest in me. Then he said, “This is what we’re going to do. When I come and visit, we will practice how to speak and then you will be given a subject. On my next trip, you have to have a little speech ready for me about that subject.”

			He would show me how to hold my head, how to make eye contact, when to smile, and when to pause. Then he would assign me a subject. Some I remember to this day are dogs, ketchup, tornadoes, churches, and colors. My speeches started out at two minutes and, after a few years, eventually I was speaking for forty-five minutes. As an adult, after twenty-five years of public speaking, I gave a keynote address for a national event. He sat in the front row. As I walked out of the green room to a music group bringing me onstage, from the podium I could see the tears glistening in his eyes. His favorite statement to me was, “Small-town girl makes good.”

			Lessons Learned

			What I learned from Uncle Vern is that I could better myself if I wanted to. It was possible and even fun. He made me feel important and able to speak up more when I needed to. I felt brave after he would come to visit.
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			Spirituality and Holy Hell as a Child

			“Growing up happens when you start having things 
you look back on and wish you could change.”
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