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Praise for

MY SON AND THE AFTERLIFE

“Elisa’s journey has been amazing, and she is well-qualified to share her knowledge with both the medical community and the grief community. She has the credentials to bridge the gap that often exists between these two groups, and by doing so, she is breaking new ground and leading the way for many of us working in the field of bereavement, hospice care, and consciousness.”

—Terri Daniel, author, educator, end-of-life adviser, interfaith chaplaincy, and founder/director of the Afterlife Education Foundation and the Annual Afterlife Awareness Conference

“My Son and the Afterlife contains the clearest, most informative answers to questions about what happens after a person passes into the afterlife that I have read in one book. The topics explored range from very human, personal issues such as who greets the person after their passing to insightful descriptions of the nature of consciousness and reality.”

—R. Craig Hogan, PhD, author of Your Eternal Self

“Erik’s messages are poignant, profound, informative, and entertaining, and above all, give us that assurance that we all long for—that there is life beyond death and that all is well there. Erik’s words help our minds to understand, but most of all, he helps our hearts to heal and our joy to soar. Thank you, Erik.”

—Christine Elder, author of Broken Blessings

“My Son and the Afterlife is a book that will tug at your heartstrings, and make you laugh, cry, and more importantly, consider possibilities that you have probably never thought about before. This book, a record of the author’s conversations with her deceased son Erik, is as real, authentic, and straightforward as it gets. Dr. Medhus and her son Erik are both in a state of flux, struggling to make sense of new perspectives that were thrust upon them as a result of Erik’s suicide. Both are determined to fully explore and share their newfound awareness as they provide much-needed healing for each other, find new meaning and significance in the love that binds them, and invite you to come along on their poignant journey to the other side of death.”

—Thomas Campbell, physicist and author of My Big TOE (Theory of Everything)

“Raised by atheist parents, Elisa Medhus, MD, believed only in a material reality—until her mind was jarred open by the excruciating loss of her son Erik. Following his death, she began to receive anomalous communications matching Erik’s distinctive personality. Always direct and sometimes crude, the insightful messages forever changed Elisa’s worldview. I was touched by the continuing dialog between mother and son, finding it both comforting and enlightening. Don’t be surprised if Elisa’s story alters your ideas about the nature of reality too.”

—Mark Ireland, author of Soul Shift

“The hidebound reductionist materialism of nineteenth-and early-twentieth-century science is crumbling under new discoveries and their relevance to what sensitive people through the ages have known all along. Dr. Medhus meticulously guides us through her own epiphany as she, a medical doctor, an exploring mind, and a suddenly refocused mother, finds the intensely personal strength to understand her son’s suicide and its larger meaning in the Nature of which we are all part, and the courageous professional strength to bring her realizations to us.

“While this book is obviously an invaluable resource for theologians and physicists, and ethicists and counselors, it is truly a touchstone for all of us who feel and who seek to understand the transcendental nature of the human condition.”

—Marco M. Pardi, MA, DPS, anthropologist and thanatologist

“Dr. Elisa Medhus has approached her conversations with her son Erik in a courageous and systematic way, using all the analytical skills of a trained scientist. She asks Erik the hard questions that any parent who has lost a child would want answers to and more. Erik answers all these questions with his own characteristic laid-back directness in a no-nonsense way that brings our understanding of the afterlife into the twenty-first century. This is a remarkable book written by remarkable people, which will bring hope and comfort to the bereaved and change many lives for the better.”

—Dr. Victor Zammit, author of A Lawyer Presents the Evidence for the Afterlife
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To my husband, Rune Medhus—the steadfast rock and loving arms I needed in my darkest moments of grief



FOREWORD

by ERIK MEDHUS (AS TRANSLATED BY JAMIE BUTLER)



My life has never really been what I would consider ordinary. I now have an extraordinary life in the afterlife, and I find myself explaining and sharing my journey.

I did not have a life’s path on Earth, but now I am grateful to say I define myself by the work I do. Despite all the pain and suffering our family has gone through, I know in my soul, my death was timely. It triggered my scientifically minded mother to research grief and death. It led her to ask questions and to discover how to continue a relationship with her deceased son. In the middle of all this, she ended up giving us both a voice with which to help others learn about death, the afterlife, suicide, grief, and communication.

I could not have done this without my mother. Mom, I love you so much. Thank you for not giving up on me, even through death. Love does triumph over all.

I also want to tell my family “thank you.” I love you more than you know. I am with you every step of the way.



FOREWORD

by JAMIE BUTLER (ERIK’S SPIRIT TRANSLATOR)



In the summer of 2010, I had my first scheduled appointment with Elisa Medhus. I sat upstairs in my parents’ home in Florida, seeking privacy. The only prior knowledge I had was her name and phone number. After Elisa phoned in, the spirit of a young man came into the room. He looked to be about eighteen years old and was tall and thin. His hair was a little unkempt. When he chose to look my way, his eyes gazed right through me; but most of the time, his eyes darted around the room, or he hung his head a bit, looking down at the floor. He was unsettled. He was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, and he told me that he was the caller’s son.

He started to talk about his passing—spirits often do this. I find it not only helps the people left behind to hear validation of what their loved one went through, but it helps the spirit to talk through it too. Elisa told me his name was Erik. He then began to explain that he took his own life. I recall hesitating several times through the story, as it was painful for me, as a mother, to listen and translate. Elisa took the information in stride and with such love. I was impressed with and in awe of her strength.

Erik continued, and as soon as he became comfortable with me, he began throwing in some “sailor talk.” I stuttered over the coarse words and giggled nervously, trying to keep pace with this young man’s sassiness. Elisa paused and assured me that, if this was her Erik, this was the language she expected. She encouraged me to accept him, as well as his choice of language. This is how I came to know Erik.

Becoming Erik’s communicator and translator has been incredibly challenging, humbling, and enlightening. Watching him grow into his new shoes, and teach with compassion and his trademark brashness, has pushed me to think beyond the limits of spirituality. I am so grateful to be a part of Erik’s spiritual family.

I have been talking with spirits my entire life and often find more comfort in them than in my earthly friends. For me, death is a beautiful rebirth, a return to our essence. Death is not an ending but a new beginning. And teaching this perspective is one of the most significant aspects of my work.

My beliefs are nothing new, but the process of understanding and incorporating these beliefs into our daily lives—this is what is new to us. My intention is to translate the messages from Erik and other wonderful spirit guides, making the information digestible, understandable, and useable. I hope that this will be your experience.



INTRODUCTION



As a mother, I find it painful to watch my children struggle. As a physician, this pain is compounded by the fact that I couldn’t “fix” my son Erik, who struggled daily with demons that tormented him mercilessly. Along with learning difficulties and Tourette’s syndrome, he also suffered from severe bipolar disorder, a vicious monster that carried him into the darkest, deepest caves from which he eventually never surfaced.

Bipolar disorder can be a terminal disease, and in Erik’s case, it was. One beautiful autumn day, I found him dead, sitting in his chair after putting a .45-caliber, hollow-point bullet through his brain. At that point, my life changed from the “before” to the “after.” I plunged not only into grief and despair but also into a vacuum devoid of any belief system that would answer what would become the most important question of my life: Where is my son? As a physician with a strong science background, who was raised by two atheists, I found it difficult to know where to start my search. I didn’t even know whether there was anything to search for.

So, I did what I do best: I turned to science. I devoured hundreds of books and accounts by quantum and theoretical physicists and near-death experiencers. I reviewed controlled, double-blind experiments conducted on spiritual translators, and I explored scientific studies on the survival of consciousness after death. Even before Erik died, I always wondered: Is there more to life than what is contained in the limited, three-dimensional reality we perceive with our five senses? If we limit our beliefs to those ingrained in us by the material sciences and by most organized religions, we are left with so many unexplained phenomena. Why are some spirit translators uncannily accurate? Why do some children recount such compelling past-life stories? Why are some near-death experiences so hard to dismiss as delusional? Because of my strong science background, I always felt at odds with spiritual matters, but I was also familiar with the principle of Occam’s razor: The most plausible answer is that which explains the most and assumes the least. For me, to believe in the survival of consciousness after death honored this concept. Maybe the world wasn’t flat after all.

Why are people like me so skeptical about the spiritual and the paranormal? We are skeptical because we label something as “real” only when we can observe it directly with our senses or with a measuring device that delivers the information to our senses. Thomas Campbell, experimental nuclear physicist and author of My Big TOE (Theory of Everything), explains that we are like our intestinal bacteria. For all we know, the bread that comes down to us is manna from Heaven. We know nothing of the sowing of the seeds, the irrigation, the crop rotation, the fertilization and pest control, the harvesting, the production of bread and its transportation to market. But it still affects us, the bacteria.1 That said, there is much out there that exists and affects us all even though we cannot perceive it with our senses. Other dimensions, including the one my son is in, may be one such thing. But a big ship changes its course very slowly, and as the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer is often said to have observed, “All truth passes through three stages. First, it is ridiculed. Second, it is violently opposed. Third, it is accepted as being self-evident.”2

As an open-minded skeptic now equipped with scientific studies—including research on spirit translators—that supported my hypothesis, I began my search for a gifted translator who could give voice to my son. I found exactly what I set out to find in Jamie Butler. In our sessions, she perfectly captured Erik’s irreverent personality, and the chemistry between the two was clearly special, like an older sister and her pestering little brother.

With the information from those sessions, I began my blog, Channeling Erik: Conversations with My Son in the Afterlife. At first, the blog was a way to vent my grief, as well as a way to continue a relationship with my son. But as the membership grew, I was amazed by how many people found solace in my daily posts. For some, the blog was lifesaving. Literally.

Eventually, the blog members and I began to ask Erik questions, and those answers provided us with comfort and hope. Throughout this book, Erik describes the death process, the nature of the afterlife, the abilities and activities of an untethered soul, the fate of suicides, and the meaning of life and the human experience, as well as other matters. On the subject of suicide, Erik adamantly makes a case against it. Over and over again, he says that when you take your life, your troubles don’t end; you take them with you. Furthermore, you leave a world of grief in your wake, which only compounds your pain. How well I can attest to that.

Erik would be the first to admit that he is no Oracle of Delphi. He’s an imperfect human being who, like many of us, has battled his own dragons. He has stumbled and failed over and over. But perhaps because of his foibles, he has a deep understanding of the human experience. He knows what it’s like to be neck-deep in a foxhole of misery, clawing to pull himself out. He also knows what it’s like to feel hopelessness and give up, believing that life is not worth the pain and setbacks. But these trials and tribulations offer another type of wisdom—one many of us can relate to in the shadow of our own hardships. That said, however young and imperfect, Erik has a voice worth hearing. He is one of us.

As a physician, writing this book has been a healing experience for me: it is in my nature to heal, and by helping others, I heal my own wounds as well. As a mother, writing this book has taught me an important lesson: death does not mean the end of a relationship. Love knows no boundaries—not even death.

I invite you to join Erik and me on this journey. Consider this book a guide to the afterlife—a handbook of sorts, in which you can refer to specific chapters time and time again, as needed. At times you will cry. At times you will laugh. At times you will pause in wonderment. Some of you are bereaved like me. Some of you wish to overcome a fear of death. Some of you yearn to see the bigger picture, to grasp the meaning of life and death.

Whatever your motives, together we will explore the meaning of the human experience, the nature of the death process, the proof and architecture of the afterlife, the survival of the soul and consciousness, and the physics behind it all. Like me, many of you will begin this journey as skeptics. It is my hope that we will end that journey together in peaceful enlightenment.


How This Book Works

A large part of my journey from skeptic to believer required answers from the “other side”—conversations with someone who, at first, I wasn’t sure even existed: my son. Much of this book is comprised of transcripts of these conversations with Erik, which were facilitated by his spiritual communicators and translators, Jamie Butler and Kim O’Neill. On that subject, “forewarned is forearmed,” as they say, so I’d like to mention that, in these conversations, Erik is very much himself, including a bit of classic Erik “sailor talk,” so please be aware that you will encounter some at-times colorful language as he speaks his mind.

That said, I invite you to listen in while Erik, Jamie, Kim, and I (referred to as “Me” in the transcripts) engage in dialogue that is informative, occasionally irreverent and challenging, often intimate, sometimes heartbreaking, and always illuminating. I encourage you to use this book as you see fit: as a reference for skipping around to particularly relevant sections or points of interest, or as a traditional cover-to-cover reading experience. My goal is for you to find a complete guide to death and the afterlife in between the front and back covers of this book—a compendium of information to which you can refer over and over again.


The Skeptical Mind: My Journey to Belief

Being raised by two atheists was, in many ways, like housing the mind in an iron box with no windows or doors. It did have its advantages. I didn’t have to think or question; my mind was closed to the two-way flow of all ideas related to life after death. On the other hand, it left me with no tools with which to explore that subject.

Throughout my life, I have encountered many examples of the existence of life after death, but my doubts have tested the sturdiness of my iron box. For example, I stumbled upon a television show covering the many uncanny visions and predictions of Edgar Cayce, American spirit translator and founder of the Association for Research and Enlightenment. I read a fascinating New York Times article about toddler twins found inexplicably speaking the ancient language of Aramaic. I encountered a news report about a Seattle woman who had a near-death experience following a heart attack. While allegedly in an out-of-body state, the woman noticed a tennis shoe, with the laces folded underneath the heel, stuck on a ledge of the hospital’s third floor. The exact shoe was later retrieved by hospital staff, from the exact location the woman specified.

Although I couldn’t explain the uncanny accuracy of some spiritual communicators’ predictions, the seemingly indisputable accounts of near-death experiencers, and the extraordinary past-life stories told by children, I remained stubbornly close-minded. And because of that bias, I harbored insensitive thoughts toward others. For example, whenever people spoke of energy healing, past-life regression, or spirit communication, I dismissed them as New Age, airy-fairy kooks, or I envisioned gypsies hunched over crystal balls. Also, the close-minded lifestyle I led sometimes caused me pain. For example, my father’s first words to me after Erik died were, “I’m sorry, Elisa, but he’s going to turn to dust.” Oh, how I wanted to believe he was wrong.

I have been an internist, certified by the American Board of Internal Medicine, for over half of my life, with decades devoted to a private practice. Biology, biochemistry, pharmacology, pathology, physiology, and other branches of the sciences are practically a part of my DNA. In fact, science is squeezed so tightly between those double helices that I thought there was no room for what I once considered “nonsense.” This point of view only served to further reinforce that iron box of skepticism. Again, the fact that I couldn’t perceive my deceased son with any of my senses challenged everything I had learned throughout my education. How could I possibly redefine my entire identity as a scientist, a doctor, and a skeptic?

But after Erik died, he started to present himself to family and friends. Erik visited them in vivid, profound dreams and even started to play mischievous pranks. It seemed like almost everyone was enjoying his presence but me. I felt jealous, because, after all, I was his mother. I could have dismissed them as completely deluded, but I knew these people weren’t crazy, especially not my husband. He’s as rational and sane as they come. These experiences, coupled with my exhaustive research, marked the beginning of my internal tug-of-war between wary skepticism and belief.

I have always been critical of physicians who make up their minds about a patient’s diagnosis after reading his or her chart, even before the interview or examination. I pride myself on keeping an open mind while listening to my patients and tapping in to my own intuition. As I began to question my skepticism surrounding the concept of life after death, I asked myself: Do I really want to be one of those people who insists that the Earth is flat? Still, I refused to acquiesce. I clung to my disbelief like a tenacious bulldog, because to believe, only to then be proven wrong, would be to lose Erik all over again. I just couldn’t bear that.

As my grief began to lift ever so slightly, I finally started to receive visits and pranks from Erik. Later, I learned that profound grief is a dense wall that makes communication with the deceased difficult, if not impossible. This is how my journey from close-mindedness to cautious, open-minded skepticism began, and all it took was a bit of faith. Now my iron box has windows and doors. That said, everyone has a vested interest in whether there is something more after death, but close-minded skeptics, like the former me, are oftentimes too afraid to trust the research, their intuition, or any shred of evidence. If they were to find out the truth, it would require a paradigm shift of massive proportions. I know. I’ve done it. It takes courage and strength to trust, to have faith, and to be completely open. Now, at last, I have these things. The purpose of this journey is to share what I have found along the way with those who may be traveling down a similar path.


From Erik: A Case Against Suicide

Through my death, I have learned that you can’t look at one answer for life’s many questions and assume that it’s going to fit everyone. Even things that we consider to be pretty constant, like time, aren’t. What I have gathered about life is that we as people are gathering together in difficult circumstances to relearn what love is. Love of the self; of others; of our surroundings; of animals, plants, and inanimate items—the list goes on. All things on Earth can be loved and can receive love.

When we are learning about love, we learn to place no judgment; we learn to be resilient and let the pain of life and others move through us; and we learn to accept life as it is without forcing shit to happen. We are very much in control of what we can be; the rest is a strong yet delicate fabric of energy that weaves us around each other. If we choose to ignore this energy, it will be the one thing that suffocates us.

I will not stand and condone suicide, nor will I be the guy who tells you that suicide is for the weak. I will not say suicide is honorable either. I will say that suicide is a way out of life. It is a self-expression—one that is very clear. It says, “I am done.” Suicide is a personal choice, and it’s not up to you to judge the person who chooses it. We are all looking for love, not judgment. In retrospect, I see that the struggle of life on Earth has powerful meaning. I would encourage those who are considering suicide, or who have thought of suicide as a choice, to set it aside. Try your hand at being loved. The ultimate goal is to live out your life and experience love on Earth. All we can do is our personal best. Don’t limit yourself.




PART I

ERIK’S LIFE, DEATH, AND AFTERLIFE
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ABOUT ERIK



Erik was born on September 21, 1989, at three in the afternoon. He greeted the world without even a whimper. Instead of howls of protest at the bright lights and cool air, he seemed content to take in his surroundings peacefully. Until he was around twelve or thirteen, he was a happy boy.

As a child, Erik had a keen eye for beauty. He adored women and was not afraid to compliment them on their hair or eyes or clothes, and he even proposed marriage to several female teachers in preschool. Whenever he went on walks with his classmates, he would stop to admire every flower, every insect, and every weed—much to the dismay of his teachers. Erik also adored all things macho. He loved military garb and paraphernalia. He loved motorcycles, motocross—motor-anything. He enjoyed working on engines, fixing his friends’ cars, and installing stereo systems and lift kits for them. Erik was also quite the clotheshorse. He loved dressing up in “Pappa suits” (a name that Erik coined as a kid for business suits), and, in the months before his death, he often walked around in a suit and tie for no reason at all. He was truly a man’s man.

In keeping with his penchant for masculine endeavors, Erik longed to participate in all the sports his father engaged in: motorcycle racing, motocross, slalom skiing, and other activities that caused me as a mother and wife to close my eyes and cringe. But he was clumsy like me, and my husband, Rune, is a very protective father, so Erik never did get to participate in those death-defying endeavors to the extent that he wanted. I think his clumsiness is a sign that, like me, Erik is more comfortable in spirit than in the physical.

As masculine as Erik was, he was also a sensitive boy. He instinctively knew when people needed a hug or a kind word of encouragement. Even as young as nine months old, he would pat our backs to comfort us when we held him in our arms to provide him with comfort! Erik never wanted to upset anyone. I remember one day, when he was around two or three years old, I brought him home from the pediatrician’s office, thighs and arms littered with Band-Aids from immunizations. It had been a tough afternoon for the little guy. But when his father asked how he was, Erik answered with a smile on his tear-stained face: “I have a good time.”

As he grew up, Erik’s charm and charisma only blossomed more. His smile and laugh could light up a room. He never knew a stranger and would talk the ear off of anyone he met. As much as he could talk about his life, though, he was even better at asking others about theirs. Erik was a master at listening to others with great patience and compassion. He also reached out to those he felt were struggling like him. I can’t begin to count the number of “strays” he brought home for Mama’s cooking and for the nurturing companionship of our family. Erik’s sense of play was infectious; he loved being silly, playing pranks, and crafting wonderful jokes for all to enjoy. None of his jokes or pranks were mean spirited—they were all loving and endearing.

Erik had noble priorities compared to many of his peers in our socioeconomic class. He was far from spoiled. Rather, he was grateful for everything he had, and often said so. He loved to share, to give to others. What he cared about the most was family and friends. Erik was never a petty person with false pride. He had a big heart and soul and was quick to apologize sincerely when he said or did something hurtful, even to his siblings.

But Erik had his struggles. He suffered from learning difficulties, which made school an unwelcome and often overwhelming undertaking. Despite our encouragement and understanding, his academic shortfalls ravaged his self-esteem. Peers—and even some thoughtless teachers—called him “stupid” to his face. To make matters worse, he also suffered from Tourette’s syndrome, and his odd tics and mannerisms left him vulnerable to unkind remarks. It was during his middle school years that I began to see this happy, charming, affectionate child transform into a stranger. He slowly built a shell of toughness to protect himself from a cruel world. He smiled less often and was involved in a number of fistfights at school.

And so began the darkness. It crept into his life like a toxic infection, sucking the light from his heart and soul. But this darkness was still no match for the love within.

Let me tell you all a story that highlights this perfectly. His sister, Michelle, only recently shared it with us. She and Erik were so close, they may as well have been twins. Michelle had a few tragic romances as a teen. When she was eighteen, she met Chris, the “love of her life,” and vowed to marry him only a week or two after they met. This was not a happy announcement for my husband and me, because Chris . . . well, you know those guys who, at the age of thirty, are still living in their parents’ basement, playing Xbox and smoking pot all night while skateboarding and drinking beer all day? If only he’d had such aspirations. Now, he’s behind bars. I guess eighteen-year-old girls don’t have the best judgment sometimes.

When Michelle and Chris broke off their engagement, she shared her story with Erik as they were riding in her car together. She began to sob, because to her the breakup marked the end of life as she knew it. (My husband and I also shed tears over the experience, but ours were tears of relief and joy.) No sooner had Michelle begun to cry than Erik joined in. He held her hand and sobbed with her the entire way home. It was as if he had been the victim of the breakup. When someone’s heart broke, Erik’s broke as well. If someone he cared about felt pain, so did he. What courage it takes to feel the pain of others. It’s hard enough to bear the weight of one’s own troubles without taking on the grief of others. What a heavy burden for a young, loving, sensitive boy.

By the time he was fifteen, Erik was diagnosed with bipolar disorder and was started on medication. Despite weekly sessions with both a therapist and a psychiatrist, Erik slid into a deep depression. I believe that he found solace in drugs and alcohol partly to give credence to that tough exterior, and partly to ease the pain. As parents, we did everything we could to help him feel better about himself. As with all five children, not a day went by that we didn’t tell him how much we loved him and how grateful we were to have him in our lives. Eventually, Erik seemed to improve somewhat. He stopped consuming drugs and alcohol, and embarked on a career path to becoming a welder. However, as happiness seemed to elude him still, he developed an insatiable appetite for material possessions to fill the empty void: a stereo system for his truck, a new welder, equipment for a new sport or hobby, or a new bike. When he ran out of money, he pawned nearly all of his other possessions for the next “fix.” He also had an intense yearning for friendship.

Sadly, Erik was well aware of the fact that many of his “friends” answered his calls only to hang up immediately once they realized it was him calling. Many regarded him as odd and quirky, and as a result, he often felt deeply lonely. I find this so ironic because Erik was so caring toward others, whether they were friends, acquaintances, or strangers. He wouldn’t hesitate to give anyone the shirt off his back, and he often brought home troubled friends his age who were in need of a home-cooked meal and a place to sleep. In his twenty years here on Earth, I never heard him utter a critical or disparaging word about another person. Perhaps because of his struggles, he was one of the most compassionate, nonjudgmental people I have ever known.

Erik was misunderstood by so many. He sometimes came across as intense and disheveled. He was tormented by tics and an addiction to cigarettes. However, beneath all that exterior was a diamond in the rough. Few were kinder. Few were more loving. Few were as understanding. Few were as willing to sacrifice for others. Sometimes I felt like the only one in the world who saw Erik’s real soul. This was a lonely feeling. That began to change when I received the following loving email from one of his friends after his death:

Dear Dr. Medhus,

It is with much respect and condolences that I accepted your invitation to be on your friend list [for Facebook]. I have thought about your son Erik and your family often, praying that you find any comfort possible in your egregious loss at his untimely death.

My last memory of Erik was at Starbucks. I have been employed there for three years, and this is how I came to befriend Erik.

He truly was one of my favorite Memorial (High School) students, which actually says a lot. I did not have patience (sometimes still don’t) for many of their adolescent behaviors and attitudes. Erik was different than most of the students, and I was always happy to see him. He was always ready to offer a smile, or help to keep the peace on the porch when I had to ask them to behave. We chatted often at the bar or on the patio.

It was very close to his death when he came into the store seeming withdrawn, not like his usual self (at least with me).

I gave him a drink on the house, and we chatted some. I was a little concerned, but I’m embarrassed to say that I chalked it up to a bad day or a bad week. I thought, “He’ll get over it.” He asked me if I would be his friend on Facebook, and I was happy to say yes. He added me that day. It was only a few short days later that I got the news of his suicide. I wish that I would have listened to my instinct and tried to reach out to Erik more. He was a great kid.

I started reading your blog, and it is inspiring and heartwarming to believe that he is still with us in this earthly realm, watching over his friends and family. Though he has peace on the other side, I want you to know I still pray for your family often!

I wish I could offer much more to you; it is unfortunately the best I can give right now. Please let Erik know that I think of him fondly, and miss him too, when you have your next visit with him. May you feel his presence often, and may your memories of him be a balm to your breaking heart.

Respectfully,
Amber

When I read this letter, I couldn’t help but cry. My tears were those of gratitude and joy, but also of sorrow that Erik never realized just how worthy of love he was. All of this doesn’t begin to scratch the surface of who Erik was—and is. He had his imperfections, like we all do, but they paled in comparison to his many wonderful qualities.
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ERIK’S DEATH



Then came that horrible Tuesday, the events of which created a deep chasm that divided my life into two parts: the wonderful “before” and the intolerable “after.” Erik seemed to be stable and happy that day. Over the course of those last few months, he had finally found friends he could trust—friends who loved him as he loved them. My sister Teri was visiting from her home in California, and she, two of my daughters, and I planned to go out somewhere for lunch. I asked Erik if he’d like to join us, but he declined, saying he preferred to stay home and “chill.” He asked how long we’d be gone, and I told him we’d return in no more than an hour.

Five minutes into the drive, I received the worst phone call of my life. Maria, our housekeeper, who had helped take care of Erik since he was sixteen months old, called to say that she had heard a “loud noise” and was scared. Although I had no reason to suspect anything, I instinctively knew. I asked her if it had sounded like a gun and she replied, “Yes.” I begged her to go upstairs to check on Erik, and she did. The scream I heard moments later would forever be etched in my mind—a scream that marked the beginning of a nightmare from which we would only awaken from after months and months of tears; a scream that dashed our hopes along with our sense of inviolability. It marked the beginning of our emotional collapse into a carful of hysterics.

We were home in a matter of minutes—minutes that seemed more like decades. I was afraid to go upstairs and confront what I knew to be the tragic truth, but as a physician, I needed to be sure he was truly dead. What if he still had a pulse? Maybe I could administer CPR and save him. But upon seeing my son, sitting in his desk chair, eyes open and lifeless, with an obvious gunshot wound to the head, it was clear he was gone forever and could not be brought back to life. Only days later would I discover that he had pawned possessions and asked a twenty-one-year-old friend to purchase a handgun for him. In great despair, I flung myself into his lap, screaming like a wounded mother wolf mourning the loss of her cub. It felt like I was out of my body, peering down upon this broken shell of a woman whose hands were bathed in the blood of her own child.

The days that followed were torture. No mother should have to bury her child, much less hire a crime scene cleanup crew to pull out his carpet and scour the walls. It’s amazing how one ill-fated decision to pull back that trigger a few agonizing millimeters was all it took to detonate an atom bomb in our family. Our entire family was catapulted into a new world of grief, bewilderment, anger, and guilt. As a mother, the effect seemed to take an even greater toll, as if the physical connection that had begun between us twenty years and nine months earlier had been ripped apart so violently that a heavy pain permeated every part of my body and soul. It leached into every cell, distorted every memory, and haunted every thought.

For months, I found it difficult to trudge outside to get the mail and newspaper. More days than not, I longed for death so that I might hold Erik in my arms once more. Grief enveloped me so deeply that I forgot I wasn’t alone. My husband, my four other children, countless relatives, and close friends were also in pain. I had to make a conscious effort to encourage them to share their burden as well, to cry on my shoulder, and to lean on what little strength I had left. After months of stumbling blindly through this new and cruel darkness, I decided that enough was enough.

Although my son was dead, I was still his mother. I wanted that relationship to not only survive but to also thrive. This meant treading on dangerous territory, where answers are elusive and indistinct, and disappointment might lurk in every shadow. Somehow, I had to find the courage within to ask the tough questions: Why did he take his life when he had so much to live for? What was death like for him? Where is he now? What is he now? Is there an afterlife, and if so, what is it like? I resolved to find the answers.
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ERIK’S VISITS: DREAMS, MESSAGES, AND PRANKS



After Erik’s death, my entire family and I plunged into a state of numbness. We were shaken by a grief so profound that each minute seemed like an eternity. Making the funeral arrangements—from choosing a casket and burial plot to deciding what clothes he should wear in his perpetual sleep—was agony. Every decision was gut wrenching and seemingly insurmountable. All I wanted to do was lie down in a corner and sob. I was so grateful for Rune’s inner strength. He, too, was in pain, but society mandates that the man must keep a stiff upper lip and muddle through on his own somehow. Men tend to be the silent, neglected grievers—the broken warriors who need just as much support and comfort as women.

In all the tragedy and turmoil, however, Erik came to provide us with comfort three times, thus initiating our journey in communicating with him in the afterlife. The second night after his death, he came to my husband in an uncharacteristically vivid dream. In that dream, they were both standing near Rune’s new Ford F-350, a truck that my son had drooled over with great pride. Then Erik said in joyous excitement, “I feel so wonderful! I’m so light and free. It’s an amazing feeling. Here, Pappa, feel.” When Erik reached out to grab his father’s hands, Rune was overcome with a sense of intense euphoria, unlike any sensation he’d had before.

It was a feeling of joy, love, comfort, lightness, and freedom that simply cannot be described in our limited human language. After a few moments, Erik let go of Rune’s hands, leaned toward him, and said, “This is what I felt like before.” Rune then felt the deep despair and darkness that had long tormented Erik. The world felt heavy and unwelcoming. Through this dream, Rune knew Erik was trying to convey that he was fine and was, in fact, happy for the first time in years. In that moment, our family’s healing process began.

The second time Erik made himself known after his passing was to his grandfather, José. Let me preface this by saying that my father has never truly believed in life after death. To him, when the body dies, so does the soul; we all simply turn to dust. There is no immortality. There is no God. There is no Heaven. Yet, three days after my son’s death, my father called me to say that Erik had come to him. I could tell by his voice that he was quite shaken. He said that, while he was wide awake, Erik appeared to him. Then, he transformed into a four-or five-year-old version of himself, crawled into his grandfather’s lap and snuggled against his chest.

My father felt, without a doubt, that Erik’s presence was real. He felt the warmth of his grandson’s small body and the love that emanated from his presence. After a few moments, Erik looked up at his grandfather and recited a Spanish proverb that essentially translates as “things come in threes.” Erik’s visit challenged the very foundation of the staunch beliefs my father had held for decades. As for the meaning behind the proverb, I wondered to myself if Erik was preparing my father and my mother—both in their eighties—for their own transition into the afterlife. Or perhaps he was foretelling the three visits he would make in so many days.

The third visit occurred a few weeks after Erik died. My eldest daughter, Kristina, shared this interesting experience with me—an incident that provided evidence of Erik’s burgeoning skills with energy manipulation. She was up late studying one night, as medical students are notoriously known to do. As part of a new ritual, she lit a candle in honor of Erik and placed it on her desk by her study materials. Without warning, the candle’s flame began to dance erratically. Now, this might not seem so weird to you, but since it was a chilly night, the air-conditioning was off. There was no breeze, no source for air currents. Kristina even covered her mouth with a sheet of paper and turned her head to the side to make sure her breath was not causing the air to stir and therefore the flame to jump. At that same moment, she also felt Erik’s presence strongly and knew he was up to his old mischief as a prankster, playing a practical joke.
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