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INTRODUCTION


Welcome to the Club





The doctors walk into the room, a room quiet except for the whooshing sound coming from the machines forcing air into my twelve-year-old son's lungs. “It's an illusion,” a doctor says. “He's not alive. His brain died days ago. Your son is gone.”


“There's hope,” I say.


“No, there isn't,” the doctors say back.


You're wrong, I think. There's always hope—isn't there? At least there was until now.


“You've got until one o'clock this morning to say your good-byes,” another doctor, a woman, says. “Then we're shutting down the machines.”


Conversation over. No options are offered to me. I go into the family room created for the people doing vigil with my daughter, my ex-husband, and me. I pick up the Bible. I'll read where the pages open, I think. I'll get a sign. I've gotten messages that way before. The pages fall open in my hands. I read under my thumb. It's the story of how Jesus brings Lazarus back from the dead. Even if I won't admit it, I know the truth. This isn't a sign. It might mean something, but I don't know what it is.


I go back into the intensive-care room. People filter in to tell Shane good-bye. When they finish, I hold Shane in my arms. He's covered with bandages, hooked up to tubes. A nurse turns off the machines. The whooshing noise stops. I hear one faint sound. It's Shane exhaling his last breath. A nurse rests her hand on my shoulder. “It's going to take a long time. Eight years at least,” she said. “It's going to be hard, but you'll get through it. I know. My daughter died when she was nine.”


All I can think is, I don't want to be like her—have a dead child. I don't want to go through this. Somebody made a mistake.


It takes years to understand the meaning of that brief conversation: I had been welcomed to the club.


It wasn't the first club I unwillingly joined.




The man is tall, gaunt with a long, thin face. He used to drink too much. That's why his wife left, he lost his job, his car broke down, and his dog bit him. Then he joined AA (Alcoholics Anonymous). When he stopped drinking, his wife came home, he found a different job, bought a new car. His dog stopped biting him and licked his hand instead. With all the differences between this gaunt man and me, the first time I heard him tell his story, I found something we had in common. He never liked himself, didn't feel like he belonged. That's why he started drinking too much—alcohol eased the pain of being alive. Then his buddy alcohol turned on him. It destroyed his life. When he tried to quit drinking, he couldn't stop. The AA program and a Higher Power did for him what he couldn't do for himself. Now he stands by the door when I walk into the sparsely furnished room—twenty metal folding chairs piled around three chipped Formica tables. “Welcome,” he says. “I'm glad you're here.”


I'm not glad I'm there, but I don't have anywhere else to go. The gratitude comes later, when the program changes my life.


Fast-forward eight years. I walk into another room. This one is filled mostly with women. I see only two men. A long table is spread with cookies, lemon bars, steaming pots of coffee, hot water for tea. A perky woman runs up to me. “Welcome to Al-Anon,” she says. I step backward.


“I'm not an Al-Anon,” I say. “I'm a recovering addict.”


“Oh, that's great!” she gushes. “You're in AA and Al-Anon. You're a double winner.”


I don't feel like I've won anything, much less two things. My husband drinks. I've been clean and sober our entire marriage and I'm the one who has to go to meetings and get help? Go figure. I sit down at the table. I listen to people tell stories about how much being married to an alcoholic hurts, how crazy we get when we love someone who drinks, and what we can do to help ourselves instead of obsessively trying to fix the alcoholic and letting him make us insane. I've been avoiding feelings for so long I forgot I had any. Now emotions flood me. Yeah, it really does hurt to watch alcohol destroy our love. That's all I wanted—a family. A husband and kids. Was that asking too much? For the first time in years, I cry. Crying is the miracle that begins my healing. I feel my own feelings instead of trying to fix, help, blame, control, or wish I was dead.


Al-Anon didn't save my marriage. It saved me.


Most of us find ourselves joining clubs whether we want to or not. Someone dies and we join the You Weren't Supposed to Go Away and My Heart Is Broken Club. Or the phone rings and we're thrust into the Why Do I Have Cancer? Club. Or we call our mom and she doesn't recognize our voice. When we say our name, she becomes more confused. “Who is this?” she asks. At first we joke about it, say things like, “I'd tell you to make a list so you don't forget, but you'd probably forget where you put the list.” Then we realize it's not funny. The person we love is in there someplace, but we can't find her anymore. A stranger has taken over. We belong to the Somebody I Love Has Alzheimer's Disease and We're Saying a Long Good-Bye Club.


Then comes the day we look in the mirror or someone shows us a picture of ourselves, and we reel in shock. Do we really look like that? We're members of the I Still Feel Young but I'm Getting Old Club. We're not sure if we should get a face-lift, have a noninvasive procedure, or let ourselves wrinkle up. Sometimes the clubs sneak up on us. One day we realize we're spending more time in doctors' offices than we are hanging out with friends. Somewhere along the way, we've joined the I've Got a Chronic Illness Club. There are the I'm a Financially Broken Man (or Woman) and the Empty Nester clubs. The list goes on. Then there's the last club we'll join, the My Time Is Running Out and I'm Going to Die Club. The lucky ones are the ones who've consciously joined clubs before then. We know how it goes: initiation, transition, then we're changed. The luckiest ones know death isn't an ending; it's a transformation too.


Some of the clubs are formal. Some aren't. We meet people one at a time going through the same experience as we are. When a problem first appears, we think we're the only one who has it. We feel alone. Before long, it looks like there's an epidemic going on. We wait for life to be like it was, then one day we get it: Life as we know it is gone. It's never going to be the same again.




After my son died, I sat in my office surrounded by books about grief. Some were books people had given me because they wanted to help. Other books I bought. I'd open a book, start to read it, then either put it on my library shelf or hurl it across the room. It's not that the books aren't good. Many are important and well written. The books didn't help me. Not one book led me to believe that this process I was in was a mysterious, transformational one. I couldn't find anyone to tell me each minute, whatever I experience is a valid, beautiful moment—however tragic it is. That's what I needed to hear: Grief is a sacred time in our lives, and an important one.


What helped me most were two things. One was reading stories about life after death, because that gave me the feeling that my son was okay. When you love somebody, it's important to know where and how that person is.


The second thing that helped was stories—hearing honest accounts about how people felt, what they went through, and what helped them, not contrived stories saying how they thought they were supposed to feel and what they thought they should do. I promised myself then that if I ever came out the other end of this tunnel, I'd write a book about grief that I wouldn't have tossed across the room. At the time of writing this book, it's been more than fifteen years since Shane died. Only recently have I felt I have anything valuable to say.


This is a book of stories about people going through many different losses. Writing this book held several surprises. I was amazed at how eager people were to share their stories with me. I thought people would be reluctant to talk about painful parts of their lives. Early on I saw that wasn't true. People wanted to talk, and they wanted me to listen. They wanted to know their pain counts and what they went through can do some good. Telling our story to people who listen and care is a powerful, healing thing to do.


Something else that surprised me is that many people insisted I use their names. I disguised some people's identities to protect their privacy. No stories are composites. I've changed names, ages, places of residence, and certain details so you can't recognize some people. Even if you think you know the people I've disguised, you don't. No experiences have been exaggerated. I haven't altered important facts. If anything has been changed, it's similar to what it replaced. My name is on the book's cover, but to all the people who shared their stories goes a warm thank-you. This book belongs to us.


I chose common loss experiences, a different one for each chapter. In each chapter, I also include secrets or milestones that apply to anyone and to any kind of loss. So even if the loss in a chapter doesn't have anything to do with your life, the secrets in the chapter are universal and likely will apply to whatever changes you're going through. You can search out the chapter that has a loss like yours, but don't miss the milestones in the other stories too.


I'm not approaching grief from the classic five stages of denial, anger, bargaining, sadness, and acceptance. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross has written books about that. These stages are valid and worked into the stories. I'm looking at grief as a transformational process. The book is about getting through the time that starts when something happens that turns our world upside down and we lose our old normal, until the new normal begins.


Some people think I'm an expert on codependency, but if I'm an expert at anything, it's how to take care of ourselves when we're going through grief. I'm not writing this book to tell you to do it my way. If you're going through pain, you either already are or soon will be an expert too. My hope is that this book will help you find comfort in your life and the circumstances taking place right now. I want to give you confidence that you'll be guided, led, and able to figure out what to do.


At the end of each chapter, I've included activities. Some have to do with the loss covered in that chapter. Some have to do with the secrets I've touched on in the story. You'll probably find activities in each chapter that apply to you even if you aren't going through that chapter's loss. Some activities are basic, such as teaching how to write comfort letters to people going through grief or how to be more nurturing to people in pain (including ourselves). You don't need to do all the activities for each chapter; that would be too much. I've given enough different activities for each chapter that you're likely to find at least one that works for you. I do suggest that you do the first activity in this book—the Master List of Losses. Another important activity is the list of What's Left. It's the third activity in chapter 12, “Facing Change.” Other than those two activities, use your judgment about which ones to do. Sometimes the activity that might be most helpful is the one that makes us groan when we read it. We think, Oh, I don't want to do that, but often what we resist is what we need most. Other times we'll be drawn to an activity. We'll look at it and think, That would be interesting. Anyway, you choose.


You don't have to be in raw grief to benefit from this book. The stories and activities will work on old loss too. I've included statistics and information at the end of each chapter about aspects of that story. Some of these statistics may surprise you; some stunned me. I've included references: national phone numbers and Web site addresses for information, help, and support. I can't guarantee how long they'll be accurate. I don't include footnotes, but the thinking in this book is based on and backed up by other books, experts, and authorities. I've either attributed sources within the text or listed references in the bibliography.


Choosing which losses to cover was difficult. We encounter so many problems. Everyone and everything we have will eventually pass away. There are enough losses and problems to write volumes. I hope the secrets, tips, and activities will help you whether I've touched on your loss or not.


Of the thirteen books I've written, I expected this to be the most painful yet. Surprised again. Of all the books I've written, this one brought me the most joy. The people, the stories, the work have given and taught me so much. I'll miss the writing when it's done.




On a radio show, the host asked me to tell the guru story I wrote at the end of the introduction to Codependent No More. It's one of my favorite stories. I'll tell it again.


Once upon a time, a woman seeking enlightenment traveled to the mountains in a land far away and found a guru to teach her. “I want to learn everything there is to know,” she told him. “I'm not leaving until I do.”


The guru led her to a cave, then left her with a stack of books. Each day he returned to check on her. With his walking stick in hand, he hobbled into the cave and asked, “Have you learned everything there is to know?”


“No,” she'd say.


When she said that, the guru raised his stick and whacked her on the head.


This scenario repeated itself for years. Each day it was the same. Then one day the guru entered the cave, asked the same question, heard the same answer. But this time, when the guru raised his cane, the woman reached up and grabbed the stick. She stopped his assault in midair.


She expected to be scolded. This was her turn to be surprised. The guru smiled. “Congratulations,” he said. “You've graduated. You've learned everything you need to know. You've learned you'll never learn all there is to know and you've learned how to stop the pain.”


One of my teachers told me this story. One of his teachers taught it to him. It summed up the theme of Codependent No More—stop controlling other people and start taking care of ourselves. Although I've written many books since then, this book picks up where that one left off. But this is more than a follow-up or upgrade.


A woman I barely knew was talking to me about the pain I experienced after my son's death. I was telling her that the first year hurt, the second year hurt more, and year three hurt too. She listened to my story, then tried to explain away my feelings.


“Isn't that codependency, this prolonged grief thing you're in?” she said. “Aren't you just feeling sorry for yourself? Maybe you need to read your own books? Let go?”


I wanted to bite off her head. I bit my tongue instead. I know—and most of the time remember—not to expect people to understand what someone is going through unless they belong to the same club.


“No,” I said. “It's more than that.”


“Then which stage of grief do you think it is?” she asked.


“It's more than that too,” I said.


The more time that passes since writing Codependent No More, the more I've come to believe that grief plays a much larger part in codependency than I used to think it did. The low self-esteem, the pinched face giving off the miseries, the bitterness that comes from all that pain and guilt. The repression, depression, denial, the whirlwind of chaos we create trying to stop the losses heading our way when we're involved with someone who's in trouble with alcohol, drugs, rage—they all come with codependency, but they also come with grief. So does not wanting people we love to leave.


We can't always put life, people, and our behaviors in a tidy box.


And no matter what the guru in the cave said, sometimes we can't stop the pain.


If you're living the Great American Dream or if you have a problem that you can easily solve and your life soon returns to normal, maybe this book isn't for you. It's not a book about overcoming. In many ways it's not a classic how-to. It's for people in transition, people going through change and loss. It's for people in pain, people who are numb, and people who aren't sure what they're feeling. It's for people who are broken; it's about trusting God and life to put us back together again. It's about radical faith, enough faith to eventually turn to the same God who allowed the disaster to happen—whether a disaster is personal or global—and ask for help finding and fighting our way back to life. It's about knowing that when we're too confused or angry to ask for help, God is guiding us then too.


“I met death and it transformed me,” said Maggie, who you will meet later in this book. “It was dark, ugly, and I was alone. I spent two years driving around looking for a building tall enough to jump from and die. I was doing everything people suggested—going to therapy, doing the right things. But nothing helped. Life didn't have meaning anymore,” she said. “I lost all hope.”


“What happened that triggered all that pain?” I asked. “Was it one thing? Several things happening at once?”


“It was an avalanche,” she said.


This isn't a book with a no-pain no-gain theme. It's about that time in our life when what was familiar disappears, we're not who we were, and we're not yet who we're becoming. Our instinctive reaction during times of loss is to try to control things around us. It's normal. We're scared. We don't want any more pain. We want to cut our losses, and we think control keeps us safe. But when we get tired of controlling, there are other things we can do. The stories in this book will show what others have done when their lives got turned upside down. My hope is that you'll be able to see some of yourself in them.




I ended the introduction to Codependent No More with the guru story. It seems right to end this introduction with a story like that too. This is a version of a story about a woman who went to a Buddha for help. (I don't know who first told the story. I've read different versions in many books but can't find a source to attribute it to.) Unlike the woman in the guru story, this woman wasn't seeking enlightenment. She wanted help stopping her pain.


“My son died,” the woman said to the Buddha. “Please bring him back to life.”


The Buddha said yes, he would do that. At the thought of having her son back, the woman's pain began to lift. “But there's something you have to do first,” the Buddha said. “Bring me three rocks. Each must come from a person or family who hasn't experienced loss.”


The woman went in search of three people who qualified to give her the stones. A long time passed before she returned to the Buddha. When she did, she held out empty hands. “I couldn't find people who could give me the rocks,” she said.


“What did you learn?” the Buddha asked.


“I learned we all suffer and lose someone or something we love.”


After a loss happens, this journey of learning begins. We learn we're part of—one with—this universal club. We're unique but not as different from others as we think. Coincidentally (or maybe not) it's the path to enlightenment too.


One secret to going through change and grief is this: It's all done with mirrors. If we're alone, we can't see who we are. When we join the club, other people become the mirror. We see ourselves when we look at them. Slowly we accept who we are. By being honest about who we are and how we feel, we'll be a mirror for them too. Seeing us will help them love and accept themselves.


The day will come when we'll welcome others to the club and we'll know we're making peace. I was at the drop zone one day (the place where skydivers jump out of planes). I saw a woman who had just lost her thirty-five-year-old son. He was a skilled skydiver and a Hollywood stuntman. He'd fallen off a ladder and fatally injured his head. I put my hand on her arm. “It's going to take a long time. It's going to be hard. But you'll get through this,” I said. “I know. My son died when he was twelve.”


One of the darkest places is that place where we don't get or understand ourselves, and we think nobody else gets us either. We feel lost and alone. We lose touch with the connection we have to ourselves and each other. It's this connection that keeps us in Grace. When someone gets us, when they understand us, we understand ourselves. Then somehow the unacceptable becomes okay. We might not be happy about it—whatever it is—but we'll find peace. It's not a clinical description of the process, but what we're talking about here isn't a clinical thing.


It's part of the mystery we'll explore in this book.


I was talking with a new friend I made when I began writing The Grief Club. I felt comfortable with him the minute we met. I told him about the struggle I'd been going through ever since the phone rang and the doctor told me I had hepatitis C. “I've spent so much of my life feeling unlovable and untouchable,” I said. “Now I'm riddled with this disease? I've worked hard the past two years to learn how to take care of my liver and health. But I've been waiting for this time to be done so I can start living my life. I've been frantically trying to control this, make it go away. I've been obsessed. I horrify myself with visions of dying a torturous death.


“But lately I've been remembering what I learned in the past,” I said. “I asked myself, what is my problem? What's the matter? I'm healthy. My liver is in good shape. The hepatitis virus is almost gone. I'm the same person I've always been. This thing about trying to make the problem go away so I can begin living my real life is crazy. There hasn't been one single thing that's happened to me that isn't an important part of my path. I'm not dying from hepatitis; I'm living with it. I don't have to wait for anything to happen to be whole. I'm already complete.”


“Tell me about it,” my friend said. “I went through that whole thing twelve years ago when they told me I had HIV.”


That's why I feel so comfortable with him, I thought. We belong to similar clubs.


Later that day I was talking to another friend. He asked how I was.


“Great,” I said and meant it. “Now that I've finally surrendered to having hepatitis C.”


My friend smiled and said (you guessed it), “Welcome to the club.”
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CHAPTER 1


Initiating Change:


When a Child or Someone We Deeply Love Dies


The man sitting in the reception room at the doctor's office looked so forlorn, staring at the floor. I don't usually talk to strangers, but there was something about this guy. I deliberately moved and sat next to him. “What's your name?” I asked. “What's wrong?”


“I have migraines,” he said. “Bad ones. They really hurt.” Then his face scrunched and he started to cry. “My daughter died,” he said.


That's what's wrong, I thought. The Tibetan monks say there are temples hidden in every city around the world. These temples are in plain view—the best place to hide anything. But only awakened people see them; the temples are hidden to everyone else. That's what I saw in this man: the Temple of Grief.


I touched his arm. “I don't know how you feel, but I know how I felt when my twelve-year-old son died,” I said. “It's the worst.”


He looked up and into my eyes for the first time in our conversation. “Then you know what it's like,” he said, sounding relieved. I know the feeling. He finally found someone who belongs to the My Child Died and My Heart Is Broken and Nobody Gets It Club.


I wanted him to know I'm wasn't a “Lookie Lou,” someone who gushes and says, “I know how you feel because last year my cat died too.” “People generalize,” said a bereaved mother. “They compare losing a child to losing a parent. It's not the same.”


I asked about his daughter, what happened, how old she was, how long it has been. You don't need to ask how long it has been because when you lose your child, it happened yesterday even if it's been ten years. But there's a difference in stages. Year one—stunned, numb, disbelief. You don't want to be here going through this. Year two—worse. You want to be here even less. Years three, four, and five—you still don't want to be here, but you keep waking up alive. Five through ten—gradually getting better each day. You've learned you can live with a hole in your heart and missing your child so much you think you'll explode. You start wanting to live again. You're on the mend. Besides, someday you'll see your child again. After everything you've been through, you can wait. Also, you've noticed you're happier than most people. Something inside you has changed.


A certain freedom comes with going through the worst. You're not expecting life to make you happy now. Your hand isn't outstretched anymore. You know there's no brass ring. There's only now and that's enough. You make peace with that, with what is. Surprise, surprise. You came out the other end. What began as coping turned into thriving. You found a new way to live.


The man at the doctor's office told me his daughter died in a car accident a year ago, when she was twenty-one. He dug through his wallet and showed me her picture. I say how beautiful she is (because she is), then I listen while he talks. Like him, the first words out of my mouth for years when I met anyone were “My son died.” People who haven't lost a child get afraid when we say we lost a child. They change the subject quickly, thinking it's too hard on us to talk, harder for them to listen. What they don't know is that we need to tell our story again even if we've already told it one hundred times before. It makes the unthinkable real. It gives us a sense of control. Telling our story is important, whether we're telling the story of how our marriage went bad, how we stopped drinking, or how our wife or daughter died. It helps if people listen and care.


We don't just lose someone we love. We lose a piece of ourselves—sometimes more.


“I feel so lost,” the man said. “That's the hardest thing. The feeling has lasted so long. Is it normal to feel as lost as I do?”


I felt lost other times—when I graduated from high school, when I finished treatment for chemical dependency, when I divorced. But I'd never felt as lost as the week my daughter and I stayed at a hotel in downtown St. Paul, Minnesota, the week of my son's birthday. That year it became the week of his death.




Sometimes we get a clue, a hint about what life is really like. We all know a family whose daughter-in-law got cancer, then died a lingering death. She was only twenty-five. Or the family whose son died in a motorcycle accident when he was twenty-three. We tell ourselves, It's the exception. Happily ever after is the rule. Those horrible things happen to other people but not to us. We don't want to hear these stories. We don't want to get too close. We can handle hearing about financial troubles or alcoholism. Those kinds of problems are okay. But this angel of death who rips families apart? No thank you. Take your story and get away.


A month or so before Shane died, Nichole came bounding into the house after school. “Guess what we learned today?” she asks. “Did you know that before the end of the year one child we know will die?”


I didn't know that. I also didn't know the child who died would be mine.


Or did I? Sometimes I think part of us knows what's coming—has known for a long time.


I'm standing on the sidewalk, staring up at the roof of our three-story Victorian house on Pleasant Avenue in Minneapolis, Minnesota. “My God, Shane, be careful,” I scream. “How did that boy get up on the roof?” I ask my daughter, who's standing next to me.


“He climbed the tree next to the house and swung across on a branch,” Nichole explains. “He told me he could do it. He saw it on TV.”


“Shane, stand still. Don't move!” I scream. “Just keep looking at me. The firemen will be here soon!” He's not scared. It's an adventure to him. I'm petrified. The fire engine screams to a stop. I don't take a deep breath until my son is safely down.


“Mom, can we have a swimming pool in the backyard—just a little one?” my daughter asks.


A wave of terror jolts through me when I hear the words. “No way,” I say. “It's too dangerous with your brother. Something could go wrong.”


“Mom, why are you taking the four-wheeler away?” Shane whines. He pleads with me to give it back. “You're not careful enough,” I say. You'll drive through electric wires or do something careless and hurt yourself. The answer is no.”


There was this feeling about him from the day he was born. The first year, I held him all the time. I wouldn't share him with anyone else. He was a good baby. Then he started to walk. His feet hit the ground running. He didn't stop until he died.


We're at the movies on a Sunday afternoon. Shane puts his feet on the back of the seat in front of him. I start to nag, then stop. Make every moment count. It's as if someone spoke the words in my ear.


You don't have to tell me that. Since Shane was born, I know how important each moment is. What I want to know is, do they still count after he's gone?




We're at a restaurant: Shane (about to turn twelve), Nichole (fourteen), and a few of their friends. We're there to celebrate Shane's birthday. I hold up my water glass. “Here's to the next year. May it be the best yet. May you have everything you want!” Clink. Clink. Clink.


“I don't have money to buy you a present, but how would you like to come skiing this weekend with me and my friends instead?” Nichole asks her brother.


Shane's eyes light. He says, “Yes!”


“Just promise me this,” I say to both children. “No matter where we are on our birthdays, we'll always get together.”


Nichole instantly says yes. Shane hesitates, then agrees.


Two days later, on Saturday morning, Shane, Nichole, and her friend Joey leave for skiing. Their sitter Chrissie drives them. Joey's mom will drive them home. “I love you. Be careful. Be home by six.”


“Love you too. See ya!” Shane says.


At eight o'clock the phone rings. A man's voice tells me Shane's hurt.


We do a vigil at the hospital. Family and friends pile into the room. The machine pumps air into Shane's small lungs but it's too late. He's already dead. He slipped on an icy patch—a mogul. It knocked his brain stem loose when he hit his head.


Nichole and I stay at a hotel in downtown St. Paul. I can't go back to our house, see Shane's vacant room. Not yet. I'm wandering the hotel hallways looking at my key. I can't find the room. The numbers blur. I walk and walk. The numbers on the doors don't match my key. I sit down on the floor and wait. Someone will find me, help me. Lost? I've never been this lost in my life.


We all have plans about where our life is going. The night before Shane's death, I closed the deal on a new house. We were moving into a mansion in the city to celebrate our last years living together as a family. I was going to work, write books. The kids would go to college, get married, have children of their own. Isn't that how life goes? Your children grow up and leave home, then the parents get old and die first?


After Shane dies, I can't work, can't write for years. You can't write when you have nothing to say. “Thank you so much for your work,” a reader writes me in a letter. “Your books helped so much. I'm finally happy after so many miserable years.” I'm glad she's happy. I'm not. Why are other people's children alive and Shane is gone? Something I did must have really ticked God off.


People are kind, but they don't get it. They tire of waiting for me to be myself. I run into an acquaintance at the mall the week before the first Christmas after Shane's death. He asks what's wrong. “Shane's dead,” I said. He steps back. “Aren't you over that yet?” he asks. I'm furious at him for saying that. Why should I be mad at him? It's the same thing I tell myself.


“Be patient with yourself,” a friend says. “Your son died. You're grieving. You didn't just lose your son. He took a few things with him on his way out.”


Yeah, I think. Like my ability to write. My desire to live. My belief in life and myself. Shane, if you have to go, could you at least give me those things back?


The day before the accident, Shane opens my jewelry drawer and points to a cross. “Can I have that?” he asks. Before skiing he shows me the cross. It's hanging around his neck. “God is with me now,” he says.


That's good. He's not with me. What was God thinking anyway? Does God ever make mistakes?


“I feel numb. Or I cry. Or I sit and stare. I listen to the same songs over and over. I can't work,” I tell the therapist. “I can't get on with my life.”


What's her advice? “If you feel sad, cry. If you feel numb, feel that. Ninety-five dollars, please.”


It's the best money I ever spent, but it takes time to understand. You don't eat an elephant all at once. You eat it bite by bite. I don't want to eat an elephant. I know, but there's one on your plate. Break life into tiny pieces. A day at a time? No! Smaller than that. I don't have to accept Shane's death? Accept what I'm feeling now? I hate it that he's gone. I can't stand my life. I don't want to be here. Those are the feelings you need to accept. It hurts. Resistance hurts worse. Don't complicate grief. It's not abnormal. There isn't a right way to grieve. Becoming aware of a feeling neutralizes that emotion. That feeling disappears and another one takes its place. Some losses don't have an ending. We have feelings as long as we live. We still miss the person, but we go on with life.


There's more. Stop working for the prize. Stop dating to get married. Stop dressing to control what people think. It's all about control. Control doesn't keep us safe, even though we think it does. People die in their houses walking down their steps. Do each thing for itself. Be there while you're doing it. Stop being someplace else. Let life be what it is. Stop looking for Big. The magic happens when you stay small. Ninety-five dollars bought more than the secret to grief. It paid for the secret to life.


Whatever we don't have isn't the missing piece. The moments we live for their own sake turn to moments of joy. Something way more profound and lasting than happiness is peace.




Nichole and I move the night she graduates from high school. I need the California sun and surf. In Minnesota, everything I look at reminds me of what I lost. Besides, Minnesota no longer feels like home. California does. We live at the beach. The waves are the only thing louder than the sounds in my head. The waves never stop, but sometimes you don't hear their sound. They're like the waves of grief. None are the same. Some are big and angry. Some small. Each one washes a speck of pain away, and no matter how many waves there are, there'll be more. Don't kid yourself. The ocean never stops, and if it does, watch out. The only time there are no waves is ten minutes before the tsunami comes.


“Be still and know I'm God.”


“I know that. But look what You've done.”


Ten years later, I'm in another therapist's office. She deals with trauma using EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing). You blink your eyes, look in the direction she points, talk about what happened, and your trauma emerges, shrinks, then disappears. EMDR neutralizes disturbing thoughts. “Trauma keeps you locked into what you were doing the moment you got slammed with the traumatic event,” the therapist says. “You're frozen in time, and your body stores the trauma inside.”


I'm like a snapshot of myself when Shane died?


She asks me to show her where on my body the trauma is.


“I walk to the emergency-room door. The nurse is waiting for me. I get hit right here,” I say, placing my hand on my heart. I'm reliving the event for her, but I don't know if I can go back there and feel what I felt then. Sometimes I travel back there emotionally, but that happens when I'm not trying. I don't know if I can do it at will. Pain has a life and a mind of its own. I blink, look where she points, and instantly time-travel back thirteen years. It's like I'm right there at St. Paul–Ramsey Medical Center. In her office I'm sobbing, the heaving sobs that shake your belly and make your eyelids puff for days. “An arrow came out of the nurse's eyes when she looked at me and asked if I had someone to call. It hit me here, in my heart. I had to hold my diaphragm tight,” I explained to the therapist. I wondered if she'd understand. It barely made sense to me. “My heart was so shattered I had to use my diaphragm to hold my heart in place. If I didn't, my heart was so broken it would have fallen out.”


“Put your hand on your diaphragm and breathe into it,” she says. “It's okay to relax it now.”


I don't have to hold my heart together anymore? The break lines mended? My heart won't fall apart?


“The way you want to feel again is the way you'd feel if it never happened,” the therapist says. “Trauma keeps you locked in, stops you from doing what you were going to do when you got hit with the traumatic event.”


Oh, yeah, I remember what I was doing that night the ski patrol called. I was having a life. Then the doctors said “no hope,” and everything I have disappears. I'm broken inside. My daughter knows. “Mom, everyone thinks you're fine. I'm the only one who knows you're not,” she says. She's right. How do I get past that?


“How did you?” the therapist asks. “You tell me.”


I point to the spider plant hanging from the ceiling. “Like the baby plant on the tip of the leaves. I moved to California and grew a new one of myself. I left the other me behind. She hurt too much,” I say. “She wasn't any fun. She was dark. Unhappy. Always crying and sad. She spoiled everything for everyone. I had to leave her behind. She ruined Minnesota for me. She would have wrecked California too.”


“Do you think you could come and get her now?” she asks. “Take her with you?”


“Only if she'll behave and stop crying all the time.”


Surrender to everything, even being traumatized. It's paradoxical. Surrendering means we lose control, but it gives us control too. It restores our connection to ourselves, God, life. We become aligned. Judith Acosta and Judith Simon Prager wrote The Worst Is Over, a book about the power of words to heal. “When you sit down with someone who has been traumatized,” they write, “know that you are entering a hallowed space.”


Here's a short course in what to say and what not to say if you want your words to help:


“Melody, did you know that in my religion we consider it an honor to be chosen by God to be the mother of a child who dies?” Pin a badge of honor on someone's chest. Someone loved me enough to do that for me about hepatitis C. Instead of telling me that it was my fault from shooting drugs and that I deserved to be sick, my friend says, “It's a badge of honor. It means you went through the sixties; you really lived.”


“You and Shane were close, really bonded,” another friend says. “Anyone could see that. When you lost him, you lost a big piece of yourself.”


“Mrs. Beattie, did you know that Shane read to me during lunch hour at school every day? My daddy was away at the Gulf War, my grandma got sick, and my mommy was sad. She stayed in bed and cried all the time. But every day Shane made me laugh.” The little girl with the big brown eyes and glasses had been standing in line at a book signing for over half an hour to tell me that. She wipes her eyes. “I'm sad,” she says. “Mrs. Beattie, I miss Shane too.”


“It's really hard, the hardest thing you'll ever go through. But you're going to be okay. You'll get through this. I know you will,” a friend says. “I believe you can.”


“Grief is a selfish thing. It doesn't help your son. You're only feeling sorry for yourself when you cry,” snips a colleague in the self-help field.


“If you really believed in God and life after death, you wouldn't be crying. You'd be happy for your son,” a metaphysical relative says.


“Well, at least your daughter's still alive,” a healer says.


“Shane's happier, better off now,” the minister says.


“Don't waste time feeling sad. There's no such thing as death. I had a near-death experience. I saw the light,” another friend says.


“God didn't do this to your son. The devil did,” a reader writes.


“Oh, he was just a spoiled brat anyway,” a friend says to another friend about my son. “What's the big deal?”


Which statements heal? You tell me. Better yet, use the words that heal to help a friend who hurts.


“How'd you get through it?” a friend asks. “Did you pray?”


I'm too angry to talk to God at first. Then I realize I've joined an elite club. Mary, mother of Jesus, went through the same thing. You can't tell me she didn't miss her son. Besides I'm in a double bind. I know God is real. I need Him, even if He allowed this horrible thing to happen. Maybe God didn't do it. Maybe it was natural law. You hit your head a certain way and you die. But God didn't stop it, and I know He could have. That means it was meant to be. Another not-helpful thing to say. Let us say that to ourselves—please.


My friend Marge calls big loss—the stuff that changes us and our lives forever—initiation. Initiation into fraternities and clubs are tests you go through to prove you're worthy. That's not what she's talking about. She's talking about the spiritual lessons we go through as we work our way back to God. The illusion is that we're separate. Our oneness is what's real. Initiations wake us up to that.


Loss and change can be sacred turning points. “The same events that cause pain trigger enlightenment,” Mark Epstein wrote in Thoughts Without a Thinker. At first we shut down, become bitter. Later we open our hearts. Gethsemane is the garden of grief. Jesus wept there. I did. Have you? Eventually each of us walks the Via Dolorosa, the Path of Sorrow, writes Max Heindel in Ancient and Modern Initiation. We have a cross to bear, a burden. Maybe some people get let off the hook, but most of us have to carry some big weight through life. We lose someone or something important. Then our job is to feel close to God, love other people, and be happy anyway. We learn to live carrying the weight of that loss.


Elisabeth Haich went deeper than that in her book Initiation. I couldn't tell if the book was fiction or real. But at the end, where Haich writes that all the trials and tensions of the world take us back behind our ego where the Divine Self is waiting, that part I know is truth. We aren't the God of the Western world, but each of us is a piece of the Divine. Pain and loss initiate us to our oneness with each other, God, and life. Nothing can separate us from God, no matter how alone we feel.




One day I receive a call from a stranger. He read the book I wrote about Shane's death, Lessons of Love. His daughter died in a ski accident too. He became involved with The Compassionate Friends (TCF), a group that supports parents and other family members after the death of a child. The man organizes sessions with George Anderson for members of TCF groups.


I watched a special about George on television. George is a medium who sees and talks to dead children. Even skeptics say George is for real; he's not a phony or charlatan. I tried to make an appointment to see him but gave up after a year because his line was busy all the time. A lot of people are standing in line waiting to talk to people they love who died.


“I've got one session with George available,” the man said. Did I want it? Yes! Nichole and David (Nichole and Shane's father) went with me to see George. At his last birthday dinner, Shane promised we'd get together on our birthdays no matter where we were. He kept the promise he made. The date we got together, the only available appointment, was Nichole's eighteenth birthday. That's when we talked to Shane.


Shane said he loves and misses us too. He added that being our guardian angel is more than a full-time job. George said, “That kid is a pistol, a handful.” I said, “Yes, he is.”


Our lost loved ones aren't really lost, even though we can't see them. They're living in another place. Susan Apollon, author of Touched by the Extraordinary, says there are many different ways for our loved ones to make contact. They may communicate telepathically, in visions or dreams. Sometimes we sense their presence. Flickering lights or the smell of cologne might be hello from the other side. Although many people feel a contact, some don't. Their love is still real.


Whenever I miss Shane too much, I spend time with him in my dreams.




I'm standing at the door of the plane. My skydiving instructor gives me the count. Ready. Set. Falling through the air. I watch the altimeter on my wrist. At five thousand feet, I pull. My parachute pops opens. God, I love that sound. I realize that if I don't stop living in the past, I'll miss the rest of my life. Jumping out of the plane teaches me to be here now. There are some beautiful, interesting things going on in my life even though Shane is gone.




I'm climbing a mountain in a village in China, step by step. At the top is a temple. Nothing is forever. Everything comes to pass. Impermanence is the truth. It hurts to learn that at first. Then it sets us free. There's this thing that moves us through life, a Force. Life happens through us, but not by thinking about it. It happens more naturally than that.




En route from California to Minnesota, what I see is so stunning I have to stop the car and pull to the side of the road. The red spires in the Utah desert take my breath away. At least God did some things right. When did I start feeling happy again? I didn't notice. Each moment and feeling became the next. There's not that much difference between feeling happy and feeling sad. They're all temporary feelings, moments in time.




At the doctor's office, the nurse calls the man's name. It's his turn to see the doctor. “So it's normal to feel lost when your child dies?” the man asks. He's visibly torn. I see he wants to keep talking now that he's finally met one of his own.


“It's so normal to feel lost,” I say. “You have no idea how normal it is. Like a friend of mine says, ‘When we're most lost is when we're most guided.’ Don't worry if you don't know what to do next. You'll find your way.”




My daughter brings her friend to my house a week after her friend's best friend dies. My daughter's friend tells me the story of her friend's death. It was a motorcycle accident. She describes what her friend was like, what they did the last time she saw him, everything he said. She realizes now he was really saying good-bye. Suddenly she pulls her sweatshirt hood over her head, then down covering her face. I hear her crying softly underneath.


“She's embarrassed,” my daughter explained. “She doesn't want anyone to see her cry.”


“I understand. I used to feel that way too,” I said. “Once I cried for eight years.”
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About 2,500,000 people die annually in the United States. Children and young adults under age 25 account for between 45,000 to 50,000 of these deaths.




Source: National vital statistics reports
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ACTIVITIES



1. Make a Master List of Losses—a loss inventory. Some people lead charmed lives. They don't experience much loss until later, when they begin aging, friends die, and their bodies begin to fail. For others, life is a series of losses. It feels like (and they are) losing something or someone all the time. Some losses are expected changes that most people experience. Other losses are sudden and unexpected, but they may not be as rare as we first think. At the end of this book, you'll find a Master Loss Checklist, a list of most possible losses, changes, and passages that people experience as they journey through life. Review the list and mark your losses. Be thorough. Activities in other chapters will refer back to this list.




2. Have you lost someone you love? Could you use some support? The Compassionate Friends is an excellent resource for parents, grandparents, and siblings of a child who died. TCF groups have chapters in most cities around the world. It is also an excellent clearinghouse for trustworthy grief support resources for other kinds of losses. Contact TCF at www.compassionatefriends.org or by calling 877-969-0010 (toll-free) or 630-990-0010.




3. Keep a diary of any dreams or contacts with a deceased loved one. Jot a few notes about the content of the dream or describe the contact. Maybe you sensed your loved one's presence or heard a song that had meaning for you. All that matters is that the connection meant something to you. Write about it. As the years pass, I've come to believe that I didn't lose my relationship with my son; the relationship changed its form.




4. Engage in rituals that honor your loss. It helps me to write a letter or card when I start really missing Shane. On Shane's birthday and death day, I like to make a memorial with his picture, a burning candle, fresh flowers, and a cake. One bereaved mother likes to send her deceased daughter's picture to friends on her daughter's birthday. It helps her remember the good times instead of just dwelling on what she lost. A friend suggests making a scrapbook. She says working on the scrapbook gives her a safe place to grieve and gives her some control over the pain. What rituals help you honor your grief?




5. Remember the best. A friend, a bereaved parent, told me that in therapy her counselor advised her to remember the good moments instead of only dwelling on the painful last months while her daughter died. This is valuable advice. It's important to honor our grief and all our feelings about someone we love who's gone. But pain doesn't have to be the sole focus of our memories and the only way we recall the person we love who's gone. As you go through the grieving process and heal your heart—and when and if you feel ready—how about creating a book of memories of the good times you had? Devote this book to writing about fun, memorable events. Include things you learned, things you or the person said or did, places you visited, trips and activities you both enjoyed. Get creative. Paste photos or other souvenirs in your book. This is a project to work on when you're missing your loved one that will allow you to spend time with him or her in your mind and heart. (This is a variation of a scrapbook activity suggested by a friend.) Honor how important your loved one was and still is in your life.
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CHAPTER 2


Remembering Changes:


Facing Alzheimer's Disease


An elderly husband and wife walk out of the airport. Suddenly, the wife, a round-faced woman with frizzy hair, begins beating on the man. She's swearing at him and calling him names. He patiently waits for her to stop. He doesn't hit back; his only gesture is to shield his face from her blows. When she settles down, he looks around, wondering who saw. It's been three years since his wife was diagnosed with Alzheimer's disease (AD). She's getting worse. It's difficult when her outbursts happen at home, embarrassing when they occur in public. He doesn't have enough money to hire a caregiver all the time. His choices are to bring his wife with him and risk a scene or to put her in a nursing home. He wants to postpone that as long as he can.


Once, when his wife started screaming in a restaurant, the waitress thought he was abusing her. He explained that his wife had AD, then quickly paid the bill and left. He thought it would be nice to take his wife out to eat, but it wasn't worth it anymore.


The most common form of dementia, AD can mimic other diseases. Brain tumors, depression, other neurological diseases (some treatable), nutritional deficiencies, drug reactions, and thyroid conditions need to be ruled out, writes Faith Heinemann, Ph.D., in A Different Reality: An Alzheimer's Love Story. She started an Alzheimer's support group when her husband got sick because she realized how important support is. Faith describes those years before her husband died as a tragically beautiful time in their marriage. That's when life taught her about unconditional love.




Faith and Claudia met while walking on the beach. They used to walk alone. Now they enjoy walking together soon after the sun comes up. They both like the sounds of the waves crashing and the crying gulls. The dolphins swim by, and some days, a pod lingers to play. It's like a personal show nature puts on for them.


Claudia isn't big on coincidences or magical thinking. Her family comes from the old country. She's grounded in her approach to life; things are what they are, and what you see is what you get. But it did strike her as comfortingly odd when she met Faith for the first time. They started talking one day when they were both walking alone on the beach. Only days before, Claudia had crossed that line—the one most people get pushed over—from thinking her mom was forgetful to admitting that her mom was sick. Alzheimer's disease was corroding Claudia's mom's mind.



Faith is the person who welcomed Claudia to the Someone I Love Has Alzheimer's Club. At first when her mom was diagnosed with AD, Claudia felt singled out, alone in her dilemma. Then it changed, and it seemed like everyone Claudia met had a family member with the disease. Was there an epidemic going on?


Faith gave Claudia a copy of the book she'd written and invited Claudia to attend her AD support group. “No, thank you,” Claudia said at first. Claudia preferred to keep family problems at home, where they belonged. How would going to a group help? Besides, Claudia already had enough to do. Sitting around listening to other people complain wouldn't change a thing. At the end of the day, whether she went to a group or not, Claudia's mom would still be sick. Attending the group wouldn't make her mother's illness or Claudia's pain go away.


Most people have an average of eight years to live after being diagnosed with AD, although some people live for another twenty. It's a disease that can't be cured, although there are medications, techniques, and nutritional supplements that may slow the disease's progression and ease discomfort. AD is diagnosed by carefully monitoring symptoms and ruling out other possible causes. The clumps of plaque and tangled fibers that corrode thinking and positively indicate AD can be visibly detected in the brain only when an autopsy is performed.


Red flags signaling Alzheimer's are forgetfulness, disorientation, personality changes, impaired judgment, and loss of ability to perform routine tasks (like brushing teeth or writing checks). People with the disease might ask the same question repeatedly, forgetting that it was asked and answered minutes ago. They'll tell you the same story over and over because they don't remember they already told it. Then symptoms worsen. It hurts when someone you love can't remember who you are. It's even worse when they act like you're a stranger and scream at you to go away. Soon they can't find their way to familiar places. They can no longer drive, cook, take care of themselves. It's unsafe to leave them alone. They could start a fire, get lost, injure someone else or themselves. Some people with AD get lost in their neighborhood or in their own home. It's a marker that the end is near when they no longer recognize themselves in the mirror. The day comes when they can't remember how to chew or swallow. Eventually AD ends in death. Some forms of dementia can be reversed, but the dementia from Alzheimer's only gets worse.


“It's a disease that affects the people who love the person with AD more than it hurts the person who has it,” Faith says. The person with AD usually doesn't have the consciousness to recognize what's going wrong. Memory fades so much they forget what life was like and how they were before the illness began.


“I'm one of the lucky ones,” Claudia says. “My mom doesn't become angry or violent. It's easy to care for her. She's like a sweet, innocent child.”


Claudia's mother wasn't that ill with AD until the family got the news about Claudia's brother, John. Claudia and her sister were close, but John was the family favorite. He had some troubles. He went overboard with drinking and had a marriage that ended in divorce. Then he went to an alcoholism treatment center and became clean and sober. He was always lovable, but he was the greatest after that. He became a model father to his children and a good ex-husband to his ex-wife. Lately, he had been overly attentive to everyone in the family and his friends. Now Claudia understands why. John was saying good-bye.


He went over a speed bump on his motorcycle. How could anyone die going twenty miles an hour? His helmet didn't protect him; he knocked his brain stem loose. Losing John broke his mother's heart. When Claudia's mom attended John's funeral, she understood clearly what happened. Her only son was dead. Then Claudia's mother went downhill fast. That's when Claudia joined the support group. It wasn't that Claudia couldn't handle it on her own anymore. Just like she enjoys her walks on the beach with Faith, Claudia wants to go on her journey through her mother's AD with understanding people at her side.


We is more powerful than I or me. Groups, especially well-functioning, sane ones, aren't about people complaining, being victims, and groveling in misery. Groups are a safe place to say how we feel, a place to give and receive support. Something beyond mere support takes place in a group. Together, we are more than you or I am alone.


I saw the power of the group illustrated most clearly when I was climbing Emei Shan, a mountain in China. Mountain climbing in China sometimes means climbing up hundreds of thousands of steps. It can take days to get to the top of the taller mountains. Many times I became so tired I had to stop and take a break. Other times I'd push myself to keep going. One day something happened on Mount Emei that showed me another way to gain strength when I was tired. I was flagging, about to collapse on the steps from sheer exhaustion, an aching back, and hurting feet, when a group of women appeared from the rear. These Chinese women were strangers to me, as I was to them. They didn't speak English; I didn't speak Chinese. But we instantly bonded by our mutual desire to climb to the top. We belonged to the same club. They could see I was wearing out. Anyone could see that. One woman grabbed hold of my left hand; another woman tightly clasped my right hand. Two ladies got in front of us. A few settled in behind. As a group we climbed step after step. My fatigue disappeared. I felt renewed energy to carry on. There is a pronounced and noticeable strength that comes from being part of a group, whether we're climbing a mountain in China or climbing one in our lives. Are you caring for a loved one with Alzheimer's, dealing with the death of a child, recovering from an addiction, healing from cancer, or dealing with a chronically ill spouse? Reach out and let someone take your hand. Help each other get to the top. Together, you will have more strength than any of you have alone.


That's the power Claudia discovered when she attended the AD support group. “My mother got so much worse after my brother died,” Claudia said. “She went downhill rapidly. I was having a terrible time myself. I love my brother and missed him so much. I still do. I can't remember ever crying that hard for that long in my life. I didn't know people could feel that much pain. Being in that much grief was a place I didn't know existed until then.


“This sounds strange, but after my brother died, I was grateful that my mom had Alzheimer's disease,” Claudia said. “It was a blessing because she forgot John died. She doesn't talk about him often, but once in a while, she still mentions his name. ‘I haven't seen John,’ she'll say. ‘Have you heard from him?’ I'll tell her I talked to him and he's fine. At least Mom doesn't have to spend the last years of her life grieving the loss of her son.


“I hear people whine and complain who don't have a serious problem, and I want to shake them,” Claudia said. “They don't know what real emotional pain is. Then there's that group of people who have never experienced major loss. Those are the ones who don't get it, who don't understand at all what I'm going through. I'm happy for them, that they haven't had any serious loss yet. But I want to warn them, tell them nobody is immune from this big, deep pain in life. Sooner or later, it's coming for everyone, and one day it's going to be their turn. I don't mean that in a spiteful way,” Claudia explained. “But eventually loss is part of everyone's life.”


Claudia didn't just lose her brother to death and her mother to Alzheimer's. Claudia lost her innocence. There's a dark tunnel that many of us go through when we lose our innocence and see what life is really like. We can lose faith, become cynical, and feel disappointed in our lives. Something else, something deeper is simultaneously taking place. We're being introduced to radical faith.


Radical faith is different from the simple faith many of us had, the faith that says, If I do good things, then only good things will happen to me. If I'm a good person, people I love won't die. God will protect and take care of me and the people I love. Radical faith is bold. It's not squeamish, fundamentalist, judgmental, or blaming. It's courageous. It says, I can be a good, loving, decent human being and still be vulnerable to tragedy. My world can be shattered in a moment. Life can be viciously cruel, but it's still worth caring about. Disasters happen to other people and they can happen to me, and it's nobody's fault. When we surrender our defenses, our innocence becomes restored. Faith then becomes a matter of will, something we declare. I will have faith in life, we say. We laugh again. Our hearts are stronger than we think.




Claudia still enjoys walking on the beach with her friend Faith. She enjoys attending the support group too. People who have Alzheimer's have constantly changing needs. As the disease progresses, more loss appears. It helps to talk about the situation. People learn from each other. We might think that talking about feelings won't change a thing, but emotional validation is a healing technique. When how we feel is validated, we move out of resistance and into balance. We acknowledge the emotion. Confusion lifts. We know what to do next. Groups help people stay present and real.


The local Alzheimer's support group meets in a back room at the Catholic church in the town where Faith and Claudia live. Once a month on Saturday morning, people begin filing into the room. Some bring chips or homemade cookies. The smell of brewing coffee and the sounds of people talking fill the room. The people attending are a diverse group, middle-aged or older. Many look tired. The meeting begins.
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