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“Meg brings you on her journey through her dark night of the soul with such honest, passionate writing you feel you are there. Her beautiful vulnerability opens the door for all of us to peer into our heart and pay attention to its stirrings, inviting us in to discover our bliss. Meg reminds us that we all have the power to transform our lives and the lives of others by following our dreams and becoming the person we were intended to be.”


—AMY BUTLER, Editor-in-Chief / Blossom


“Meg’s memoir is a must-read for anyone dealing with loss. Who knew when Meg and my path crossed that she would end up helping me with my own grief? I am grateful for Meg and all the magic she brings.”


—PAM GROUT, #1 New York Times bestselling author of E-Squared, The Course in Miracles for Badasses and 18 other books


“In Butterfly Awakens Meg Nocero takes us on a quest that is physical, intellectual, emotional and spiritual. We join her as she journeys through fear and despair, with courage and hope. Meg’s metamorphosis becomes ours, as it inspires us to transform our lives.”


—TAL BEN-SHAHAR, PH.D, New York Times bestselling author, Happier, No Matter What


“As I read Meg’s beautiful words, just beautiful things came up. . . . I appreciate Meg’s courage to be transparent and real and vulnerable to the benefit of us all. I appreciate Meg’s candor in not holding back, and more than anything, I really appreciate Meg’s eloquence in writing. Meg is among the best of the best, and I’m honored that I got a sneak peek at this beautiful artistic magnum opus (or one of her many anyway). I TOTALLY LOVE THIS.”


—BERTA MEDINA-GARCIA, keynote speaker, adventure coach, and founder of Dreamers Succeed


“Meg takes us on her deeply personal journey of transformation that ultimately serves as profoundly hopeful encouragement for finding one’s own true path. Her story truly moved me to tears in some places, to giddy joy in others.”


—JESSICA CIOSEK, author of Sometimes a Soldier Comes Home


“Butterfly Awakens celebrates a woman’s journey to her authentic self as it illuminates the enduring bond between mother and daughter. . . . With this life-affirming memoir, Meg Nocero will become your soul-sister, enthusiastically welcoming you into her world, as she lays her heart wide open on her journey to wholeness. She bravely reveals her own dark night of the soul, offering her readers permission to be beautifully and imperfectly human: to stumble, fall apart, grieve and ultimately awaken to boundless self-love.”


—TANYA MIKAELA, author of The Circle, A Woman’s Guide to Joy, Passion, and Authenticity


“This book is wonderful. It is such a different look upon life and how to navigate your way through grief or pain and come out the other end on top of it. This is a story of resilience and transformation. . . . Meg’s vulnerability and rawness reminds you not to give up. It is not only a beautiful tribute to her mother but a reminder that you can always find your way back home: to you.”


—PAULINA DE REGIL, employee relations specialist at Cushman and Wakefield


“Meg’s words carry you into her world. You find yourself sighing with sadness or smiling as she takes you on her journey from grief through fulfillment. I wanted to call the author to dig deep into her experiences and explore the emotions that are so raw and on the table. May your metamorphosis take off as you read through the pages of this memoir.”


—GRISSEL SEIJO, ESQ.


“Reading Butterfly Awakens, you’ll feel that Meg is an old friend you’ll be rooting for. We can all relate to her story of overcoming grief and loss and emerging stronger for it.”


—DAVID LANDAU, ESQ., editor


“Relatable and emotional. A must read for anyone going through a transformative life experience.”


—KELLIE SANTOS-DE JESUS, ESQ.


“Meg drew me into her pain and her struggle. Meg’s vulnerability and rawness of emotion keeps her story pure. And those who have been through that depth of pain—those who are in it right now—will understand the incomprehensible and all-consuming effects of a broken heart. She had me laughing, crying, holding my breath, and cheering her on. Even in the midst of the thick, stinking mud-hurricane that is depression, Meg knew there had to be more. Her story serves as a guide, lighting a path out of darkness.”


—TAMAIRA RIVERA, ESQ.


“Meg gave me a true glimpse into her honest and true personal life journey from the pain and awkwardness of childhood through the downward spiral of unspeakable mourning that continued through recovery, self-empowerment, then true growth. Her daring to undergo the metamorphosis has her arriving at a more bliss-filled life. . . I highly recommend the inspiring writings of Butterfly Awakens to anyone seeking to better understand the process of healing and growth.”


—ANDREW DEUTSCH, global marketing and sales executive, Fangled Tech International


“At one time or another, we all experience adversities that challenge us to the core. In reading this book, you’ll share her journey and may start to ask those difficult questions we all must ask to ‘transform’—you don’t have to agree with all the decisions she took, but you will see the courage and love expended to go from cocoon to butterfly.”


—THOMAS AYZE, ESQ., lieutenant colonel, USAFR (retired)


“Through her warm and vivid story about love, life and loss, Meg Nocero reminds us that vulnerability is a form of strength. Like the butterflies that guide her on her journey to acceptance and healing, she helps us find beauty in unexpected places, inspiration at unexpected moments, and connectivity in seemingly unrelated events. Meg’s is a generous, empathetic and important voice for anyone seeking self-healing.”


—WENDY SHANKER, author, Are You My Guru?: How Medicine, Meditation & Madonna Saved My Life
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Love Is Our Mission



Souls transform when they connect with others on this magic carpet ride we call life. Seeing all the beautiful faces on this journey, knowing that divinity has dealt a beautiful hand. Standing on the edge of the passage of time, looking out over the horizon. One sunset giving way to the sunrise of hope, possibility, and even bliss. Praying that we are brave enough to walk into and embrace the unknown so we can fully become the hero of our own journey. The next part shall be where we will not apologize for ourselves.


Holding our hands over our hearts, connecting with our center of balance, of brilliance, of light. Exhaling into the moment, inhaling all that it has to offer—Exhaling gratitude, inhaling wonder—Exhaling love, inhaling life.


For it has taken this long to truly realize that we are not lost. We are finding direction in the chaos, finding purpose in the pain, finding our voice, finding our way. We wander together side by side, love is our mission!


For my Nocero Tribe and my Butterflies


In loving memory of my mother, Mary Jo Nocero and my Camino amigo, Paulina Gutierrez-Tawil
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We first met Meg when she reached out to us with regard to helping with our nonprofit organization, the Love Button Global Movement (Love Button). We founded Love Button in 2013 to inspire people to reach out to others in loving ways both big and small in order to overcome differences and foster social cohesion. When we extend our love to someone in an act of kindness, there’s an instant connection, a moment where we realize we all have the same needs in which we recognize our shared humanity and interconnectedness. We were not surprised that someone like Meg wanted to be part of Love Button, and since then, she’s been one of our greatest ambassadors.


Of course, letting love lead us through life is easy when things are going well. When our personal world is turned upside down, when we’re angry, sad, confused, and scared, that’s when the real challenge begins. Can we remain in our loving with others, as well as ourselves, as we stand in the eye of a storm where everything seems to be coming apart? Can we resist the urge to become resentful or bitter while seeing our challenges as what they really are—opportunities for personal growth?


Love is what keeps us grounded in the stillness when everything else is spinning out of control around us. It’s only in that neutral space where the answers can be found and we’re able to see that in every loss there is always the chance to gain in some other way if we’re willing to remain open to it. This is what the poet John Keats called negative capability or the ability to be okay with things not being okay . . . until they’re okay again. Only living from love can do that.


As Meg takes you through her extraordinary journey, you’ll be inspired by seeing how living from a loving consciousness brought healing, reconciliation, and resolution to her life after moments of great loss and struggle. She’s really someone who walks her talk and did so literally when she walked part of the famous El Camino de Santiago in Spain, an ancient pathway stretching from the northern border with France to the northwest corner of the country ending at the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela in Galicia where Saint James is buried. Since the ninth century, the path has attracted hundreds of thousands of travelers to take the pilgrimage that is said to lead to spiritual growth. Most make the journey on foot; Meg walked over 111 km in six days, completing the final part of the pilgrimage on a sprained ankle.


Even during this immense challenge, Meg remained dedicated to love, handing out our trademark Love Buttons for people to wear all along the way, while listening to an MP3 player of inspirational songs we sent to keep her spirits up and motivation high. As she checked in with us from time to time during the walk, what impressed us even more about Meg was her determination to keep going day after day, even in spite of the weather, fatigue, and those pesky blisters.


In the end, we’re not surprised that Meg accomplished such an incredible task because in a very real way El Camino de Santiago is symbolic of how she approaches her entire life with perseverance, belief in her own inner strength, and of course, love. Both her pilgrimage and her personal story are inspirational examples that prove reaching a better place in life has nothing to do with how many times we stop because the burden is too heavy, but how many times we choose to start again.


—DR. HABIB SADEGHI & DR. SHERRY SAMI


Founders of the Love Button Global Movement,


a 501 (c)(3) that cultivates a culture of love


Los Angeles, 2020





Prologue
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“I dreamed I was a butterfly, flying in the sky; then I awoke. Now I wonder, am I a man who dreamt of being a butterfly, or am I a butterfly dreaming that I am a man?”


—CHUANG TZU, c. 369 BC–c. 286 BC, Tao dream master


Call me Butterfly—this may not be my real name, but its symbolism aligns with my soul. You see, the soul story is so much bigger than just a given name anyway. And, daring to share my story of transformation, I hope my soul story will outlast me and my name. For we all need to awaken to question who we are, why we are here, and perhaps why we go through what we do.


One thing is certain. Whether we think so or not, we all have a story to tell. Maybe my story will resonate with you. Maybe it won’t. But something within me beckoned to share, nonetheless. My life has shown me that everything does have a purpose. And my hope is that by being open with my journey through personal loss, health challenges, and professional struggles—and overcoming these adversities—my story will serve as a ray of hope for anyone struggling to find their own light at the end of the tunnel.


What I know for sure is that we will always find extraordinary in the ordinary if we are paying attention. And we all have amazing dreams that will astonish us if we let them. Once upon a time, I dreamt about a beautiful butterfly flying free. It just took me half my life to realize that the extraordinary, beautiful butterfly I dreamt about could actually be me.


When I was a kid, especially during those awkward, formative years, I used to live in closets, both the literal kind and the ones in my mind. Even before I retreated to protect myself from the constant ridicule and harassment of my young peers, I preferred to live in my imagination. When I was five or six, I pretended I was a magical fairy granting wishes to anyone who sought my assistance. Other days, I set out to discover the world, taking journeys to the far corners of the globe. Free to create, my active imagination opened magical doors where incredible stories were about to unfold. Other imaginary friends would greet me there, welcoming and joining me in celebration. With eyes wide open, I stepped into possibility and felt incredibly lucky.


But my imagination didn’t prepare me for the unwelcoming world to come. When I turned ten years old, others brought to my attention how unappealing they thought I was. I saw the disdain for my appearance on the faces of some of my classmates when I walked into a room. In fifth grade, on the first day of school, it was as though others had nominated me as a focus for humiliation and judgment. With thick eyeglasses, a mouth full of metal, slicked-back hair pulled tightly by two Goody barrettes, accompanied by a round face and a thick waist, my changing body and sense of self took a giant hit. While I dreamt of being the belle of the ball, their incessant snickering and ugly name-calling blew up my fantasy. As I grew more and more uncomfortable in my own skin, I looked around at the other awkward children and wondered why I was the one who was constantly belittled. I had no earthly idea what I had done to deserve such nastiness from my peers. Why was I made to feel I needed to apologize daily for my existence?


Elementary school was not a kind place for me. I never even had a chance to defend myself when the deciding votes against me were cast. Showing up in other children’s estimation as a blend of ugly and insecure, I was a perfect target. With no idea how to respond, I concluded that their opinion must have been right, even though my mother would tell me how beautiful I was. Almost every day, in this tale, those who declared themselves the fairest of them all harassed me. I so desperately wanted to be liked, so desperately wanted to be a part of something that I thought being kind would shift the tides. Be nice to them, Meg . . . Be a good girl, Meg . . . Move along quickly, Meg, they will go away . . . Ignore them and don’t pay attention, Meggie, the little voice in my head desperately advised. Unfortunately, the bullying did not stop. Yet I kept smiling, even though the joyful, carefree part of me started to die.


After school, I returned to the safety of my home. I would glom on as the third wheel to my younger sister Aimee and her best friend as we rode our beat-up bicycles up and down the cul-de-sac, arguing over who got to play the glamorous Farrah Fawcett’s Jill, Jaclyn Smith’s Kelly, or Cheryl Ladd’s Chrissie of Charlie’s Angels.


When I wanted to be alone, I went to the room I shared with my older sister Mary where my Shetland sheepdog, Fred, awaited me. He, like me, was sure to be labeled less than perfect by others. He had mange, a disease that had caused infections of the skin since Fred was two years old, and my father would painstakingly bathe him to relieve the itching and sores when a flareup attacked his immune system. Shelties (imagine a miniature Lassie) are known for their beautiful sable-and-white fur. Not Fred, though. My father had to shave him bald to clear up his skin. Fred and I were quite the pair.


In my room, I would grab from my closet the boxes that contained my Barbie dolls, lay each one on the carpet, and spend hours constructing lives for them. Fred lay patiently by my side as sunlight spilled in through my bedroom window. Busily sewing little dresses for them from the sheets I liberated from the linen closet, I created a lovely wardrobe. Crafting furniture out of discarded shoeboxes with festive wrapping paper, I set up a happy home.


In the black artist’s workbook that my aunt Pat had given me, I designed elegant ball gowns that I imagined wearing to fabulous galas where I would dance the night away. I got lost in the colors of painting and design, mostly princess gowns with full skirts and lots of tulle. I drew models with long flowing hair and delicate crowns on top of their heads. If I didn’t feel like drawing, I wiled away the hours creating a series called Hello, Fellow. Making up the life of a successful, attractive, and smart young lady, I set out to create wonderful stories. Upon completion of each chapter, I bound the loose-leaf pages together with pieces of rope I found in one of my mother’s junk drawers. With each of these activities, I escaped my reality and entered a fantasy world that was far more appealing.


That happiness only lasted until the next weekday morning at six, when I had to return to school. My mother would sing, “It’s time to get up, it’s time to get up, it’s time to get up in the morning.” I rustled around in my bed and covered my face with a pillow. Pretending not to hear, I hoped to delay as long as I could. Because I dreaded going, I was late on purpose. Running with my shoes in my hand out to the bus, I summoned the courage to pull myself together for another day.


In my first year of middle school, the worst of the bullying began. It was another excruciating experience as an awkward preteen, getting through the day. While I had accepted the proverbial dark cloud that hovered over me, when the last class ended, I could finally escape and go home. I moved quickly to the metal fence where the bus waited. Once I got in, relieved, I looked out the window, holding back the feelings of shame that were the result of the day’s humiliation. When I arrived at my front door, I raced into my house and fell into the arms of my mother, Mary Jo. As I sobbed uncontrollably, my mom would hold me, caress my hair, and tell me everything would be all right. And I believed her when she said, “I don’t know why you’re going through this. I am so sorry, my Meggie. I do know that everything has a reason. You’re a beautiful, smart girl. You’ll be okay. And because you know how it feels, your wisdom will help others someday. I’m so proud of you. I love you so much!”


Mary Jo, my mother, was the most beautiful lady I knew. While she and my father, Michael, had high expectations for their girls to excel, she did share with me her own challenges. She too had a hard time fitting in and finding her place in this world. She had grown up in New York in a family whose patriarch led a very public life as a congressman. She was the oldest daughter of five, a second-generation Italian American born into a family where my great-grandfather had left the poverty of Southern Italy in the late 1880s to travel to the United States to realize his own American dream. An expectation of excellence and an ethos of perfection were passed down for each child to accomplish great things and make the family proud. Politicians, lawyers, judges, doctors, teachers, educators—these were the traditional fields of study to choose from, requiring nothing less than a strong work ethic, each doing their part to serve. She would tell us stories about my grandfather, a man who believed in social justice and who championed the rights of the Italian Americans in New York during a time when Italians were unwelcome immigrants. Because her father ran for political office, she and her siblings were forced into the public arena where presentation was very important. She told me stories of how critical her relatives were of her. “Mary Jo, you are not smart enough.” “Not as beautiful as your sister.” “Enunciate your words.” She wanted to escape this too.


My relationship with my mother, especially early on, had its ups and downs. While I wanted so much to be like her, some days it felt too hard to meet her expectations. I hoped she wanted the best for me. But trying to establish my own identity, I rebelled against her, as that was the only way I thought I could save myself. I was so angry that my defenses were constantly up.


Yet, when I needed her most, my mother never let me down. When I was depressed and despondent, she had the perfect words to shift my perspective. She paid attention and motivated me to figure out what interested me. Because I loved learning different languages, she encouraged me to participate in a cultural exchange program where I lived with a wonderful family in Colombia, South America, the summer before my senior year in high school. Because no one knew me there, I got to start over, creating a narrative I chose for myself. That experience changed me. I began to believe her when my mother said the sad times would indeed pass and lead to something wonderful. I was grateful to her for that. Having survived middle school and finding my footing in high school, the night before I left for Boston College, I sat down and wrote to her:


August 14, 1987


Dear Mom,


In my heart, I want you to be pleased with me. I am getting ready to start a new chapter, I need to know you are proud of me. I’m so scared, Mom. I feel I will never be good enough. Please continue to be there for me. I want us to be friends. I want to be able to call you when I need to talk. I really need to know that you love me.


I love you, your Meggie
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Leaving my safe place to venture out into a world that early on proved to be unkind was still terrifying. I looked for a champion day after day who would protect me from the many verbal lashes, sometimes handling it, other days not. My mother was that champion. While damage to my self-esteem was done, as I grew into adulthood, my mother encouraged me to forgive and let go of the past so I could have a wonderful future.


It took a lot of time to find my way. And it took a lot of time to heal the wounds of my adolescence. But with my mother by my side, I learned how to build a better life founded upon unconditional love of self and for others. As an adult, my mother shared with me wisdom that freed me to move forward. We were good friends, and I depended on that friendship. Not a day went by that I did not pick up the phone to talk to her and get my daily insight, love, and support—until a very sad day in April of 2011. When she took her last breath, I had to figure out something that had been unimaginable previously, how to navigate for the first time facing the world without her. This is the story of how, as grief enveloped me, I had to trust the process through the darkness and allow myself to transform and heal, so that my soul could have a chance to awaken to a new sunrise and fly free. To have taken that chance is true bliss! Read on.





Part One:



Grief—Trust the Process?


“Death consists, indeed, in a repeated process of unrobing, or unsheathing. The immortal part of man shakes off itself, one after the other, its outer casings, and—as . . . the butterfly from its chrysalis—emerges from one after another, passing into a higher state of consciousness.”


—ANNIE BESANT, 1847–1933, British women’s rights activist
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From Miami, Fl. to Orlando, Fl.








CHAPTER 1:


The Journey Begins
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“We delight in the beauty of the butterfly, but rarely admit the changes that it has gone through to achieve that beauty.”


—MAYA ANGELOU, 1928–2014, American poet


August 2008


On an extremely hot and humid day in August, nearly five months pregnant, I was grateful to be sitting in the cool comfort of the air-conditioned courtroom on the fifth floor of the immigration courthouse in downtown Miami. Intimately familiar with my surroundings, working as a federal immigration prosecutor, the courtroom is where I spent the majority of my days, litigating cases. The bread and butter of my work involved asylum, where a respondent—a fancy term for the noncitizen subject to removal from the United States—had to show that they feared returning to their native land for a reason that would allow them to remain lawfully in the United States.


Day after day, story after story, case after case, I sat quietly listening, objecting loudly at times, furiously taking notes as the facts were set out, only to point out the gaps, the fraud, the lies, the embellishments on cross-examination. And on that date in August, having nine years of experience under my belt, I had listened to thousands of these stories from Haiti, Cuba, Colombia, Venezuela, Eastern Europe, the Middle East, and Central America. Sometimes it felt as if I were in a bad episode of Groundhog Day, different applicants reciting the same familiar facts that mirrored the rumors of what would win the day spreading throughout their tightknit, resettled communities. Even though I approached each case with an open mind, the monotony was overwhelming. And on that date in August, it was made worse by the fact that I was pregnant and physically as well as mentally exhausted.


Nine years earlier, when I first got the offer from the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS), I felt like I had won the job lottery. I was so excited and ready to jump in with both feet tackling an amazing opportunity. While the offer did not come right after law school, I hadn’t given up hope. After almost two years of practice with a moderate-sized Miami law firm, primarily handling property foreclosure cases, I knew that crying in the bathroom of my apartment each morning because I dreaded leaving for work was not the future I yearned for. Not liking the subject matter, the billables, the lack of mentorship, or the fairly minimal salary, I kept applying with INS where I had enjoyed my experience as an intern my last year of law school. Eventually, I got an interview and received an offer. I was so happy to move on, having dealt for far too long with a law partner at the civil law firm who was a mean-spirited misogynist. His derogatory, irreverent comments disgusted me. Perhaps an attempt to keep me in my place, he would ask things like:


“Have you passed the Bar yet, Meg?”


“You’re not thinking of popping out babies anytime soon too?”


Or worse:


“Come out with our clients tonight and be nice!”


“Bring some pretty friends, it’ll be a good time.”


Needless to say, I was relieved and excited for a new start. And on the first day of working at INS, I walked into what looked like a conference room to find my workstation. It was in a huge open space with nine big brown oak desks with hutches that lined the four walls, separated by a small gap in between. In the middle, there was enough room for a dance floor, hence its nickname, “the ballroom.” There, I met the five other new attorneys who were a part of what was affectionately referred to as the “INS Ballroom Class of 1999.” We were all young professionals, excited and ready to learn, and we got along very well together. We worked hard to ensure that justice was done by fairly following the immigration laws by day and played hard on the weekends. I loved working with lots of different people; finally a public servant, it was the legal job of my dreams. I could see myself there for a long time.


After about nine months, we all eventually graduated from that space to make way for the new recruits. Some of my class moved on to other positions within the agency, while others stayed and moved to private offices. However, the camaraderie established in the ballroom was the beginning of lifelong friendships formed from a unique and special moment in time that could not be replicated.


Unfortunately, the magic and novelty of the job eventually wore off. After nine years of a huge caseload, I was burned out from the grind. I guess litigating cases did indeed have a shelf life. As I sat in court in front of one of my favorite judges, I hoped the last hearing of the afternoon would pass quickly. While I was accustomed to long hours on any given day, as my belly was growing bigger, it became more of a challenge to sit still without having to run to the restroom or hold off nausea with a small snack. I was still suffering from hyperemesis gravidarum, a fancy medical term for severe nausea and vomiting. It was my second pregnancy, so I was not new to dealing with extreme discomfort along with a demanding full-time job. I was so grateful that my baby was healthy. Six years earlier, when I was pregnant with my son, I spent a week in the hospital hooked up to an IV to treat severe dehydration and didn’t think I would make it through those nine months because I felt so bad. This time, I felt lucky getting away with only a one-night visit to the emergency room to get the hydration I needed to put myself on the right path forward.


As the witness was sworn in on the last case of the day, I had my file ready to go and my legal pad out, drawing a line down the middle of the page to separate the notes on direct and cross-examination. My cell phone was close by on silent. While not all judges allowed food in the courtroom, I had asked permission beforehand because of my condition, and this one made an exception.


The judge, through the interpreter, had the respondent whose case was about to be heard raise his right hand as he swore to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. This individual was a small-framed young man, whose dark skin and facial features hinted of a Mayan heritage. He had come over the border at the Rio Grande into Texas without being processed and was subsequently picked up by the US Customs and Border Protection agents. He went through the various channels that brought him to this point, ready to be heard. This man’s claim was based upon a common scenario where he had left his home to escape the violent gangs that he emphatically believed had overtaken his small village. He was worried for the lives of his family and feared for his own well-being. While it came out that he himself had not been physically harmed by anyone, he was frightened and could not earn a living in his native land. Clearly, he had come to this country to seek a better future. But, unfortunately, his testimony did not establish a case for an asylum grant. After questioning on direct was complete by opposing counsel, it was my turn. After my short cross-examination and closings by both parties, the judge got up from the bench to deliberate.


When the judge left the courtroom, I looked down at my cell phone and saw that I had missed two calls from my mother. I looked at the time, nearly five o’clock. It was quite unusual that she would call at this late hour; we had already spoken that morning, and she knew I would be in court. After hearing for the last hour about a man who feared for his life and that of his family, I started to feel nervous about the welfare of my parents. I desperately wanted to get up, leave the courtroom, and return the call right away. I grabbed my phone, about to step outside, when the interpreter belted out, “All rise!” The judge entered, swooped his black robe behind him, and took his seat at the bench, ready to render his decision. I had missed my chance.


While it only took fifteen minutes to set out his oral decision on the record, I was shifting back and forth in my seat feeling the seconds pass like hours. To get my bearings, I looked around that room I had come to know over the many years. Yes, I was accustomed to the regulation dark blue paint embossed by the seal of the Department of Justice at the front of the room, accenting the two white walls on either side. Yes, I was familiar with the gate that separated the counsel benches from the gallery seating behind me. This was not a strange place, yet, as the judge gave his reasons to deny the application, I was feeling lost and agonizing over the possible reasons my mother might have called.


As was often the case, when things came at me out of the blue, my paranoia took over. Was it my dad? Possibly. He’d had some serious issues with his back recently. Was it my mom? No way. She was the picture of good health. Was it one of my sisters, one of my other relatives? I started to play with my long black hair, nervously grabbing a strand that covered the right side of my face, twisting it around my index finger again and again. My face felt flushed, and my mind continued in overdrive. As I listened to the judge reiterate a summary of the facts, I thought about the respondent’s story and the possibility of the horrible things that could affect me. What was going on? I held my breath and tried to brace myself. At that point, I wanted this case to be over so I could go find out why my mom had called and end the catastrophizing.


And at the end of his decision, the judge ordered the respondent removed from the United States, explaining that the decision would be final after thirty days if he did not file a timely appeal. Then the judge turned to me, “Ms. Nocero, do you reserve appeal?”


Again, he said, “Ms. Nocero . . .”


“What?” I looked up. The second time, he got my attention, and I nervously replied, “Oh, my apologies, appeal, reserve, no, Your Honor.”


When the judge finished and dismissed all parties, he turned to me.


“Ms. Nocero, are you all right?”


“I’m fine, thank you,” I lied.


I wished the respondent and his attorney well, grabbed my laptop and files, placed them in the cart at my side, and scurried out as quickly as I could, given my expectant girth.


When I got on the elevator to return to my office, the phone rang. I quickly answered, yelling “Hold on, hold on!” I knew it was my mother; I got off on the second floor and ran to my office on the left side of the building.


“Are you alone?” her beautiful voice inquired.


“Yes,” I replied nervously, hopelessly trying to mask any worry. “I just got out of court. What’s up?”


“Meggie,” There was a pause. “Dad and I went to my doctor this morning.”


Okay, it was medical.


“And we got the results of a biopsy.”


A biopsy, what? The facts, the facts, tell me the facts.


“The results were not good.”


Here it comes. I stayed quiet and felt the baby, this proof of life, flutter in my belly.


“The lump I found was malignant. I have breast cancer.” I gasped. Ah, I could not breathe. I inhaled deeply to feel the air fill my lungs. I exhaled, barely able to hold back tears. Shakily I said, “What?”


Without letting me finish that thought, she hurried on.


“It’s in my left breast. I don’t want you to worry. We’re going to figure out my treatment options, and with God’s help, I’ll be okay.” Then silence.


My mom begged, “Meggie are you there? Are you okay?”


Looking around my office, I saw the words, symbols, and messages of optimism. A “LOVE” plaque hung next to my law diploma, there were beautiful photos of my family at my wedding, and a magnet with a quote on perseverance was stuck to the metal frame on the door. Looking out the window of my corner office, I saw yachts sail by on Biscayne Bay and assumed people must be out there enjoying their day. I sat at my desk, unable to think straight. I couldn’t articulate anything. As I felt my baby move inside me, I held on, trying to calm her while my mother was trying to calm me.


Questions, I had so many questions. My lawyerly instincts kicked in. I thought if I got to the bottom of it, a fact-finding expedition, I could control the information that was handed to me. She was talking to me still, but I didn’t hear a word. Like a little child facing something she did not understand, my words came out as a plea to the universe, “Oh, Mommy. How? How? How? How did this happen? Are you okay?” And in my head, I asked, Is she going to die?


“Please don’t worry. You need to take care of yourself and the baby. We will get through this. God will take care of me. I love you very much. It’s going to be okay.”


Always thinking about the other person, why was she always thinking about others? This was about her.


“I’ll call you later, okay?” she said.


“Okay, goodbye,” I replied and hung up.


I sat staring blankly into space, so much going through my head. Mostly wondering what just happened. I wanted to scream out, How could my mom have cancer?


She had spent a weekend with my family in Miami not even a month earlier, helping me, nursing me through the morning sickness after I got out of the hospital. She had been the healthy one, cheering me on. We were celebrating the fact that I was having a little girl, her first granddaughter. We were so excited. I was starting to feel a little less nausea. My life was good. I had a great relationship with my family. I had wonderful friends and colleagues. I had been married to a good man for eight years with a beautiful healthy little boy and was expecting in December. While I was tired of going to court, and my supervisor was blocking opportunities for professional advancement to do something different, I generally enjoyed my job and especially my role as intern coordinator teaching up-and-coming lawyers. I had a lot to look forward to. So why this? Why now?


Then I looked up to the ceiling and noticed water stains in the corner, leftover from what might have been a leak in the window frame from the inordinate rainfall over the past few days. I imagined God was sitting in heaven, ready to unleash a flood with a smirk on His face. I grew incredibly angry. I yelled out, “She has faith in You, more than I ever did, and You do this to her!”


Not able to see clearly, I wiped the free-flowing tears from my face with the sleeve of my black suit. “Well, don’t leave her now that we need You the most. Isn’t that what’s supposed to happen? We pray to You, and You give us a miracle?”


“Please,” I begged, “help my mother.”


With that, I tried to slow down and get control of my emotions, but my heart was still racing. I got up and organized the papers and files into neat piles on my desk. I whispered under my breath, “Get yourself together, Meg.” I reached underneath for my purse and fumbled around for my keys. As I walked out, I paused for a moment and stared at the colorful butterfly paper cutouts that decorated the front of the door to my office, hoping to feel lifted. No such luck. I turned off the light and set off for home, not wanting to talk to anyone. I felt weighed down and slow, but I wanted to run far away as fast as I could. If I didn’t say anything, maybe this nightmare would go away. I got in the elevator, went down to the lobby, and left the building without looking up. On the way to my car, I ran into a colleague who knew me well, surely observed my eyeliner smudged at the corner of my eyes, and with concern asked, “Meggie, what’s wrong?”


I could hold it in no longer and blurted out, “Fanny, my mom just told me she has breast cancer.”


I looked up at her, she held out her arms, and I welcomed her embrace as I broke down. Oh no, I thought, I said it out loud. There’s no going back now. This is real.





CHAPTER 2:


Hello Darkness, My New Friend
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“And ever has it been known that love knows not its own depth until the hour of separation.”


—KHALIL GIBRAN, 1883–1931, Lebanese American poet


February 2011


“Did you call your sister and let her know that we were on our way?” my husband, Frank, asked as we were driving north to Orlando on the Florida Turnpike.


“Not yet,” I answered in a daze.


Three years had passed since my mother’s initial diagnosis. She had already been through the chemo “plan” that sent her body into remission. However, in July of 2009, we were all devastated as the Computed Tomography (CT) scans at one of her regular follow-up appointments showed new evidence of disease. She thought she had beaten cancer, and I could see this news shook my mother’s resolve. However, as scared as she might have been, she told us how strongly she relied on her faith. She would send our family weekly emails and continued to ask for prayers:


UPDATE: Went to South Florida Thursday to see my oncologist on Friday. She is a special woman, and I feel blessed to have her. She put me back on Herceptin besides the many pills I am taking orally. NO CHANGE SO FAR. She said, “BE PATIENT,” something I find so difficult. God has God’s hand in this. Thank you for your prayers and love. If God chooses to take us into deep waters, it is for a reason. The greater the calling, the deeper the water. Please pray for patience for me. Much love and prayers for all of you. Mary Jo
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Not knowing what the future held, we all did our best to keep my mother’s spirits up by making plans to enjoy as much time together as we could. Among many moments of celebration, my entire family assembled for the Christmas and Easter holidays and summer vacation.


Gathering us all together for her forty-fifth wedding anniversary in the summer of 2010, my mother was overjoyed. We went to her favorite place in the world, their mountain house in Cashiers, North Carolina. My sisters and their families along with my parents’ siblings and their families traveled from all over—Florida, Washington, DC, Texas, and New York—to celebrate this major milestone. My mother had spent the majority of her life as a champion for strong and vibrant marriages, and my parents’ relationship was a testimony to this. She and my father always told us that love was a decision that they made every day. Through leading Marriage Encounter retreats as well as ministering to others for as long as I can remember, they practiced what they preached. While it had been a tradition for us to get together for a family reunion every summer since my grandmother Betty passed away, this time there was a sense of urgency to show up.


At their anniversary ceremony on July 31, I remembered how beautiful it was to see my mom and dad looking at each other with so much tenderness and love. My father held her hands and told her that she was more beautiful than the day he’d met her at the New York Athletic Club in Pelham, New York, right outside of the Bronx, when she was fifteen. I loved that he shared this story that had eventually led to a fairytale wedding at St. Patrick’s Cathedral in downtown Manhattan on that very day forty-five years earlier.


Then, when it was my mom’s turn, she shared how much she loved my father and what he and their life together had meant to her for all those years, especially now that she was battling cancer again. After mass, we ended the evening, all twenty-eight of us, dining at a long wooden table in perfect weather on the covered patio of Mica’s Restaurant and Pub. Afterward, roasting marshmallows at the firepit overlooking the woods, we sang all the wonderful old Broadway tunes we had grown up with. It was a joyous and memorable evening.


Now, not even six months later, passing the exit to Stuart at mile marker 116, I hoped there was something more that the doctors could do to help my mom. Ever since the miracle drugs had stopped working for her, I knew that my mom was impacted by the haunting tales of others who had lost their lives after the cancer came back. I sensed that while she was trying to be upbeat for all of us, doubt was creeping in.


January 3, 2011


UPDATE ON MY TREATMENT—I WAS TAKEN OUT OF THE CLINICAL TRIAL FOR SUPER HERCEPTIN. MY PLATELETS WERE TOO LOW AND THE TUMORS WERE DOUBLING. AS YOU CAN IMAGINE, I WAS VERY DISAPPOINTED. DR. HAS PUT ME ON THIS NEW TREATMENT THAT HAS HAD GOOD RESULTS IN DESTROYING STUBBORN TUMORS. PLEASE KEEP ON PRAYING. MARY JO


And I wasn’t handling any of this well. Not wanting to show my mom I was terrified of losing her, I relied on my best friend, communicating via email and text:


Hey, Lisa—


Can’t sleep. I think everything that is going on is really affecting me. I feel like I can’t breathe. Pushing people I love away from me. I love my mom a lot. I told her that I can’t lose her—she’s the only one who really likes me in my family, including Frank. She actually talks to me, listens, and loves me for who I am. Lisa, it’s so hard to see her through all of this—the treatment all over again. Why?? Why is this happening to her? What did she do? I don’t think that I could do what she’s doing—I am so grateful that she’s doing the chemo because she wants to get well. But it’s so debilitating, demeaning. Putting her faith in others. I wish I could do more to help her. Thank you for letting me vent.


Love you Lisa, Meg


Then in late January, as we waited to find out if my mom’s new medication was working, I emailed my best friend again:


Lisa,


I have been under a lot of stress—mostly anxious and exhausted. I made a request to go part-time—pray that this goes through. It’s way too much for me right now! I have been traveling to Orlando on the weekends a lot, so I need it. In fact, we are going to Orlando this weekend—just my sisters with the kids—my dad has been down, so we are taking him to Universal Studios to cheer him up. It’s really hard on him—like you said, the family goes through it as well! Thank you again for your prayers.


Love you so much! Meg
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And in early February, the stress caught up with me when I had my first full-fledged anxiety attack while conducting legal intern interviews at the local law school. I was really worried about my mom and had gotten very little sleep that week. For the most part, I kept it to myself and did my job as best I could. I thought if I could stay busy, I would be okay.


When we got to the career placement center, my colleague Richard and I were offered coffee before the interviews began. I was so tired that I drank two cups hoping for a pick me up. About an hour had passed when we started on our third interview. I was overly caffeinated, and when I gave the brief background spiel about the position before opening up for questions from the candidate, I started to get very anxious. It didn’t help that this particular law student was intense from the get-go and peppered us with one question after another. He was overly passionate, like a first-year law professor demanding that we defend the constitutionality of certain pending Supreme Court cases around immigration law. As I sat fidgeting in the small conference room with Richard by my side, I couldn’t handle his energy; I was too sensitive. My head started to spin, and my palms got clammy. As I grabbed onto my chair to get grounded, I felt my heart start to race and my vision became blurry.


I tapped Richard’s shoulder while the student was going on and on and whispered, “I don’t feel so well. I’m going to step outside.”


He nodded. I excused myself in the middle of the interview and left the room.


I approached the receptionist and, as calmly as I could, explained my symptoms and asked, “Can you call 911? I think I’m going to pass out.”


After dialing campus emergency services, she proceeded to share her own story of feeling the same way as the result of a stroke. This made me panic even more, and I asked her if I could sit down. She escorted me to a small, narrow work kitchen where I waited for help to arrive.


I wondered, Why would anyone tell me that? Am I having a stroke? Terrified, I called my dad, a cardiologist, to tell him what was going on. He stayed on the phone with me to keep me calm.


About ten minutes later, two very muscular, blue-clad paramedics entered the room with their medical gear. I had already been on the verge of tears. Now I felt embarrassed and became even more emotional. As I unzipped the top of my dress so they could place electrodes on my chest to check my heart rate and vitals, I tried to make light of this awkward situation by saying, “Good thing I wore my nice bra today.”


The paramedics looked at me, smiled, and continued to do their job. After they recorded all the data from the electrodes, the lead paramedic handed a readout to his partner, patted my hand, and declared, “Your heart looks good. Your vitals are good, but you might want to get a follow-up just to make sure.”


I answered back, “Thank God! Can you explain the results to my dad? I have him on the phone on standby.”


The paramedic nodded. When he returned my phone to me, he said, “All set!”


I had a quick word with my father: “Dad, I’ll call you back when I get home.” Then I thanked the paramedic and explained, “I’ve been under a lot of stress lately and haven’t slept much these past few weeks.”


“Well,” he said, “you could have had a panic attack. Good luck to you, get some rest.”


Fortunately, after a follow-up with a stress test and an echocardiogram, the doctor agreed with the paramedic’s evaluation. I just needed to manage my stress and take better care of myself. After that appointment, not needing any other excuse to go to the beach, I spent the rest of that beautiful afternoon by the ocean, my happy place. As I sat with my husband, I felt the cool sand on my feet and enjoyed watching the waves roll in. If only time could stand still—I was at peace in that moment.


Life Is a Marathon, Not a Race


While I did my best to calm down and not worry, less than a month later my mother was admitted into the hospital. That morning, I could not shake the feeling of dread that had overtaken me after Aimee called to tell me my mother was very sick. As we drove to Orlando, all I could think of was, F*ck cancer! Why her? It seemed so unfair.


In a way, I was relieved that my mom finally went to the emergency room to get help after a week of not eating or drinking. However, I remained incredibly worried about her physical condition and her state of mind. I lived four hours away by car, and while we shared our lives over our daily morning call, I sensed she was protecting me from knowing how badly she was doing. My mom had started a new drug and a brutal round of chemo that past week. After a few days of her new treatment, our conversations had grown shorter and shorter as I sensed her energy level weakening. I knew she remained hopeful that this new drug would be the magic elixir that would eradicate the cancerous cells that had migrated from her breast to her liver, but the harsh side effects of this particular concoction surprised and alarmed her.


As I looked out the window of our SUV, I realized that, while I had taken this drive many times before, this time it was different. I was much more aware of everything. The land around us was very flat and green, with occasional cows or horses in far-off pastures wandering, eating, or just standing there. To occupy myself, I read almost every billboard. Some promised to secure a better financial future if you hired this particular personal injury attorney. Some enticed families to enjoy the time of their lives by offering cheaper tickets to the various area attractions and theme parks. Some advertised for local conservative Christian churches, offering a new lease on life if only one would abandon their sinful ways and believe in Jesus. “I hate fearmongers. My God, some people!” I said out loud after only two hours on the road, and then added, “Are we there yet?”


I looked in the back of the car where both my kids were sleeping soundly, and both my dogs were resting on the floor. My son had just turned eight, and my daughter was two in December. They were too little for all this. To busy myself, I was looking for a sign to reassure me that everything would be all right. Until that point, things had been looking up, and I had not considered that I might lose my mother. Now, after that phone call from my sister early in the morning, her death was the only thing on my mind. I needed a distraction, but the terrain wasn’t interesting enough or colorful enough to help me out. At least the day ushered in clear blue skies. I have always loved Florida in February—cool enough to wear a jacket, sunny enough to be outdoors. Perhaps this beautiful day would bring us positive news after all when we arrived at our final destination.


“Is there any way to go faster?” I begged my husband.


“Are you okay? I’m going almost ninety,” Frank said, then reached for my hand. I grabbed it and nodded. I was in a fog and could not even recall the events that had taken place that morning. Somehow, we had managed to pack and were now on our way.


After about three hours, I texted Aimee to find out where my mother was located. She sent back the hospital’s telephone number and her room number. I called the hospital and asked to speak to her.
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