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“Well-written and insightful, this book would be extremely helpful for anyone wondering if after-death communication is possible, and if grief can be inspiring as well as heartbreaking.”


—TERRI DANIEL, Founder of the Afterlife Conference


“Change Maker, although a story about a brother’s death, is more an inspirational book of hope. On every page, author Rebecca Austill-Clausen courageously wields that hope as a machete to cut through her grief and, with the adroit use of visual imagery and humor, imbues the reader with a sense of comfort that we never really ‘lose’ those we love. That said, as she has with her brother, David, we can and must continue to keep our relationships with them alive. After all, love knows no boundaries, even death.”


—ELISA MEDHUS, MD, author of My Son and the Afterlife: Conversations from the Other Side and My Life After Death: A Memoir from Heaven and creator of ChannelingErik.com


“With care and compassion, Rebecca Austill-Clausen shares her journey of letting go of ordinary reality and experiencing a deeper connection with her loved one. Her earnest struggles to open her mind and acknowledge new possibilities, may just help you discover your own willingness, awakened possibilities, and healing.”


—TAMA KIEVES, best selling author of A Year without Fear: 365 Days of Magnificence and Inspired & Unstoppable: Wildly Succeeding in Your Life’s Work


“A beautifully written personal story of a shared human experience—a loss of a beloved other and the life that unfolds thereafter. Rebecca’s path, following her brother’s death, leads her into the non-ordinary realms of the Mystery associated with the known tangible world, familiar to those who practice shamanism and walk in the dreamtime. She generously shares her gained wisdom and growth, as well as her poignant suggestions and support so others can explore the possibilities for themselves. How blessed are we, who with the help of someone who has gone before us, can begin to perceive the true magic that surrounds us and experience first hand the awakening and empowerment that always awaits us? Very blessed, indeed!”


—JILL KUYKENDALL, Physical Therapist and co-author with Hank Wesselman of Spirit Medicine: Healing in the Sacred Realms


“The writing is beautiful, precise and so very personable. Change Maker is one of those books that captures you from the first page! Becky’s approach to spirituality is practical, yet invites your own spirit to soar. Reading it lifts you into new possibilities to see your own process of awakening as unique and wonderful as you are.”


—JONETTE CROWLEY, author of The Eagle and the Condor: A True Story of an Unexpected Mystical Journey


“The passing of a loved one can have a profound spiritual transformation for family and friends. Rebecca Austill-Clausen tells us her journey of transformation from living a life of a stressed out workaholic businesswoman to becoming someone who is connected to her inner self. With Nancy Arael as a shamanic guide, Rebecca gives us a first hand view of the multitude of dimensions available to guide us and help us live in a more connected and rewarding way. This is a must read for anyone who has lost a loved one or is starting their own spiritual journey.”


—DAVID BENNETT, author of Voyage of Purpose: Spiritual Wisdom from Near-Death Back to Life and A Voice as Old as Time: Contemplations for Spiritual Transformation


“Becky shares a descriptive and intimate personal example of a spiritual path unfolding and coming into existence. She portrays the delicate challenge between living in different worlds of reality and truth and reason. Becky paints a complex image of her spiritual journey by sharing her professional conflicts and doubts and how she eventually opened up and embraced that journey. Becky writes with openness, clarity, humor and great compassion and heart. This book is a jewel to read. It will cause pause for consideration and provide delight allowing wondrous possibilities of another life to emerge.”


—TAMERA HUMBERT, D.Ed, OTR/L editor of Occupational Therapy and Spirituality: A Conceptual Model for Practice and Research.


“If you are a person who doubts life, believes that what you see in your everyday reality is all there is, or if you want to enter a timely doorway through which you can access a greater and more holistic view of life—then Rebecca Austill-Clausen’s book is for you. Instead of her brother’s death being an ending that she dreaded, it became a beginning that she was able to embrace. Just as many have before her, the author learns that while death is an illusion, life is continuous. Physical form and expression may change, but consciousness continues.”


—MICHAEL J. ROADS, author Through the Eyes of Love trilogy, Stepping … Between … Realities and Insights of a Modern Mystic


“Change Maker is a courageous and compelling account of the author’s spiritual discovery and triumphant evolution. An instant classic that will inspire and empower countless others to embark upon their own illuminating journey.”


—WILLIAM STILLMAN, award-winning author of The Soul of Autism: Looking Beyonzd Labels to Unveil Spiritual Secrets of the Heart Savants and Autism and the God Connection


“Change Maker takes us on a journey into the healing power of shapeshifting. Rebecca’s experiences remind us that we, and all sentient life, are one with a universal webwork of love and energy—in this worldly life as we know it, and beyond.”


—LLYN ROBERTS, MA, award-winning author of Shapeshifting into Higher Consciousness: Heal and Transform Yourself and Our World with Ancient Shamanic and Modern Methods, co-author of Shamanic Reiki: Expanded Ways of Working with Universal Life Force Energy, and co-author of Speaking with Nature: Awakening to the Deep Wisdom of the Earth


“In her new book Change Maker, Austill-Clausen shows us how a powerful and painful experience, such as her beloved brother’s illness and death, is often a catalyst for deep spiritual transformation.”


—TANIS HELLIWELL, author of Summer with the Leprechauns: A True Story and Pilgrimage with the Leprechauns: A True Story of a Mystical Tour of Ireland


“Change Maker brings the fortunate reader along on an adventure of the heart as Becky Austill-Clausen recounts the journey that began with the death of her brother, David. Her story brims with discovery and all the understandable doubts that accompany big changes. Most striking is the author’s deep curiosity about the spiritual realm that opens to her in David’s hospital room. Her journey takes her to a new consciousness where opposites unite, where life and death, body and soul, energy and matter reveal themselves as a singular wholeness.”


—EMMA MELLON, PhD, author of Waking Your Dreams: Unlock the Wisdom of Your Unconscious and Still Life: A Parent’s Memoir of Life Beyond Stillbirth and Miscarriage


“A deeply personal and moving account of one woman’s spiritual journey and realization of the true power of love in our lives. Austill-Clausen’s story and suggested meditations and exercises will help anyone looking to connect more completely with their soul and life purpose.”


—JENNIFER B. MONAHAN, author of This Trip Will Change Your Life: A Shaman’s Story of Spirit Evolution


“This is a beautifully and delicately written book about the heart and soul’s plight through grief and loss and culminates in a series of experiences that opens our author into worlds not ordinarily known. This work follows an ancient path whereby the boundaries of inner and outer worlds collapse. The initiate is led through the mists of time, guides and healing agencies arrive and revelations of deep mystery and nature are shared. The neophyte is initiated into the deeper mysteries of life and death and in turn is herself reborn.”


—SUSAN MCCLELLAN, Shamanic Teacher


“From her unexpected awakening…to her discovery that energy can be seen and felt…to her realization that consciousness has no limits, Austill-Clausen deftly weaves a story of unfolding that has clarity, simplicity, and power. This book should be read by anyone experiencing the awakening of consciousness.”


—PENNY KELLY, author of The Elves of Lily Hill Farm: A Partnership with Nature
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Dedicated to my awesome brother, David Elliott Austill.


Thank you for opening my heart to adventures previously unimagined.


I love you David, always and forever.
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The World I Live In


I have refused to live locked in the orderly house of reasons and proofs.


The world I live in and believe in is wider than that. And anyway, what’s wrong with Maybe?


You wouldn’t believe what once or twice I have seen. I’ll just tell you this: only if there are angels in your head will you ever, possibly, see one.


—MARY OLIVER
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Transformation (OCTOBER)


The shell must break before the bird can fly.
—ALFRED TENNYSON


A massive animal stares into my soul. I am submerged in deep ocean waters, mesmerized, unable to move. The sea creature hovers before me, its deep brown eyes a match for my own.


The water shimmers with the promise of the rising sun, and slowly, cautiously, the marine mammal eases toward me, never breaking eye contact.


This creature is ancient, weathered, wrinkled. Its gigantic, rotund body connects directly to its head without the benefit of a neck. Its broad pug nose looks squished on its wizened face. Although the animal has no back crest or dorsal fin, its bifurcated tail reminds me of a very fat dolphin’s.


Enthralled, I lose all concept of time.


As the creature hovers closer, I am suddenly engulfed in love—a feeling so broad, so wide, so all-encompassing that it defies description. I am beyond captivated, beyond awestruck. I am bathed in love.


In an instant, the creature’s spirit enters my heart: I feel a jolt of emotional intensity, followed by a rush of fireworks bursting into ecstasy. My soul expands exponentially. Clarity bubbles up through me, and I feel a lightness, a deep knowing about life and afterlife that I have never experienced before. A profound flash of insight shocks me into understanding:


This animal holds the essence of my brother, David.


David, who lies in the hospital bed where he will spend his final hours as the machines keeping him alive dutifully pump air into his lungs. The hospital room where his friends and family have been saying good-bye, and where I have been keeping watch tonight.


David’s spirit unites with mine in an intoxicating song of awareness. Secrets of the universe stream through me—some new, some old, all affirmed: We are one. There is no death, only life; we do not die but pass into a different realm of existence. Our souls retain our life force forever. We do not cease to exist when our earthly life ends; we just change shape. Our spirit, the core of special energy that makes each of us unique, will continue to thrive even as our bodies falter and wither away.


For the first time in my life, I glimpse eternity. Truth resonates inside me, a thrum of joy permeating every cell of my body.


I feel David’s energy slowly leave, and my attention gradually turns outward. This animal that holds David’s energy is swimming away, clearly comfortable in the ocean.


A new movement catches my eye. A small version of the same fat, dolphinlike creature has joined David. My heart vibrates with delight as I realize that this newcomer holds Edward’s essence.


Edward and David have been best friends since elementary school, and I’ve always enjoyed seeing Edward. He recently passed from Earth, and I was not there to say good-bye. I send love to Edward, thrilled to be with him again and relieved that he will accompany David on the next stage of life’s journey.


David, or the animal that holds his spirit, turns and gazes at me again. His eyes reflect eons of shared memories. Our souls meld as we acknowledge eternal life.


David turns away. He looks confidently at Edward and, with a jaunty flip of their tails, they swim off together through the clear blue waters.


I feel content for the first time in months.


My brother David is alive!


I open my eyes slowly and take a deep breath. I review this life-experience. My excitement grows. My heart pounds. I explode with the enormity of it. Somehow I just communed with David’s life force from a different realm of existence. A gigantic grin stretches across my face, and I laugh out loud.


I know, with the confidence that arrives when something feels absolutely right, that David’s spirit lives. I have never felt anything so powerful, so encompassing, and so real.
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Seven days earlier, I was an ordinary business owner sitting in my office on an ordinary business day. My assistant rushed into my office to tell me that my parents were on the phone. My parents never call me at work.


It was 10:11 A.M. on a Thursday.


Dad spoke calmly but urgently. “David’s been rushed to the hospital in an ambulance. We’re leaving now to meet him at Beth Israel Deaconess. Pam and Jiffy are already on their way.”


Tears cascaded down my face. David always said if he left home in an ambulance, he would never return. He was only thirty-seven.


“What happened?” I said, jotting down a note to my waiting assistant that asked her to please check flight schedules now.


Mom replied, factual and no-nonsense. “Loreen found him stumbling around his bedroom, unable to give himself his daily shots. When she asked if he needed help, he couldn’t respond. After a few moments, he agreed to let her call an ambulance, but he refused to lie on the ‘stretcher of death’ and walked down two flights of stairs and into the ambulance under his own power.”


My voice cracked as I promised to catch the first flight out, which should put me in Boston by early afternoon.


I hung up the phone, my tears flowing freely. My assistant handed me flight options from Philadelphia to Boston, and we chose one that gave me barely enough time to rush home, pack, and drive the hour to the airport. I called my husband as I left the office.


Jeff had been waiting for this call, too. He was calm, offering the reassurance I needed. “I’ll take care of Ken and Ryan. Should we get them out of preschool and fly out tonight?”


My mind whirled as I tried to gauge the seriousness of the situation. David had been sick for seven years and getting progressively worse. Was this a false alarm?


I had not thought about Jeff and the kids coming to be with David also.


“Let me get there first. I’ll call you.”


“OK, Becky. Don’t worry about the kids. Love you.”


I threw basic necessities into my suitcase, paused for a minute, then tossed in my black suit, hoping I wouldn’t need it. I raced to the airport, calling my assistant en route to clarify work details to be reorganized, meetings to be rescheduled, fending off the chaos I hoped wouldn’t erupt during my absence.


With minutes to spare, I slid into my seat as the plane doors closed.


During the bumpy ride to Boston, I reviewed work priorities and finally thought about Jeff and the kids. Jeff is a great parent. I’d started my business eleven years earlier, and hundred-hour work weeks were common. Jeff’s quiet, loving manner and offbeat humor supported us all. Our family was thriving, and we all loved Uncle David. I knew they would be OK without me at home.


A couple of hours later, I stood in the doorway of David’s private hospital room, trying to catch my breath. He was lying on his back, the bed almost flat. The starched white sheets drawn up to his chin emphasized his incredibly skinny torso. His face was so pale that his eyes, always large, loomed enormous; they dominated his face. He struggled to smile and said, “Hi, Becky. Sorry you had to leave work to come see me.”


Tears glistened in my eyes and threatened to overflow as I bent down to give David a kiss. Family always comes first, I told my staff, but personally I never seemed to follow this philosophy. Disappointed with myself, I slowly shook my head and said, “David, I’m so sorry.”


He closed his weary eyes and seemed to drift off to sleep.


I looked around the room. My parents, my two sisters, and Loreen, David’s best friend and roommate, were all there. We shared small, sad greetings but soon left the room, one at a time, as David slept. I was the last one out.


Over the next several days, we all saw David slipping away rapidly, despite the excellent care the nurses gave him. Each night I called Jeff, and each night my news was progressively worse.


David’s doctor knew him well. He warned us that David had only a few days left to live.


I felt like a leaf adrift on a stormy sea, barely able to keep afloat, surrounded by gargantuan waves of sorrow and confusion. During the day, when David was asleep and I couldn’t stand to wait anymore, I wandered the hospital halls aimlessly and found no comfort. I kept passing a sign that said “Meditation Room” and finally decided to open the door.


Sunlight streamed softly through a multi-hued stained-glass window. The colored light infused the room with a peaceful glow.


I sank into a chair at the back and closed my eyes. I breathed deeply and tried to calm my unsteady emotions.


I thought about Edward, who had passed away just six months ago. I implored Edward to take care of David.


Edward’s smiling face appeared! His body began to grow and grow and grow until his head touched the ceiling. He looked about twelve feet tall.


He was a large fellow, 6’ 7” by the time he was full-grown. I remember him bending his whole body to fit through our kitchen door.


Now he filled the room. Flowing, shoulder-length blond hair framed his friendly face. His huge grin radiated acceptance and peace.


I accepted Edward’s presence without question. His familiar spirit calmed me, and I grasped his lifeline of support and held on without question. I soaked up his love like a dry sponge cupped in a warm and gentle bath.


Edward slowly stretched out his arms to form a cross with his body.


I heard his voice clearly in my mind. “I will help David,” he said. “He will be well cared for.”


I was enormously relieved. “Thank you, Edward. Thank you so much.”


I breathed deeply. My eyes remained closed. I felt peaceful for the first time since the phone call from Mom and Dad that had brought me there.


I had no doubt that David was going to be all right. Edward would be with him.


My vision of Edward slowly faded.


I didn’t know it then, but that was my first meditative experience with a loved one from another realm. It would not be my last.
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The next few days passed in a blur. Throughout, I remembered Edward’s message and experienced an inner calmness I’d never felt before.


David smiled in quiet acknowledgement as dozens of his friends came to visit one last time. I gave each of them heartfelt hugs of love and support. David flitted in and out of consciousness. He never complained.


Granny and Auntie Belle’s visit was the most heart-wrenching. It seemed incomprehensible that these ancient matriarchs, pillars of our family and still healthy and vital at ninety and ninety-two, must say goodbye to their grandson and grand-nephew, who would not live to see his thirty-eighth birthday.


Granny raised herself out of her wheelchair, leaned over David, and gave him a kiss. Auntie Belle hobbled to David’s side, balancing without help on her recently replaced knees. Granny stroked David’s brow, murmuring quietly. He smiled.


I remembered visits with them—always an adventure, often involving treasure hunts on Cape Cod, always organized by Granny and Auntie Belle. I remembered stories of their adventures, and how those stories became part of who we were now.


Long before my dad and his only brother, Allen, were born, Granny and Auntie Belle were avid hikers. Their Longs Peak mountaineering adventures in the 1920s were legendary, memorialized in books and showcased at the YMCA of the Rockies in Estes Park, Colorado.1–2


Both women were missionaries who travelled the world ministering to those less fortunate. They spent years in Japan and India. The Thanksgiving holiday was always at Granny and Gramps’ seaside home by the Atlantic, and two or three international guests always joined us at the table.


I remembered the annual day-after-Thanksgiving treasure hunt. All the grandkids and some parents cavorted around seaweed-covered boulders, peered under ancient stone bridges, hunted for clues hidden in the wildflower garden. We ran for hours, untangling fun jigsaw messages. Mohamed, our adopted cousin from Morocco, was the best puzzle solver. But David and our cousin Chris surged ahead after interpreting the last clue, ready to claim the prize: packages of Fiddle Faddle caramel corn and nuts nestled in Granny’s furoshiki, a Japanese silk cloth that she wrapped up in mysterious ways. We gobbled down the treats, laughing raucously, proclaiming victory.
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By the next morning, David was in a coma and not expected to live through the night. The doctor said he could pass at any moment; we were all just waiting. I could not bear the thought of David’s dying alone, so I asked if I might spend the night in his room. Mom, Dad, and the nurses agreed.


I tossed and turned on the narrow, well-used portable twin mattress placed beside David’s bed. A thin white sheet covered the soft plastic. It crunched each time my cramped body shifted, but I finally dropped into a restless sleep.


At 3 A.M., I bolted awake. I was so cold that I was shivering. I glanced over at David’s body.


I watched his chest quickly rise, pause, and fall, timed exactly with the ventilator’s noisy whoosh. Up, down, as constant as a metronome, one mechanical breath after the other.


I felt no emotion, no essence, and no energy from David. Somehow I knew his soul had left his body. His body was empty, bereft of life. Yet his physical frame still breathed. Nighttime beepers from the hospital corridor made their demands. Time marched on, beating with an exact rhythm of nothing.


I rubbed my arms and trembled.


“What should I do?” I said out loud. What are you supposed to do when you are alone with your beloved brother’s still-breathing dead body?


David’s essence was gone. There was no reason for me to stay.


I considered calling a taxi, since I had no car and Mom and Dad lived twenty minutes away. But arriving at my parents’ home at 3:30 in the morning with absolutely nothing to say seemed ridiculous.


So I sat on the tiny mattress with the thin sheet wrapped around my shoulders, and I thought about David. I mourned his passing even as his chest rose and fell, rose and fell.


As I glanced around the dark, antiseptic hospital room, my attention was caught by David’s favorite items, which Loreen had carefully placed on the table beside his bed. I stared at the bright red, blue, and yellow Mexican ceramic bird with the broken nose and wondered why it was there. Next to it was a three-by-five-inch framed picture of Edward, sitting at a kitchen table wearing a black-and-red flannel bathrobe. A small stained-glass rainbow shimmered in the sunlight behind him.


I reached for two quartz crystals. I recognized the shiny, white, nearly transparent one: It had belonged to Edward, and David inherited it when Edward passed—according to Loreen, who had shown them to me the day before. The other stone was a mottled, cloudy, opaque wand about four inches long and an inch thick. It felt heavy. Loreen said David always carried it in his pocket.


Immediately I felt a warm tingling from Edward’s rock. I quickly opened my hand, fumbled, and stared. The two stones lay side by side in my hand, but Edward’s crystal felt warm and pleasant while David’s felt cold and unresponsive. This certainly is peculiar, I thought.


Was I experiencing energy from Edward’s crystal? I knew I’d had minimal sleep for five days while worrying about David, so maybe I was imagining things, but I could have sworn I just felt the crystal pulse. I gazed at my open palm. As a kid, I played with rocks all the time, and not once did I feel anything but rock. Loreen says crystals have energy. Maybe the energy I felt from Edward’s crystal was a sign.


My dad is a retired Episcopalian minister. At the time, he still occasionally officiated at weddings and funerals. Our whole family is familiar with death because funerals, like other ceremonies and rites of passage, were such an integral part of our childhoods. Yet I couldn’t remember ever speaking with my family about life after death, and we never spoke about crystals.


I didn’t even believe in God, although I did believe there was a God. I just hadn’t found it for myself.


I closed my hand gingerly around the crystals and again felt a comfortable vibration from Edward’s. I recalled Edward’s message of support in the Meditation Room. The tingling sensation from Edward’s crystal seemed like a direct validation that he was there and would take care of David.


I looked at David’s ashen body lying unresponsive on the hospital bed, the only sound the mechanical whoosh from the ventilator. It was too late to head back to Mom and Dad’s, and my plan was to be with David when he passed, so I slowly moved a large plastic armchair over by his bed, stumbling a little as I sat on its unyielding seat, still clutching the crystals. I wrapped my hands around his cold, sallow fingers, only realizing later that both quartz crystals were in the center of our joined grasp. I closed my eyes, took several deep, heartfelt breaths, and sent waves of love to David.


And, with my eyes still closed, I saw water glowing with the promise of dawn, and the strange creatures holding the life energies of David and Edward swimming before me.
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I barely knew what to do with myself. I looked out of David’s hospital room window: It was sunrise. Orange, pink, and turquoise streaked the sky as my whole body seemed to trill with joy. I was convinced David’s soul was alive, even though his body seemed dead and breathed only with the aid of a ventilator. I felt certain that David now lived in another realm of existence with Edward.


Mom and Dad were due to return to the hospital in a few hours. I could not wait to share this experience with them.


They listened quietly as I described my night. Mom remained silent, and Dad remarked that people deal with death in all sorts of ways. I felt so empowered about my spiritual interactions with David and Edward. I knew in my heart that David’s spirit lived—it did not really matter to me what others thought, but frankly I was relieved neither parent said I was crazy.


David’s body kept breathing. Our cousins Randy and Chris, Chris’s fiancée Joelle, our sisters Jiffy and Pam, Pam’s husband Bruce, Loreen, my parents, and I gathered to sing spiritual songs in David’s room. Cousin Lori sent love and support in many phone calls from Maine.


Uncle Allen, Dad’s older brother, and Allen’s wife, Joan, arrived midafternoon. Uncle Allen rolled Aunt Joan’s wheelchair into the room, and their voices joined our choir. Aunt Joan’s stroke at the tender age of forty-five may have kept her wheelchair-bound, but it hadn’t affected her beautiful voice. It soared as we sang rounds of love around David, voices adding harmony upon harmony, verse after verse.


It had been seven days since David entered the hospital. Dad visited David that evening by himself, and he was the last family member to see David alive on this earth. The early Sunday morning hours of October 1, 1995, claimed David’s body, and he passed away peacefully in his sleep.


Jeff, Ken, and Ryan flew in from Pennsylvania, and I met them at Logan Airport, joined by my youngest sister, Jiffy, her husband, John—a police officer often called “Officer Friendly”—and their two sons, Stephen and Matt. All four young boys laughed and giggled as they ran through baggage claim, enjoying being together again.


We headed to the local mall to buy ties and white shirts for the boys as we tried to explain that Uncle David had just passed from this earth. Plans to celebrate David’s life materialized.


We gathered at the funeral parlor at the end of our street. Months later, after the shock of the funeral had subsided, I would recall seeing David’s face peeking around the corner of the funeral parlor’s room as we greeted friends and associates, the hundreds of people who came to express their sympathy. The huge outpouring of love and support astounded David.


David’s funeral was held at St. John’s Episcopal Church. I sat in the front pew with the rest of my family and thought about how Dad was the minister of this church for nine years before he changed careers and became a marriage and family counselor and a primal therapist.


I have fond childhood memories of living in the rectory, our home, located right beside St. John’s. Our entire family assisted Dad with his services. I played the beautiful church pipe organ; David was an acolyte; Mom and Pam sang in the church choir; and Jiffy, eleven years younger than I am and too little for any of that, went to the church nursery school.


Today, the pews were filled to celebrate David. My certainty that his soul remained alive provided me with the support I needed as we sang all four verses of “Amazing Grace.”


David spent his entire career working in the restaurant industry. He advanced from dishwasher to waiter to maître d’ and spent years as manager of the classy Ten Center Street restaurant in Newburyport, Massachusetts. Numerous co-workers and friends donated the food and drink for a marvelous post-funeral celebration at my parents’ home, catering an awesome celebration of David’s life.


During the gathering, Aunt Joan quietly shared with a few of us that the day before David passed, she had a vision of him ascending to heaven.


In the vision, Aunt Joan and David’s guardian angel stood on either side of David, holding his hands as he rose. Aunt Joan eventually released her hold and watched David and his guardian angel continue to ascend on their own.


Peace and contentment graced Aunt Joan’s gentle face as she described her experience. I nodded my head in understanding and wondered if her meditation practice and yearly visits to an ashram had helped facilitate her vision of David’s ascension.


A week later, Loreen mentioned that the day after David’s funeral she entered her bathroom at exactly 7 A.M., just like she did every day. She heard an unusual pecking noise and could not figure out its origin. She peeked under cabinets, glanced around the claw-foot bathtub, and searched behind the door. As she looked up at the skylight, she was startled to see an enormous black raven staring down at her, rapidly pecking at the glass! Bubbles, Loreen’s faithful but somewhat skittish Bichon dog, was running in frenzied circles around the bathroom, screeching in terror. He finally stopped when Loreen picked up his shivering body and attempted to scare the bird away with a broom.


The next day, the raven was there again at exactly 7 A.M. And the next day, too. On the third day, Loreen began to suspect this raven held David’s energy. They’d lived together for five years—he certainly knew her morning rituals.


After five days of daily raven greetings that sparked wild barks and crazed behavior from Bubbles, Loreen said to the bird, “David, I know it’s you. I’m all right, but you’re scaring the dog! Please go away.” The raven left immediately, never to be seen again.


As Loreen shared her experience, we both shook our heads in awe, amazed that David could be so visible in so many different ways as he passed from this world. I wondered when he would appear next.
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Love is the centerpiece, the cornerstone, and the ultimate purpose of our universe.


Death can assume many shapes and forms. Our loved ones communicate with us in a variety of ways after they pass from this world.


Spiritual communication will increase if you believe it can occur, and if you want the process to continue!


Be aware of any style of communication from your loved one who has passed on. You may see something out of the ordinary or encounter an animal that seems to have the energy of your loved one. You may have an STE—Spiritually Transformative Experience3—where you see a vision or hear the voice of your beloved.


I encourage you to believe what you see or feel if it is comfortable for you. Thank whoever sends you a message, and share love.


If something does not feel comfortable, just send it away. With clear intention, say out loud emphatically, “I do not want this,” and do not dwell on the experience.


Remember to send love. The more love we send, the more we receive.


Consider keeping a journal, especially if a person or an animal you love passes on. Record your thoughts, feelings, and any unusual occurrences. Keep an open mind. Allow yourself to receive support and sympathy from your friends and family.


Be open to the love being showered on you.
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Passages (NOVEMBER)


What the caterpillar calls the end of the world, the master calls a butterfly.
—LAO TZU


Six weeks after David’s funeral, I was sitting at the kitchen table, flipping half-heartedly through TIME magazine. It was a peaceful Saturday morning. The sun beamed brightly through the large bay window in our kitchen. Warm golden light cast a luminous glow on our acre of meadow. Stream-side trees swayed softly in the gentle wind at the back edge of our yard.


Jeff stood at the kitchen sink, washing dishes after his special homemade chocolate-chip pancake breakfast. Real maple syrup from Vermont was the highlight of our family treat. Jeff’s previous work in the lumber industry had taught us the value of this natural sweetener. He and Ryan drizzled their syrup carefully, while Ken and I sloshed it all over our stack of pancakes. Frankly, the kids often preferred Aunt Jemima, but we always had a choice when Jeff made his morning feast.


Ken, age eight, chattered nonstop as his Lego towers grew higher and higher, soon to crash in a glorious cacophony of red, blue, and yellow plastic all over the table, each crash accompanied by cheers of joy. Ryan, age six, was absorbed by his Game Boy. The bells and whizzes of victory announced each rapidly conquered level as his head bent in quiet concentration.


I turned a page of the magazine and cried out, my body quivering in shock, tears suddenly cascading down my face.


The boys looked up from their games, alarmed. I couldn’t explain what was wrong; all I could do was point with a stiff index finger.


Jeff leaned over my shoulder and studied the photograph splashed across the page.


“That’s the animal you saw at the hospital, isn’t it?”


I nodded yes, tears splattering onto the glossy paper.


My heart beat wildly as I rushed upstairs to retrieve the pink memo with the quick image I’d sketched at the hospital. I ran down the steps two at a time and skidded back to my chair. I placed my drawing next to the magazine photograph: It matched! The mysterious beast I’d seen was right there, photographed for TIME.


The animal was a manatee—a gentle sea cow that migrated in Florida.


I’d never heard of a manatee, let alone seen one. Ken and Ryan stared at my simple line drawing. Jeff read the story over my shoulder. I absorbed each word, feeling like a drowning person who has just caught a life preserver. I held on with all I had, trying to digest the implications.


What was the connection between David and manatees? Was this some kind of message?


When I first learned David was sick, we were camping on Cape Cod with family, extended family, and friends—a reunion tradition since 1955.


David had become a bit distant in the prior few years. It was wonderful to be together again, sharing our love of the ocean, camping, and family fun.


We walked together on our favorite beach, Coast Guard, at the Cape Cod National Seashore. Seagulls soared on gentle ocean breezes, their white breasts glistening in the sun. Ocean waves crashed onto the golden shore as hundreds of pebbles tinkled back into the cold Atlantic Ocean.


David was four years younger than I, and we had always been extremely close. I loved his free spirit.


I am the oldest of four children; David was the third child and only son. I went to Utica College of Syracuse University to study occupational therapy, and a few years later went to Boston University to receive my advanced master’s in the subject, graduating summa cum laude. Pam, the second-oldest, went to the Massachusetts General Hospital School of Nursing, one of the best in the nation. Jiffy, our baby sister, opted out of college and worked in the insurance industry.


David quit high school as a senior, saying all the rules and “stupid” school projects were not for him. He earned his GED the summer after his senior year, sitting on top of his summer school desk, finishing high school on his own terms. He had a perfect 4.0 GPA his final semester.


I lived in Pennsylvania, and David lived in the seafaring New England town of Newburyport. We did not see each other much except at traditional gatherings like Christmas, Thanksgiving, and the annual Cape Cod family reunion, and then only if we could both take off work at the same time. We always enjoyed sharing thoughts and talked regularly by phone, but spending time together in person was rare and special.


It was the early 1990s. There was lots of news about thousands of people dying each month from AIDS. David partied a lot—we all did—and I hoped he was taking appropriate precautions.


That day on the beach, I asked casually, “David, have you been tested for AIDS?”


He swiveled his head away from me, looked beyond the rocky shoreline, and said nothing. I felt like a wall had slammed down between us.


I waited to hear him say that nothing was wrong, but for ten long, shuffling steps through hot, burning sand, there was only silence.


My heart beat faster and faster, spiraling into a crescendo of fear. My brain slowly processed the fact that David had not yet denied having AIDS. I almost repeated my question, but the concept of his being sick and dying was absurd. I knew he was gay, but for him to have AIDS did not seem at all fair and was therefore totally unimaginable.


I learned David was gay in 1980. He officially came out to the family when he was in his early twenties and I was twenty-six. Mom and Dad were disappointed but worked hard to understand and support him. I didn’t care about his sexual orientation—I just wanted him to be happy, to be treated nicely, and to feel good about himself.


Finally, David’s shoulders heaved and he said, “Yes, I have been tested. I am HIV-positive. It isn’t AIDS, but it can develop into AIDS.”


A cold chill penetrated every cell of my body, and I shivered despite the beating sun. My brain was having trouble processing what felt like David’s death sentence. I could not fathom what I just heard.


My words came out in staccato questions. “David, are you sure you’re HIV-positive? Have you been to the doctor? What do you mean, HIV-positive becomes AIDS?”


“HIV leads to AIDS. The best doctor in Boston is treating me. I am doing the best I can.”


David had AIDS? My mind started to whirl into a deep, black hole as I struggled to understand. At that time, people with AIDS lived only three to four years, if they were lucky.


“How long ago did you find out?” I sputtered.
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