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  LET’S FACE IT—AS WOMEN OF THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY, OUR COLLECTIVE plates are pretty full.


  We are movers, shakers and possibility-makers in a world that would be lost without our influence and contributions, both large and small. Most of us work, be it out in the world, for ourselves or in our households as wives and/ or mothers. We have relationships of all manner. We volunteer in an effort to make the world a better place. We see suffering and we strive to fix it, whether it is skinned knees or starving populations. We live abundantly and love without condition. We are breadwinners, parents, partners, girlfriends…


  All in all, we are pretty awesome.


  Unfortunately though, all the awesomeness in the world does not prevent one very stark reality: Bad things happen to women.


  Really bad things happen to really good women doing really good things in an ever-more-challenging world.


  Chances are excellent that at some point in your life, you or someone you know has experienced some kind of misfortune. Perhaps you lost a loved one. Maybe you lost a job, a home or are going through a divorce. And what about the some of the other “core-shakers”—such as you or someone you love being diagnosed with a life-threatening illness, your financial security being threatened or destroyed, becoming a victim of a violent crime or discovering that you have been cheated on or otherwise betrayed.


  Yes, bad things indeed happen to good women…things that no one deserves to experience. The question is, what do you do when those bad things invade your life or the lives of those you love? How do you move forward? Where do you start? How do you even begin to recover? What does your future look like, especially when it is likely not the future that you originally planned?


  You are about to get the answers to all of these questions and a whole lot more.


  The purpose of this book is actually two-fold. The book is first intended for those who are experiencing, or have experienced, their own bad-thing challenge(s) of a lifetime. As you read, you will discover a wide variety of some of the most common life challenges and situations with which women cope. You will be reading actual stories shared by real women who were faced with challenges that forever changed their lives. You will be taken through very common thought and reaction processes that we all tend to go through when presented with adversity. Best of all, you will learn how all of these women eventually overcame their respective bad things, and you will gain fantastic insight as to what to do should you find yourself in the same or similar situations.


  The second purpose of the book is for those who know someone who has been touched by serious challenge or adversity. In my many years as a grief recovery expert, I have heard the phrase “I just don’t know what to say/ what to do/how to act” over and over again,. Since direction for the “I-Just-Don’t-Knows” is almost as important as it is for those directly affected by bad things, you are going to find wonderful ideas and suggestions as to what to say and do—and perhaps even more importantly, what never to say or do—when someone you know and love is dealing with a bad thing. “Definite Do’s” are packed full of suggestions and action items to help your mother, daughter, sister, cousin, girlfriend, best friend and any and all women in your life deal with their personal bad things in positive and uplifting ways. The “Without a Doubt…Don’t” quotes that you see within each chapter are all actual quotes that should never be used to anyone going through that particular bad thing.


  Naturally, it is impossible to include every single bad thing that may cross our paths throughout our lives in one book. As one radio show host noted during an interview, “This book could easily become another World Book Encyclopedia”1—and he was not wrong in his observation. While it is impossible to include every bad thing, what is included are real-life situations and scenarios for which women are seeking help, advice, guidance and—most importantly—hope for a promising future.


  You will be amazed and inspired by the stories of courage and perseverance shared by over forty women who will each touch your heart. If you are going through what feels like the challenge of a lifetime, or if you know someone who is facing or has faced a life-altering set of circumstances, get ready to have your questions answered, your mind eased and a positive pathway of healing set out before you.


  The journey begins…


  1 Encyclopedia (n.): A book-looking thing packed full of information that we used before Wikipedia took over our lives.
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  DECEMBER 22, 2000: IT WAS THE DAY AFTER MY LATE HUSBAND’S FUNERAL. Two years and three months after ALS (Lou Gehrig’s Disease) invaded and eventually took the life of a one-time healthy, robust, hard-working, fun-loving husband and father, I was newly widowed and sitting alone in the living room, staring off into Nowhere-in-Particular Land with the blinds drawn tightly shut.


  Permit me to share exactly what was going through my mind at that horrible moment in time:


  It’s all over.


  The doctors and the hospitals and the insurance companies and the commotion and the constant parades of people (well-meaning and otherwise).


  The exercise in survival into which a heinous illness turned a once-happy home.


  Over.


  I can’t quite believe it actually happened.


  He is really gone.


  And the excruciating pain of anticipating the inevitability of his death for over two years?


  Also gone.


  And now?


  Quiet.


  But not a peaceful quiet.


  The quiet that emptiness brings.


  Calm is supposed to be peaceful, right?


  This is not calm.


  Over and over, the same question frenetically whirled in my mind:


  “Is this really it?”


  And at that moment in time…it was. I remember being convinced that “this” was indeed “it.”


  Uneasy silence. A bone-chillingly cold loneliness.


  This…is…it.


  No bright future. No laughter. No shining light in the darkness.


  No love.


  This is what everyone keeps referring to as my “New Normal.”


  I hate that phrase.


  No one ever uses that phrase when they are talking about something good or happy or positive.


  No one ever wins a lottery and shrieks, “This is my New Normal!”


  New normal?


  There is nothing “normal” about this.


  All of these feelings felt as permanent as if they had been tattooed onto my heart with a jackhammer. I could not see any future from where I was sitting: on that couch in a dark living room, surrounded by the complete physical, financial and emotional wreckage that was once a wonderful life.


  Then…I made a decision.


  A conscious choice: A bad thing has happened. A really bad thing.


  But it is not about to define who I am…and it is certainly not going to define who I will become.


  Bad things happen.


  Really bad things.


  Things bad enough that they have the capability to stop our carefully crafted worlds from turning, and to bring us to our knees.


  Bad things can cause us to doubt that life ever can or will be wonderful again.


  Bad things can hold us back from experiencing everything that is in our heart to experience.


  Bad things can keep us from healing.


  Bad things can do all that and more…but it doesn’t have to be that way.


  A wretched illness has already claimed my husband’s life. It’s destroyed our family.


  It does not get to take my life too.


  It also does not get to destroy the life of a little girl then on the cusp of adolescence, who had already experienced so much loss in her young life.


  My spirit is definitely damaged.


  By illness, by death, by people who seemingly meant well… and as it turns out, did not mean so well.


  I am damaged…but I will not be broken.


  Healing didn’t happen overnight.


  It all began with a choice.


  One tiny step.


  Chapter One


  “HOW CAN I HELP?”
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  BEGINNING A BOOK OF THIS SORT WITH A CHAPTER INTENDED FOR PEOPLE not directly affected by a bad thing is kind of like trying to frost a cake that has not been baked—you just don’t do it that way. However, I also believe that the more urgent a message, the sooner it needs to be heard. So as I am wont to do, I am breaking from convention by beginning with a chapter dedicated to the people who surround the “warriors”; the survivors of bad things…loss, life-challenges, adversity and situations that we all dread ever having to face.


  We begin with the “Don’ts”:


  THE BIGGEST “DON’T-SAY”


  The absolute, no-doubt-about-it, definitive, number-one thing that you should never say to anyone who has just shared any kind of bad-thing news with you is:


  “I know how you feel”

  (also occasionally disguised as “I know what you’re going through”)


  Little does more harm to a person in need of compassion, sympathy or actual support and help than hearing “I know how you feel” or “I know what you’re going through” from the people around them. A seemingly innocuous phrase, and commonly used in an attempt to relate to the pain of another person, this sentiment has the capacity to create very hard feelings. No one knows how someone else feels, and to say otherwise is presumptuous at best and can be devastatingly hurtful at worst.


  Let’s explore the reasons why this phrase needs to be immediately eliminated from our sympathy lingo and blasted off of the planet (along with phrases like, “Aren’t you over it yet?” and “Everything happens for a reason,” both of which you will see recurring many times throughout this book).


  REASON #1


  It is not your turn. Leave the spotlight where it belongs.


  I have spent many years in service to the bereaved. I have written about, been interviewed regarding and spoken about a wide variety of loss and life-challenge experiences at great length. The stories that I have heard are countless. Moreover, when it comes to loss and life-challenge, I unfortunately also have a great deal of personal insight and experience (that includes widowhood); far too much overall for my liking.


  It might then surprise you to learn that not once have I ever looked at anyone who shares their story of loss or challenge and responded with, “I know how you feel.”


  Why?


  Regardless of whatever news has just been shared, whether you have been through the same or similar experience or not, the minute you say, “I know how you feel,” you will inevitably follow those words with, “because I…” and then you are then likely to fill in the blank with your own tale(s) of woe. There is then an unspoken and automatic shift in the focus of the conversation and the person who has just come to you in need of sympathy, compassion, advice or perhaps just a shoulder to lean on is now being forced to focus on your story, your feelings and how you were affected by your situation.


  Whether intended or not, the emphasis is now on you and at this particular moment in time, the emphasis is misplaced. It is not about you right now.


  The focus needs to remain on the person who has opened a conversation with bad-thing news and is looking to you for compassion and reassurance. They should not have to be in the position of consoling you. Leave the spotlight where it belongs—on the person in immediate need.


  REASON #2


  You really can’t compare apples to oranges

  (…or one situation to another situation)


  Most of us have experienced at least one traumatic or challenging situation in our lives. While you may think that you are compassionately empathizing with someone by letting them know that you have had what you perceive to be a similar experience, what you may be unintentionally doing is trivializing their loss experience by making impossible comparisons. For example, imagine the horror of a mother who had recently lost her young child and in the guise of consolation, was told, “I know exactly how you feel because that’s how I felt when my [105-year-old] great-aunt died.” While the loss of a 105-year-old great-aunt is sad and the loss should be mourned, this is not only a violation of the spotlight-shifting rule, you cannot and should not compare loss experiences—particularly those that are simply incomparable.


  REASON #3


  You are you


  As stated earlier, I will never, ever look another widow in the eye and say, “I know how you feel,” even if that widow lost her husband to the same illness as the one that claimed my husband’s life. I will never look at someone who has lost their father and say, “I know how you feel,” even if they lost their father to cancer mere months after they lost their husband, as I did. I will never look at someone who had to euthanize a beloved pet and say, “I know how you feel,” even though, like so many, I too have taken part in this very sad goodbye process with our own furry family members. I have had every single one of these experiences (and then some), yet I refuse to utter that phrase. Why?


  Because I am not the other person who is sharing their life challenge or loss experience. I am me. I am individual. I am unique.


  (…And the world breathes a collective sigh of relief.)


  If I am unique, it then follows that everything surrounding my experiences is unique. Even if I have lost a loved one, a job, a relationship or anything else in what appears to be the exact same manner as another person, the fact is that my circumstances, the people who surround me, my reactions and my relationships to what has been lost or challenged are each unique. So how can anyone else know how I feel? How can I know how someone else feels during their time of loss, when their own loss experience is unique and individual to them?


  It’s impossible.


  Now, if someone directly asks you, “How did you feel when this happened to you?” or “How did you handle this situation?” your input has been actively solicited and you can then respond with honest answers: how you felt, what you did to cope and so forth. However, to simply respond to bad news with “I know how you feel,” and follow with sorrowful tales of your own, is effectively sweeping someone else’s experience and feelings under the carpet.


  Vow that you will never again tell someone that you know how they feel or you know what they are going through, because quite frankly, you don’t know how they feel…and you never will.


  The Three “Never-Dos”


  There are three big “Never-Dos” during a time of loss, trouble or crisis. Let’s start our Never-Do Hit Parade Countdown in fine Top-Forty-countdown fashion with the number three Never Do:


  Never Do “The Dance”


  Mike was diagnosed with ALS in September of 1998. Within just one year, the illness had tragically progressed quite rapidly and by then, Mike was rarely able to leave the house. In that short period of time, the illness had attacked his respiratory system, making it very dangerous for him to be away from the emergency medical equipment that we had in our home. He had also become wheelchair-bound and his speech was very difficult to understand.2


  We naturally welcomed visitors to our home—some more regularly than others, and regrettably, fewer and fewer as the illness progressed. I recall two visitors in particular with whom Mike was eagerly anticipating spending a real “boys’ afternoon”; longtime colleagues from the police department with whom he had logged twenty-eight years of award-winning service.


  When the visitors arrived, they sat with Mike and talked about absolutely everything…the “good ol’ days” that they had shared in the department, the parties attended, the endless number of beers partaken, the rounds of golf played on days off, the pranks played, the patrol calls gone hilariously awry—the stories and memories went on for hours. I had remained on hand to translate Mike’s compromised speech to his friends and from my vantage point, it appeared that a good time was being had by all.


  After the visitors had left, Mike quietly remarked, “They never asked me how I was feeling or what’s going on with my health. I felt like saying I know I’m sick so they don’t have to pretend I’m not. But I guess I can’t blame them because almost everyone else does the same thing.”


  Wow.


  My eyes stung with tears at Mike’s observation, for he had spoken the absolute truth. Not once did these friends—or most people, come to that—acknowledge the fact that Mike was terminally ill. Worse yet, I never took any notice.


  To disregard whatever challenging circumstance has befallen the person with whom you are spending time is to ignore the proverbial “elephant in the room.” In Mike’s case, there was a great, big, ugly, rotten elephant in the room named ALS—and absolutely no one was talking about it.


  Except for Joel and Rob.


  Joel and Rob are two of our family’s dearest friends—the kind of people who actually transcend the word “friend” and plop themselves right down in the “We Are Family” column. Every Thursday evening without fail, Joel and Rob would appear on our doorstep for a visit, always bearing a six-pack of beer. Wives were left at home on these precious evenings and, upon the boys’ arrival, I myself was always politely but firmly excused from the living room. For them, there was never any need for me to translate Mike’s worsening speech; they would either figure out what Mike was saying or make him repeat himself until they did understand. This was “boy time” and no girls were invited or necessary.


  If Mike was having a bad day physically or was feeling depressed (and under the circumstances, who wouldn’t?), he knew that he could talk about it without causing discomfort or awkwardness. On those bad days, Joel and Rob simply sat quietly with him and listened. If it was a good day, I would hear ribald jokes, good-natured insults and loud laughter echoing down the hallway. But whatever the sort of day that Mike was having, whatever his mood was when Joel and Rob arrived for their visit, they never failed to ask, “How ya really doin’ buddy?” or “What’s the latest from the doctor?” Or even just, “You know, this whole thing really sucks.”


  Joel and Rob always recognized and discussed the awful elephant named ALS that had taken unwelcome residence in our home, and instinctively knew that refusing to talk about it would not make that elephant disappear into thin air. Most importantly, they never failed to create an atmosphere where Mike could just relax and talk about being sick. Whether it was fear, anger or just plain frustration, Joel and Rob acknowledged (occasionally with very colorful language) what was going on, that it did indeed suck and that they were there to listen, commiserate and be afraid, angry or frustrated right along with Mike. I know that along with the rest of us, on the inside, they were feeling all of those things and then some; however, the difference between Joel and Rob and the majority of people who came to visit (or worse, chose to stay away) is that they said so. Furthermore, regardless of how distressing it certainly must have been for them, they allowed Mike to discuss not just his physical health, but his emotional health as well. What an incredible gift.


  The fact is that people who are victims of illness, loss or life-altering circumstances of any kind are completely aware of what is going on in their lives. Ignoring the circumstances or “dancing” around whatever issue exists (whether out of personal discomfort or out of fear of creating upset) does not help matters at all. People are cognizant of their situation. People know when they have lost a loved one. People know when they (or someone they love) are seriously or terminally ill. People know when they are having financial difficulties. People know when they have lost a job or a home or a relationship. Ignoring the elephant in the room doesn’t get rid of the elephant, and the person who is coping with that elephant can feel your avoidance.


  Does it mean that you focus exclusively on the negative? Of course not. People who are in the midst of life-altering challenge absolutely do want to talk about the weather and the good ol’ days and what’s going on with the kids—and they want to hear about what is going on in your life as well. However, you must also recognize that the person with whom you are spending time is going through trial and tribulation—perhaps the worst that they have ever experienced—and you need to get outside of yourself and past your own discomfort to a place where you can really be “there” for them as a source of support.


  Remember earlier when we said it was not about you right now? The same applies here. Put your discomfort away until a time when you are away from the person. Take a vital lesson from Joel and Rob, who were willing and able to momentarily put their feelings of anger, deep sadness and fear aside to be there for another person who was so badly in need of exactly the kind of support they gave.


  We continue our countdown with our first runner-up:


  Never Ask Someone to Call You If They Need Anything


  “When a friend is in trouble,

  don’t annoy him by asking if there is anything

  you can do. Think up something appropriate…and do it.”


  —Edgar Watson Howe3


  On its face, asking someone to call you if they need something sounds lovely and no doubt, you are being quite sincere in your gesture. That’s great—but there is one small problem with that gesture.


  The call will never come.


  It does not matter what the situation is or what challenge has befallen someone you know and care about. No one is going to pick up the telephone and call you to say, “I need you to pick up my kids, run an errand, take me out for a coffee, hold me while I cry…” It just doesn’t happen, for a number of reasons. Chief among those reasons are:


  •    Burden ‘n’ Bother: Whether it is asking a favor or needing a compassionate ear, people who have suffered a loss or life-challenge inevitably feel like a burden if they initiate a phone call to say “I need…” No one wants to feel like they are bothering someone with their troubles—that is just human nature. People in a position of need know that you have a life too, and they do not want to be the ones to upset your carefully balanced apple cart.


  •    The “Fog Factor”: Loss or serious challenge throws you headlong into a fog of sorts. You are generally not thinking straight, which is part of the phenomenon of shock. Especially within the first days and weeks after a trauma, your mind tends to muddle, and with everything else that is swimming around in your head, picking up a phone and asking for help is not on the list.


  •    The Power of Pride: As a society, we have collectively gotten it into our heads that it is a sign of weakness to reach out for help. If the situation at hand includes something like losing a job or being left by a spouse or partner, add an additional scoop of self-esteem battering with a side of humiliation. No one wants to feel weak or like a “loser” or a “downer” to other people, and that makes reaching out much more difficult.


  With the rarest of exceptions, a person suffering through loss or trial is generally not going to call you. It is up to you to pick up the phone and tell them what you plan to do to help—and then follow through with it.


  The Number One “Never-Do” is:


  Never Do…Nothing!


  Lest you think that the English major has tripped up by using a double-negative, allow me to explain.


  Many people truly do not know what to do or how to react during times of trouble or turmoil. They do not know what to say, they do not know how to behave and they do not know what actions to take—it’s an affliction also known as “I-Can’t-Stand-to-See-Them-that-Way Syndrome.” These people choose to do nothing rather than putting their own uneasiness aside to be a part of the sufferer’s dynamic by rolling up their sleeves and pitching in to help in whatever way they are able. They instead choose to do nothing and stay away, blissfully unaware that ignoring the situation will not make it disappear.


  Sadly, Mike saw this very thing happen with many people who had once counted themselves as friends. The further along in the disease that Mike progressed, the fewer people came to visit or call to find out how he was doing. The big problem? Since ALS does not affect cognitive abilities in any way, he was one hundred percent, completely aware of the fact that many people were choosing to avoid him. He knew it, he voiced it, I saw the pain on his face…and it broke my heart.


  Once Mike passed away, my daughter Kendall and I unknowingly graduated to Avoidance 2.0—except this time, the people who were being avoided or outright abandoned were the two of us. Some of those people eventually came back into our lives with apologies aplenty, explaining that they simply did not know what to say or do because the situation was so sad. They had instead chosen to do the worst thing in the world:


  Nothing


  People who are suffering through loss or life-challenges are not mind-readers. They are not sitting at home thinking, “Well, So-and-So really does feel badly for me; they just don’t know what to do with me right now.” They are instead sitting at home thinking that no one cares or that they have been forgotten altogether. Can you imagine how that feels on top of what they are already going through?


  It is not up to a person who is going through a life-challenge or who has suffered a devastating loss to put you at ease or make you feel better. You are an adult. It is therefore up to you to get out of your own way, momentarily put your own feelings aside and get into the game.


  “How CAN I Help?”


  By now, you may be thinking, “Okay, Carole, I’m not supposed to tell someone that I know how they feel, I’m not supposed to tell them to call me if they need me, I can’t skirt the situation, and ignoring the circumstances apparently isn’t an option either. What am I supposed to say or do?”


  I am so happy you asked.


  The reason for starting with the bottom line—the things that you should never say or do, regardless of the situation at hand—is so that you will have learned the most important lessons in dealing with (or helping someone else deal with) some of the more difficult life situations that most of us have or will encounter.


  If you know someone who is going through a bad-thing life experience, before you say or do anything, ask yourself:


  1.    “If I were her, would I want to hear what I am about to say?”


  2.    “Will what I am about to say help someone in facing their bad thing?”


  3.    “Will what I am about to say bring comfort and reassurance?”


  4.    “Will what I am about to say be to anyone’s advantage?”


  Now that you know the absolute bottom-line “Don’ts,” we’ll begin our journey with the most common difficulties and challenges that women encounter throughout life (either firsthand or as witness to family, loved ones and friends), how to best cope if any of these situations do happen to you, and if someone you know is affected by a bad thing, how you can be the best source of encouragement and support possible.


  2 ALS can affect a patient’s ability to speak, as this ability is also muscle-driven. As Mike’s speech had become unintelligible except to those who spent continuous time with him, I remained with him to translate his speech to others who might not have otherwise been able to understand him.


  3 Excerpted from Inspiration for a Lifetime: Words of Wisdom, Delight and Possibility by Allen Klein (Viva Editions). Reprinted with permission.


  Chapter Two


  HOME NO MORE:

  THE LOSS OF A HOME


  [image: Image]


  HOME.


  There aren’t many words that convey comfort, goal-achievement and dreams-come-true in only four letters. It does not matter if home to you is a mansion on a hill or a one-bedroom, walk-up apartment—the very word “home” is gentle to the ear and warm to the spirit.


  Home instantly conjures up so many memories, be they recent or from many years ago. Your memories might include those of your own Declaration of Independence when you moved into your very first apartment, or the first home you purchased on your own or as a couple. Home represents the many gatherings for which we decorated, the holidays that we celebrated and the occasions that we’ve commemorated.


  Home is always the place that we want to “get to.” Whether we have just left work after a tough day, we are arriving back from vacation or itching to get out of a hospital, all we ever really want to do…is go home.


  Home is our respite and our sanctuary. It is the very reflection of who we are, right down to the colors of the interior decor. It is being surrounded by that which makes us smile. It is putting nails in walls and pictures in halls. You can put your hair up or let your hair down. You can take off your makeup and put your feet up. It is where you can be still and quiet or preside over a beehive of activity.


  Home is where we entertain. We entertain friends and relatives; we entertain our girlfriends without whom we would be lost. We surprise children with ice-cream sundaes and our romantic partners with candlelit dinners. We make wishes while we blow out candles and clink glasses. It is where we build memories to last a lifetime.


  Best of all, home is…home.


  Then one terrible day, your home is gone.


  Losing a home is an incredible devastation, and the way in which a home is lost determines much of the practical and emotional paths that are taken in recovery. We look at the primary ways that a home can be lost, as well as how to battle back from this terrible loss.


  Losing a Home to Disaster


  The thought of losing a home is indeed fearsome. The actual loss of a home is a worst fear realized—and certainly compounded when the loss circumstances were complete beyond your control. Such is the case when a home is lost to fire (be it wild or due to a criminal act, household accident or systemic failure within the house) or to other natural disasters, such as a hurricane, a tornado, flash flooding, snowstorm, rock slide, mudslide or earthquake.


  Meet Kristen Moeller, author of What Are You Waiting For? Learn How to Rise to the Occasion of Your Life, 4 who lost her home and her possessions to a fire and eventually—and quite literally—rose from the ashes.


  Kristen’s story


  I will never forget the first time we found our home. After getting used to mountain living, we craved even more adventure [and] the ad in the paper sounded too good to be true: thirty-seven acres, two bedrooms, one bath, far-ranging views, and an exciting bonus: completely “off-the-grid,” meaning solar power only.


  As we walked to the property down the mile-long Jeep trail of a road, through groves of shimmering aspen trees, the view began to emerge. When we rounded the last corner, we glanced at each other as the sweetest profile of a house I had ever seen greeted us. Set against towering pines and perched on the side of the hill, this sanctuary looked out over a vast expanse of mountain ranges, including Pikes Peak.


  Each time I pulled in my driveway, I would take a moment to admire that sweet profile of our magical home and breathe a sigh of relief. I never took it for granted. We had found our forever home, and I was glad to be home forever.


  A day that began like many others—with me sitting in my favorite chair by the window, gazing at our vast view, sipping coffee and beginning my routine—ended in chaos and confusion. My home burned to the ground in a raging wildfire that left three of my neighbors dead and twenty-one families homeless. During our last-minute evacuation, I fled with a handful of precious items, as well as my computer and my animals. When I drove out of my driveway, I had no idea that it would be the last time that I saw my house. My world was rocked the day my house burned to the ground.


  WALKING THROUGH FIRE


  At this point in my life, I had walked through many metaphorical “fires”: addiction, cancer, miscarriage and the deaths of dear friends. On some level I knew I would walk through this one as well; [however], I did want to know that I would grow. I was well aware of the rich symbolism surrounding fire, and I committed to rise like a Phoenix from the ashes—but not one minute before I was ready and my grief had run its course.


  THE OTHER SIDE


  I spent a long time in the metaphorical hallway wondering who I would be on the other side. I am not who I was on that day, and some days I still don’t quite know who I will be. I wanted to be deeper, stronger and wiser on the other side. I wanted to be more willing to let go and to dance in the unknown.


  On a practical level, we didn’t know where we were going to live, if we were going to rebuild [the house] or what we wanted. We lived in friends’ basements, in hotel rooms and for a short while, in an Airstream trailer on our burned-out land. We finally we bought a new house in a completely different setting.


  We have now put up a Yurt on our land, and when we are there, we still love the quiet and the vast views. We still get covered in ash and soot, we still fry in the heat due to the lack of shade on our south-facing lot and it still breaks our hearts to see the splintered forest where once stood lush and towering pines.


  THE FREEDOM TO BE…


  In the transitory period after I lost my home and all my possessions, grief became my teacher. While struggling to live a still-vibrant life, I developed a new respect for both jumping into action and what it means to wait. After writing an entire book on the concept of why we wait in life instead of living our dreams, you might think I had it mastered. Yet, after the fire, I learned the difference between waiting as a way of avoidance and malcontent, and the type of patient waiting required for going through a grieving process. As I peered into my old behaviors, I saw the truth of how deeply I was still waiting to get somewhere, be someone other than I was—to arrive. Slowly, I began to relax my grip on the idea that life would go the way I thought it should, and I let my desire for perfection be burned away.


  Where once I had celebrated my intense push to succeed, that now felt as barren as the smoldering remains of my home. Instead of my “drivenness,” what began to emerge as the smoke cleared and the ashes settled was a newfound freedom to simply be.


  ENJOY THE RIDE


  We walk through the fires of life one step at a time, one day at a time and sometimes one minute at a time. There is no “right” way to do grief. Let yourself have your own process and journey, and allow others to have theirs as well.


  Great gifts came from this tremendous loss. I realized that life is a simply a string of moments. Some of them will be good and some not so much. Some that we judge as “not good” end up being our greatest teachers. After the fire, I finally embraced my messy humanity, as well as my beautiful strengths. I finally let go of the concept of perfection and never doubting again. I made friends with my darkness. I found that I am able to dance on the brink of the abyss because deep down in my bones, I know I will be okay. And the knowing doesn’t mean I always know. There are many moments when I forget. Yet the knowing remains. It’s a quiet voice, or simply a sensation. I now know I can and will walk through anything.


  Who knows what the future will hold? I certainly hope that we may have “smooth waters” for a bit. I have buckled my seatbelt for this wild ride called life, and I am enjoying the journey. And just as my burned-out land continues to transform, so do I. I don’t know who I am, yet I do know. I am a Phoenix emerging from the fire.


  HOW YOU CAN HELP


  Someone who has just lost their home to fire or natural disaster is in an understandable amount of shock, which effectively eliminates an ability to know in what direction to turn first or next. Your immediate proactivity in such a situation will be welcome with a tremendous amount of grief and gratitude.


  Definite Do’s


  •    Remain calm: Someone who has lost their home to a disaster needs a calming presence and a cool head. Choose to be both.


  •    Ensure that her physical condition is sound (as well as that of her family if applicable): Those who are victims of home loss and perhaps had to make an emergency escape or otherwise take refuge may be injured and not even realize it. Though first responders obviously check thoroughly, a victim may unwittingly decline going to a hospital for further examination, believing that their injuries are “no big deal.” Oftentimes this reaction is part of the shock factor. After things calm a bit, quietly double-check to make sure that she (and her loved ones if applicable) are physically okay, and if anyone has any complaints of physical injury, strongly encourage them to call their doctor or go to an emergency room (and accompany her/ them if possible).


  •    Help her with necessities: Provide whatever necessities that you can in the immediate: clothing, toiletries and cosmetic items (including things like feminine products, toothbrush and toothpaste, underwear and other things that people tend to overlook).


  •    If you are able, gift her several comfort items: These might include a few magazines, a gift card to her favorite coffee house or yogurt shop, inexpensive bath accessories…in other words, items that will help comfort her and that she likely will not provide for herself.


  •    If you are not in a position to provide temporary shelter, help her locate shelter: If her loss was as the result of widespread disaster, there will likely be a shelter (or several) available nearby, courtesy of the American Red Cross5 or another disaster relief agency. If hers is an isolated situation (e.g., a house fire that did not affect any other homes in her area) and you are able to do so, offer to house her for a night or two. If you are unable to accommodate her (or her along with her family), do what you can to help secure accommodations: offer to drive her to a friend or relatives home, or help her locate a local hotel or motel—they might even be willing to donate a stay for a night or two.


  •    Help her compile a list of what needs to be accomplished immediately: She will need to contact the insurance agent who manages her homeowner (or renter’s) insurance policy in order to immediately file a claim and begin the appropriate financial processes. You may get resistance from her, as financial entanglement is the last thing that anyone wants to deal with after a disaster. However, the sooner that paperwork begins its sometimes slow churn through the system, the sooner she will receive relief.


  She will also want to contact her bank, credit card companies, mortgage company6 and anyone else to whom she writes a check to let them know what has happened and to see what relief they may have to offer. She will also want to contact the post office to let them know what has happened and to provide information as to where mail can either be held for her or forwarded to an alternate address.


  If applicable, you can also help her contact the various state and government agencies that provide assistance in times of disaster. For example, once a state governor and/or the President of the United States declares a state of emergency or that a geographic area is a disaster area, she will be eligible to receive state and/or federal aid. You can help her with filing for this kind of aid.


  •    Listen: The greatest gift that you can provide right now are your two ears. She will need to talk. She will need to cry. She will need to reminisce. She will need to process. Most of all, she will need you to give her a hug and reassure her that you are going to be there for her, no matter what.


  Without a Doubt…Don’t


  •    Don’t play down the loss of personal possessions and mementos: “It’s just ‘stuff—at least you’re alive”; “You can always buy another [whatever has been lost]”; “Even if you don’t have photos, you still have the memories in your head”; “It must be so freeing not to have so much stuff to worry about.”


  Treasured keepsakes and mementos aren’t “stuff.” Keepsakes and mementos represent a life lived, a life in progress and a future planned. Take a moment and think about what is inside your house and garage that you would be devastated to lose. Prom pictures. Wedding photographs. Baby books. Yearbooks. Photographs of relatives and ancestors that date back generations. Trophies. Children’s report cards. Your report cards. Family holiday decorations lovingly passed down. Silly souvenirs and reminders that would mean nothing to anyone other than you. Would the “memories in your head” bring you any comfort whatsoever or make you feel any better? Probably not.


  As to being able to buy another fill-in-the-blank, while that may be true, the object itself is only one small part of the loss equation. It is the sentimentality behind that fill-in-the-blank that can never be replaced. For example, I could run down to any toy store tomorrow and purchase a new stuffed gorilla; however, that new stuffed gorilla wouldn’t be “Barf,”7 gifted to Kendall by her now-late grandfather on the day she was born.


  This is just one silly-sweet example of an irreplaceable memento—what about things like the tri-folded American flag that gently draped Mike’s coffin at his funeral? Or my late grandmother’s china, saved and meant for her only great-grandchild?


  The reality is that much of what is inside our homes truly is irreplaceable. Do not reduce that enormous loss to another pile of rubble in her mind.


  •    Don’t make her feel guilty, intentionally or otherwise: “Your neighbors had it so much worse”; “You’re so lucky to be alive”; “God must have been watching out for you.”


  I can promise you that no one is standing amongst the wreckage of a home thinking about how fortunate they are. Even if they are noble enough to feel grateful at that moment in time (and if such is the case, they are a better person than I), to imply that someone is somehow “lucky” in that moment is ill timed at best. Further, the most spiritual among us may not necessarily want to hear about how God was watching out for them; many are indeed angry at their God for allowing such a tragedy to happen. Let her bring up the faith aspect of her tragedy—if she wants to imbue her faith as part of her coping and recovery, she will do so, and she will be vocal about it.


  •    Unless you are prepared to offer financial assistance or you are an expert in property loss matters, financial questions are completely inappropriate: “How much are you insured for?”; “How much did you [monetarily] lose?”; “How can you afford to rebuild?”


  Inquiries of a financial nature are absolutely improper, unless you are either standing ready to write a check to help out or you are her insurance agent. If she wishes to ask questions or comes to you for direction, let her initiate that conversation. Otherwise, financial questions of any kind are far too personal.


  Loss of a Home Due to Financial Challenge


  Recent years have seen historic economic times in our country—and not in a good way. As the economy imploded, millions of jobs disappeared, millions of homes were considered “underwater”8, banks refused to work with millions of homeowners to help them keep their homes which were subsequently lost as a result and one-time attractively packaged mortgage eventually became known as “toxic mortgages” that swallowed both dreams of home ownership and financial security.


  Then too are the “everyday” reasons for financial loss of a home; most commonly the result of divorce, the death of a loved one whose inheriting relatives cannot afford to maintain the home or the inability to sell the home.


  The devastation of losing a home to financial hardship oftentimes leaves the homeowner feeling embarrassed and ashamed. Amy Zellmer,9 a talented professional photographer and activist on behalf of those living with TBI (traumatic brain injury), shares how financial challenge borne of divorce and the subsequent loss of her home to that financial challenge eventually led way to both triumph over financial difficulties and achieving peace of mind.


  Amy’s story


  I had divorced my husband. My business was doing well; however, I found that covering all of my expenses without the support of a spouse extremely challenging. There were days where I didn’t know how I was going to pay for gas to get to my next appointment.


  I filed for bankruptcy and made the decision to let my home foreclose. I owed more than the value of the home and had made several attempts to work with the bank—but the bank refused to work with me. After filing for bankruptcy, I was approved for a loan on a live/work studio loft. It was the answer to my prayers, and I am very blessed.


  THE “SNOWBALL” EFFECT


  Once I divorced, things felt amazing for a bit. Then everything started to snowball away from me. I couldn’t understand how I had let this happen. I was a responsible person, I had a business and a home, and suddenly it was all in question. It was a very dark, lonely and miserable place to be. As the burden of [the photography studio] rent became an issue, I couldn’t figure out how to fix the situation. I needed the studio to run my business, yet I needed a home to live in. It was a vicious cycle of thinking that I could not stop.


  Finally, a good friend suggested that I should file for bankruptcy. I was shocked at his suggestion as I didn’t have any [major] debt. When my friend explained to me that bankruptcy would get me out of my [studio] lease obligations, I knew what my next step should be.


  SEEING THE LIGHT AT THE END OF THE TUNNEL


  Once I made the decision to meet with a lawyer, I knew that I was on the right path. Since the bank wasn’t willing to work with me, he encouraged me to let my house go. It was an incredible relief to know that my landlord could no longer intimidate me, the bank would no longer be calling me and all of the other outstanding expenses I had were also forgiven. I got over the initial embarrassment and started feeling relief. There really was a light at the end of the tunnel.


  Throughout everything, only a very small handful of friends knew what was going on in my life. Some were judgmental and didn’t approve, and others were amazingly supportive. I don’t know what I would have done without those friends and their encouragement.


  NEVER GIVE UP ON YOUR DREAMS


  I am at a place where everything amazing is starting to happen. Business is better than ever, I have been traveling a lot, I have been making new friends (who know my story) and I live in an amazing community. There were dark times when I didn’t ever think there was going to be a light at the end of the tunnel. I am so glad I didn’t give up, because it is only the beginning.


  My advice to anyone going through a similar situation would be to find someone to confide in. I confided in the right friend, who had been through all of this and was able to guide me in the right direction. I know it seems scary to take these big steps, but once you take those first steps, you will feel lighter and brighter than you have in a long time. It’s like a giant exhale.


  While the road might get bumpy and rough along the way, it really will all work out. Believe in yourself and never, ever give up on your dreams!


  HOW YOU CAN HELP


  Losing a home for financial reasons is incredibly discouraging. It is watching a dream fade away, generally through no fault of the homeowner. Do what you can to soothe her worries and boost her spirit with a positive eye to the future.


  Definite Do’s


  •    Offer assistance in locating another place to live: Has she found another home? If so, offer to help her pack and move…the pizza and Chardonnay is on you. If not, ask her where she thinks she wants to live, if she is planning to rent, lease or buy, etc., and then help her scout locations. Go with her to view apartments, or join her with a realtor and then go out for lunch afterward. Your support will help to soften her reality.


  •    Once she has relocated, purchase a small housewarming gift: Start her off in her new place with something that will make her smile: a small print for a blank wall, a decorative vase, two beautiful wine glasses or coffee mugs—even something like a cute picture frame holding a photograph of a fun memory. You do not have to spend a lot of money, and you can help start her off with a smile.


  •    If she is compelled to move in with relatives, you can still do all of the above: Being forced to move in with relatives or friends makes us feel burdensome. Her self-esteem is already flagging and a small gift to let her know that you care will lift a wilting spirit.


  Without a Doubt…Don’t


  •    Don’t treat the loss as though she has just received a financial windfall: “Now you’ll have more money to spend”; “No more mortgage to worry about!”; “When are we going to celebrate?”; “Woo-hoo! When are we going shopping?”


  No one who has lost a home to financial challenge is thinking about a shopping spree. If the person did not want a mortgage, they would not have bought a home. No one loses a home to financial challenge and immediately thinks, “Look out mall, here I come!”


  •    Don’t pretend that this is a wonderful opportunity: “This is a great time for you to downsize”; “Now you have a chance for a fresh start”; “Moving is an adventure!”


  If someone who has lost her home outwardly expresses these sentiments, by all means encourage that thought process—if she is putting an optimistic spin on the situation, it is wonderful to support it. However, most in this position are not intentionally looking to downsize, otherwise she would have sold the home of her own volition. The same thing applies to people who are looking for a “fresh start.” If we want a fresh start, we also want to control where, when and how that fresh start happens—and having a home forcibly taken away is not within our control.


  Incidentally, for most of us, moving is not an “adventure”…it is a royal pain in the ass.


  •    Don’t play character assassin: Amy says, “One friend who knew I was struggling complained about how a family member was letting their house foreclose. They went on about how irresponsible that was and said, ‘How could you do that? It was just wrong.’ It made me feel awful. When I confided to this friend that I was going to a local food drive to get groceries and was on state health care assistance, they said, ‘I didn’t think you were that type of person.’ What does that even mean? If you’ve never been in a situation where you couldn’t afford gas or groceries, you have no idea what it’s like. You should never ever judge.”


  I could not have said it any better myself.


  •    Don’t compare her situation to those of other people: “Everyone else is going through financial difficulty too”; “You’re not the only one in the world this has happened to”; “So many people have it much worse than you do.”


  Since these particular statements pop up often in so many bad-thing situations, let’s spend some publishing real estate on this last one.


  When I was young, one of the meals that my mother used to regularly serve to our family consisted of macaroni and cheese (the dish of champions), peas…and fish sticks.


  I hate fish sticks.


  I remember those evenings when I would come into the kitchen and if I smelled macaroni and cheese baking, I was instantly filled with dread. Even though, to this day, I believe that macaroni and cheese should be its own major food group, I knew then that if macaroni and cheese was in the oven, fish sticks were lurking closely behind. Perhaps the macaroni and cheese was a bribe to get me to eat those damn fish sticks…I don’t know.


  Now in all fairness to Mom, I have never in my life liked anything that once swam or walked sideways before winding up on a plate. I can also guarantee that the genius who decided that slapping beige-hued breading all over chopped-up mystery fish, coaxing it into stick-form10 and flash-freezing it (thereby guaranteeing a life span that would survive a nuclear winter) didn’t help foster my taste for any food with oceanic origins.


  Nevertheless, Mom insisted on putting this meal in front of me over and over again, in the vain hope that one day I would see the light and gobble up the fish sticks.


  It never happened…because I hate fish sticks.


  Seriously.


  As was ritual, I would eagerly devour the macaroni and cheese, followed quickly by the peas and then sit and stare at the fish sticks, willing them to disappear. As the fish sticks grew cold and my frustration increased, one of my parents would offer the inevitable phrase that most of us have heard at least one hundred times growing up:


  “There are people starving in

  [fill in the blank with the name of a famine-ravaged country]

  who would be thrilled to have this food”


  Meaning no disrespect to those in the world who are hungry, and understanding that I support charities who endeavor to eradicate hunger worldwide, please remember that at the time, I was just a kid who had to restrain myself from inviting my parents to wrap up the fish sticks and send them off to whomsoever wished to partake.


  (Exercising verbal restraint was necessary since, in those days, you didn’t talk back to your parents without suffering serious consequences—and at the tender age of single-digits, I was not ready to take a gamble on whether or not my parents would appreciate my rapier wit.)


  It may be simplistic to compare a childhood hatred of fish sticks to the sad event of losing a home to financial difficulty; however, it does illustrate a point. I was not interested in hearing about the multitudes of people in other countries. I was concerned with my situation alone. Similarly, while in the midst of the trauma of being financially forced from their home, people are not interested in hearing what the rest of the world is going through. It does not help. It is not a source of comfort.
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