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In memory of my father, Stanley E. Wilk, the ultimate resilient spirit.





INTRODUCTION


Sometimes good things have to fall apart so better things can fall together.


—MARILYN MONROE


EVERY ONE OF US WILL FACE CHALLENGES, CHANGE, AND even a crisis of self at numerous times in our lives. Whether we are faced with illness, divorce, aging, or debilitating low self-esteem, each struggle will offer us a choice: we can fall apart or we can grasp hold of the opportunity to build something new, become more alive, and “fall together” as a new, stronger whole.


It was during one of my most significant life challenges that I first conceived of writing this book. A year and a half earlier, my husband had been diagnosed with a life-altering illness. Inside of the seemingly never-ending devastation, sadness, and grief that followed, I began to notice threads of light reentering my world, reminding me that my life still held beauty and promise. Feeling as though I had crossed a threshold and was now on the other side of darkness, I thought, Someday I’m going to write a book about this experience. I wanted to let others who were going through hard times, unexpected life changes, and seemingly insurmountable obstacles know that there is always a way through. But it would take another twenty years, and a lot more living, to bring me to this point. That transition of finding the light again in my own life was just the beginning of my real journey, one that every woman must embark on — the journey to find her own inner warrior, confront her past, and fully embrace her future.


Over the last twenty years as a registered nurse, speaker, columnist, author, seminar and retreat leader, and coach, I’ve had the privilege of meeting and hearing from thousands of women who have shared their lives’ trials and triumphs with me. While doing this work, I became aware that while some women seem to eventually learn to move forward with their lives, embrace change, and even thrive in the face of hardship, others become incapacitated by the same set of circumstances. This both saddened and puzzled me, since the women in the latter group tend to be just as intelligent, passionate, and talented as those in the former group. All had dreams for their futures, but many had given up on themselves and their dreams. I discovered that those women who seemed to struggle the most had simply not yet found the support, resources, inspiration, and information they needed to rise above their challenges, and in some cases move forward with them or in spite of them. I have been both of those women at different times in my life — the one who felt incapacitated and the one who thrived.


Falling Together is about my own process of learning resiliency. It’s about my metamorphosis from a woman who was insecure, scared, and self-loathing, into someone who was able to take charge of her life — not by miraculously “solving” all her problems, but by learning to live with them, learn from them, and grow.


I have written this book in the hope that other women will benefit from reading my stories and learning about my path. When we tell our stories we create a sense of community with one another, a bond, a partnership. We share in each other’s humanity and join our collective voices to gain strength, wisdom, and insight. As I travel the world sharing my stories and the lessons I’ve learned with my audiences, women come up to me afterward and say things like:


“Yes, my story is similar.”


“You said out loud what I have often thought or felt.”


“Thank you for validating my experience.”


“I now have a new perspective on my own situation after hearing about your experiences and how you dealt with them.”


“I now have the courage to tell my own story.”


Over the years I have learned that every woman has a warrior within her, along with unique gifts to bring forward into the world. But often we get derailed on our journey to live an authentic life, one where we come to know ourselves and be true to who we are. My sincere hope is that this book will help you to find courage, inspiration, balance, happiness, and meaningful change in your own life, even when it seems to be falling apart, to continue that journey and light up the world in the process.





chapter one

LOSING SELF


Honor your challenges, for those spaces that you label as dark are actually there to bring you more light, to strengthen you, to firm your resolves, and to bring out the best in you.


—SANAYA ROMAN


THE YEAR OF MY FORTIETH BIRTHDAY, I EXPERIENCED WHAT I can only describe as a spiritual crisis. I had a great husband, a nice house, and a supportive family, yet I felt completely lost, confused, and depressed. In other words, I “looked good on paper” to someone on the outside looking in, but I was unhappy with myself and where I was in my life.


For months, I’d been focusing on all the negative aspects of my life and self. I was thinking about all the things I’d done that I wished I hadn’t, and all the things I wished I’d done but didn’t. Overweight and out of shape, I had developed a frumpy look. I was living in oversized flannel shirts and sweatpants daily. My hair was limp and amorphous, much like my body. I’d been crying almost daily about some past or present hurt or disappointment and withdrawing from social situations. I hadn’t gone clothes shopping in several years, so I didn’t have anything nice to wear even if I did want to go out. In hindsight, I think it was an excuse to stay isolated: “Gee, I’d love to go with you, but I don’t have anything to wear.” It was also a symptom of how invisible I felt in my own space. Why pay attention to my appearance when there’s nothing to take notice of anyway?


I’m not sure anyone close to me, including my family, noticed or was even paying attention. If they did, no one said anything. I probably got good at hiding my feelings. I was withdrawing into my own dark world.


I wasn’t consciously depressed about turning forty. I was, however, aware that those ten-year milestones seem to signal that it’s time to take stock. “Am I where I thought I would be at this age?” I asked myself. “Am I where I want to be at this age?” I’ve read that we do first confront our mortality in our forties, and perhaps the birthday reminded me of the passage of time and created a sense of urgency related to the sense that I “wasn’t getting any younger.”


I remember thinking earlier in my life that women in their forties seemed to be in a good place: experienced, successful in their careers, financially stable, self-assured, and with a sophisticated appearance. I recall looking forward to that decade of life. But while I had amassed some experience and did not have any financial hardships, I certainly didn’t look or act like the confident and accomplished woman I had imagined I would be at this age.


When I say I was depressed, I classify it as a spiritual depression as opposed to a bona fide clinical depression, which can be caused by a chemical imbalance, trauma, serious illness, or genetics, and often requires medication and therapy. I don’t want to diminish the latter or make light of it. Additionally, while some people use the phrase “spiritual depression” in connection with a crisis of religious faith, that is also not my meaning. I define a spiritual depression as a state of feeling personally lost, confused, unhappy, and even lonely with no obvious resolution. For me it was all that along with a convergence of fears, disappointment, and negativity.


At this point, I’d been married (for the second time) for ten years and had become stepmom to two children who were twenty-four and twenty-six and living on their own. I’d been a registered nurse for almost twenty years, having worked in varied settings, including emergency rooms, psychiatric wards, medical weight control centers, healthcare education companies, and others. But in my mid-thirties, being a nurse had started to drain me. I felt overwhelmed by the sense of being responsible for other people’s lives and health. I needed to step back to gain perspective and insight and to simply take a breather. So a couple of years before I fell into this depression, I had left my nursing job to follow an old dream of starting my own antiques business. In addition to doing something I’d long wanted to do, I was able to parlay a passion (collecting antiques) into a small business.


I rented space in a multi-dealer shop where I only had to show up one day a week to serve as part of the sales team. I could spend the rest of my time doing what I loved most: scouring flea markets, estate sales, and antique shops for hidden treasures and bargains to resell. My husband and I would also set up tables and sell at flea markets and antique shows on the weekends. We both enjoyed interacting with customers, spending time outdoors, and learning more about the items we bought and sold. I was working very hard physically, transporting furniture, lifting heavy boxes of glassware and china, and packing and unpacking the car for shows and markets. My business did provide me with a small income to cover groceries and other minor expenses. But unfortunately, all of my hard work and time spent was not translating into profits that equaled the efforts I was putting forth. By the time I turned forty, I knew that I needed a bigger, better solution for my life and was coming to the end of the line with the antiques business.


Something was about to happen in my life. I could sense it as if it were an impending earthquake, when pressure starts to build up below the earth’s surface. Sitting home alone one day in my flannel and fleece, staring out the window and feeling sorry for myself, I suddenly felt as though I was free-falling into a deep, dark hole. I became terrified that if I sank much lower I would be lost forever. In that split second I realized that no one was coming to save me, and that I would have to take action to save my own life. It was like a cosmic alarm clock screaming, “Wake up and get on with your life!” I started taking inventory of where I’d been, where I was now, and where I wanted to go. I knew that I was underutilizing my own potential. I needed to find a way to combine all my talents and experiences to make a bigger difference in the world. I didn’t have to think long or hard about what I wanted to do because I’d had an idea, a dream, rolling around in my head for almost ten years: becoming a professional speaker and running public seminars for nurses on nontraditional career opportunities.


The personal crisis that brought my old dream to the surface happened while the healthcare job market was changing dramatically. Nurses were getting laid off from their hospital jobs for the first time in the history of the profession and needed other avenues for employment. So there would never be a better time to bring my seminars forward. I realized that if I didn’t do this now, someone else would and I’d be beating myself up over it for the rest of my life. I didn’t want to live with regret. I knew that would make me smaller.


Sarah Ban Breathnach, in her classic Simple Abundance, refers to this state of restlessness, unhappiness, and emotional pain as “divine discontent,” which she likens to “the grit in the oyster before the pearl.” In other words, while we typically see this state as something negative and counterproductive, it is actually an energized opportunity to break through the darkness into a more enlightened existence. Many of us hit low points in our lives or careers. I believe they’re meant to shock us into action to build a bridge to a better life.


So on that day, desperate to stop my descent into darkness, I made a decision to start my own business and work on becoming a professional speaker. I also made a commitment to do whatever it took to make that business work. If no one came to my first seminars or if they hated them, I would further develop the seminar, or create a new one, market to a different group, or market it in a different way. I decided that failure would not be an option.


I had been repressing the dream because of anxiety and self-doubt about whether or not I could actually accomplish something that seemed so big. It sometimes seems easier or safer to remain ambivalent about important decisions, out of fear of making a “wrong” choice and having to live with the consequences. The way I see it, there are no wrong decisions, only different lessons to learn. Every choice we make has potential pitfalls and rewards. And not doing anything is actually a decision not to act. But after making this decision, I felt energized, focused, and even hopeful. My depression began to lift.


Now that I had made a decision, I was going to need to get pumped up and positive to do the things I was planning, but needed some help. So I took myself down to my local public library in the hopes of finding some inspiration among the books and resources there. Although I hadn’t been to the library for a decade or more, I remembered how helpful it had been to me in my younger years while in school. But when I got there, I almost had a panic attack. I was looking for those wooden file boxes with the long narrow drawers and tiny index cards that were used to catalog books. But they were nowhere to be found. Instead there were computers everywhere, and I didn’t know how to use a computer! (After all, this was 1993.) I found a friendly looking library staff member and asked for help looking up books. She showed me what I needed to do. Sitting at the computer keyboard, I typed one word into the subject search bar: motivation.


Immediately a list of book titles popped up. Most of them had the same general reference numbers, indicating they were located in the same section. So I found the appropriate aisle (I was a volunteer in a library as a kid, so at least I understood the Dewey decimal system), and with my head tilted to the right so I could read vertically, I began to scan titles with the general gist of You Can Do It!, Get Off Your Butt, Yes You Can!, and so forth. I immediately started to feel better just reading the titles. I remember thinking, Hey, maybe there’s something to this ‘power of positive thinking’ theory I’ve heard about!


I chose several books that appealed to me and borrowed them to take home. After reading them and doing the writing exercises outlined within, I felt a shift beginning in my mood, my focus, and my outlook. The exercises, which included making a list of my accomplishments to date, recording positive things people had said about me over the years, and writing down favorite motivational quotes, were forcing me (in a good way) to look at myself and my life from a different viewpoint. Rather than dwelling on my perceived shortcomings, as was my natural inclination, I was focusing on my strengths, assets, and achievements. I sensed my depression lifting and my fears becoming background noise rather than the previous deafening clamor. Slowly, my confidence began to build — at least enough to take the next steps necessary to create a business plan. When I focused on the positive that became my reality.


I also began reading biographies of people I admired. A couple that struck a chord were Miracles Happen, by Mary Kay Ash, founder of Mary Kay Cosmetics, and The Story of My Life, by Helen Keller. Both of these women accomplished great things while overcoming great obstacles. Since I didn’t have any major obstacles to overcome just yet (although they were coming), I started to believe that if they could do what they did under duress, surely I could do what I wanted to do under seemingly less harsh circumstances. I didn’t realize at the time that their stories would have even more meaning to me when times got tougher over the next few months.


Another book that had a major impact was self-help guru Anthony Robbins’s Awaken the Giant Within. Even the title got me excited! In this book, Robbins gives the reader permission to see beyond the ordinary to the extraordinary within. After reading it, I listened to the book on CD over and over again until his message really sunk in. He convinced me not only that it was okay to think great thoughts and pursue my dreams, but also that it was what I was supposed to do. Sometimes we have to hear these things from other people. This was propelling me toward my goal and helping to build momentum for the marathon of business ownership.


All of my reading and research led me to the understanding that as humans, we have a natural tendency to focus on the negative. We’re hardwired that way. What a relief it was to learn that it isn’t just me who has negative thoughts all the time! It’s something researchers refer to as the “negativity bias.” We tend to fixate on and remember more negative thoughts and images than positive ones. We have tapes playing in our heads telling us why we can’t do something or reminding us of our perceived shortcomings. Unfortunately, there’s no “off” button on those tapes. But you can turn down the volume on the negative thoughts while turning up the volume on the positive ones. Each of us has to work to get and stay positive and motivated. It doesn’t come easily to most people, including myself. I knew I would have to work hard to neutralize the naturally occurring dissenting voices in my head.


Another powerful, effective way I discovered to do this is to spend time with others who are positive, supportive, and motivated. Many of us spend our days with people who are dead of spirit, motivation, and hope for the future. Sometimes it’s coworkers — or even worse, friends and family. So it’s important to get out among “the living” and seek out upbeat, encouraging, optimistic people who are doing the kinds of things you’d like to do. If left to our own devices and negative thought patterns, many of us would simply sink into oblivion, as I had been about to do that day at home. I found these role models, mentors, and kindred spirits through professional associations such as the National Association of Women Business Owners, the National Speakers Association, and the American Nurses Association, as well as through word-of-mouth networking. I joined these organizations, attended meetings and networking events, and made telephone and face-to-face appointments when possible with those I wished to emulate and learn from. I asked them to share their best advice and success tips with me, which they very graciously did.


During the following year and a half, I read voraciously, spent an increasing amount of time in area libraries, interviewed other speakers, nurses, and business owners, and formulated my seminar and workbook for my first big gigs. That one big decision — to become a speaker and start a seminar business — was like a match lighting a stick of dynamite. Inactivity turned to activity, apathy turned to enthusiasm, and lethargy turned to energy. Decisions create action, and action creates results. For me, it was a perfect illustration of how a well-thought-out decision, even one that dares to assume some risk, is a powerful force. I continued to gain energy and focus, was paying more attention to my appearance, and was slowly getting back out into the world.


In the spring of 1995, I was finally ready to schedule my first seminars for autumn of that year. This would require contacting New Jersey hotels (I had decided to stay local for now) in different cities for meeting space, designing brochures, and creating a marketing plan. Everything was on schedule and the excitement was building. But just as I was rejoicing at having found myself and my path, I was about to lose my bearings once again.


After years of working in the corporate world, my husband, Joe, had recently made a transition into selling real estate. One Saturday afternoon in April, Joe came home from the office and told me that while working on the computer he’d had an episode where his hands and lower arms suddenly went numb and he couldn’t use them. It lasted a few minutes, but feeling and then function had eventually returned. He seemed quietly concerned, but was trying not to get too worked up about it.


As an RN, I didn’t know what was wrong with him, but my gut told me it was something serious. We immediately went to our family doctor to have him checked out. For some unknown reason, I opted not to go into the exam room with him as I normally would. I must have been subconsciously afraid of what the physician would find. I stayed in the waiting room, perched nervously on the front half of a black institutional plastic chair, like a child waiting to be called into the principal’s office. When my husband came out to the waiting room he explained, in a very neutral tone, that the doctor was sending him for an MRI of the brain. I don’t remember feeling anything at that point. I think I was just waiting for a cue from someone, anyone, to dictate what my next move should have been. So much felt out of my control. I needed an anchor, a focus, to keep me steady, such as a task that I could execute. MRI needed? I’ll take care of that.


I went up to the receptionist’s desk to get the referral form while she was on the phone with the MRI facility calling in the order. While I was standing there, I noticed an X-ray form with my husband’s name on it and a diagnosis of “left hemiparesis,” which means left-sided weakness. I angrily stated to the receptionist, while she was still on the telephone, that the diagnosis was wrong. I assumed someone had written that on the wrong form since, other than that brief episode at the real estate office, Joe had no lingering disability. To add to my frustration, she was trying to pronounce the word “hemiparesis” to the X-ray facility, and she couldn’t get it out. She kept sputtering, “hem-eee . . . hem-eee,” and I would bark at her, “Hem-eee-par-eee-sis . . . Hem-eee-par-eee-sis!” My mounting agitation and impatience was my denial (and escalating fear) of what was actually going on.


Of course the diagnosis on the form was correct. Upon examination, the physician had detected that my husband had left-sided weakness, something neither of us was aware of because it was not profound. He had been having some challenges with flexibility and seemed to be tripping a lot, but his father used to shuffle his feet, and I assumed it was an inherited trait. Joe was fifty-two years old at this time.


After getting the MRI, we went to see a neurologist as instructed. The waiting room was tiny and no one in the office, including the doctor, smiled. Perhaps they were accustomed to doling out bad news and had all acquired a serious demeanor. It added to the heaviness of the situation. On that first visit, the physician told us there were areas of white shadows on my husband’s brain and that further tests would be needed to determine the cause. She said she was quite sure it wasn’t a stroke but didn’t yet know for sure what is was. As a nurse, I needed more information and asked her, “What are the possibilities?” She rattled off nonchalantly, as if reading a grocery list aloud, that it could be brain cancer, Lou Gehrig’s disease (ALS), multiple sclerosis, or Lyme disease — but she quickly added that she didn’t think it was Lyme disease. My husband and I sat there in utter shock and horror. Brain cancer? Lou Gehrig’s disease? Multiple sclerosis? And if there could be one thing that was the lesser of the evils on that list — Lyme disease — she was quite sure it wasn’t that.


It’s hard to explain that moment in time when you realize that your life and the life of a loved one are inalterably changed by serious illness. It’s as if everything in the world drops away, like when you use the zoom lens on a camera, this one thing comes into sharp focus and is magnified tenfold. It’s all you see, even though you don’t know exactly what you’re looking at.


Joe and I left the office and silently went to our car. I went into nurse mode and started making arrangements for the next set of tests: spinal tap, blood work, more X-rays. In the meantime, Joe’s walking seemed to deteriorate almost immediately. Within days of the office visit, he started to limp. I recall observing him hobble to his car from the house, and it was emotionally painful to watch. What had happened to the strong, energetic, athletic man I knew? Like thumbing through a child’s flipbook, I felt I was watching him slip away from me in stop motion, page by page.


On a follow-up visit to the neurologist, which Joe went to on his own because I had a prior commitment (again, I think I was in denial or afraid to hear the final verdict), she told him that her final diagnosis was multiple sclerosis (MS). Because there are no definitive tests to come to this conclusion, and a diagnosis is usually made by eliminating other possibilities, we decided to visit an MS specialist for a second opinion. He confirmed the diagnosis. At least we weren’t living with the fear of something that might take his life in the near future like cancer or ALS, whatever little comfort that provided. We now had a new reality — one that seemed horrifying and unfathomable. Our previous life and future plans — so many things we all take for granted every day — had completely evaporated.


MS is a neurological autoimmune disorder in which the body attacks the coating (myelin) around the nervous system. This can cause a variety of symptoms including diminished coordination, muscle spasticity and weakness, debilitating fatigue, and poor cognitive function. The disease is very unpredictable and affects everyone differently. Joe has what is known as secondary progressive MS. This means that he has a steadily progressing form of the illness rather than the relapsing/remitting type that is more common. More than anything, the illness immediately affected his ability to walk. Over the next ten years he progressed to relying on a cane, then a walker, and eventually a wheelchair. One of the great challenges with MS is that the cause is not known; therefore, therapies are aimed primarily at symptom management. Many of the so-called treatments, primarily injectable and intravenous medications, are marginally effective at best and carry their own set of serious side effects.


Soon after the diagnosis, Joe began to withdraw into himself and get clinically depressed. To make matters even worse, he developed a huge lump on his neck that grew to the size of an ostrich egg. It turned out to be an infected lymph gland, which was treatable and subsided in a few weeks. But what else would go wrong? Our world suddenly seemed like Dorothy’s house in The Wizard of Oz, being yanked from its roots by the tornado and hurled into a strange and scary place.


As if in a trance, I pushed myself through each day. I couldn’t help wondering what life would be like now and in the future. What would happen to Joe and the life we had planned? These were questions that had to be faced . . . addressed . . . but there were no answers. Among the biggest questions in my mind was whether or not to go forward with my business plan. Because I had not yet invested much money into the business or actually scheduled any seminars, I considered completely scrapping my plans and looking for a more traditional job that would provide a regular paycheck and benefits. Since my business would require me to travel, I questioned how Joe would manage while I was on the road if his disability progressed much further. I had to do some soul searching and decided to take some time to reflect on everything. Fortunately, Joe was willing to go along with whatever I decided, although I know he was nervous about the risks of business ownership.
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