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Praise for Storytelling Legacy





“I have been privileged to call Sharon my friend and colleague. I’ve heard so many stories from her over the years. Therefore, I know if you want to be entertained and also enlightened while you are laughing, crying, smiling, and sighing, then this is the book that is sure to do it! I can assure you that you won’t be disappointed.”


—Raymond Higby, MD, retired family physician and addiction medicine practitioner


“From a pioneer whose work has shaped our understanding of disruptive dynamics within the family system and what must take place to heal them, comes a most welcome and timely book. Sharon Wegscheider-Cruse’s Storytelling Legacy provides insightful and inspiring wisdom through the use of narrative and story and how a deepening awareness of our own personal stories can affect and shape our lives and create understanding and meaning over time.”


—Dan Barmettler, founder and Director, The Institute for Integral Development, and former Co-Director of Conferences, US Journal Training


“Sharon has lived a rich and fulfilling life and her stories reflect that with humor, wisdom, and compassion. Her ongoing desire to help people continues to enrich their lives and inspire them to be their best selves. Read Sharon’s stories and you’ll be moved to ponder and write your own to great and lasting benefit.”


—Susan Zimmerman, LMFT, author of Rays of Hope: Lighting the Way in Life’s Transitions and Losses


“Thanks to my adventurous aunts, I grew up with a love of storytelling. Our times together not only included reading books, but hearing stories from their own lives. Conversations were filled with tales of their mishaps, lessons learned, travels, and amusing people they met along the way. Whether consciously or not, they taught me that stories matter… and every life is filled with them.” Storytelling Legacy is a great example. As Sharon Wegscheider-Cruse shares stories from her own life, she reminds us that we all have stories to tell. Don’t keep them to yourself.”


—Barbara Winter, author, speaker, and publisher


“Sharon Wegscheider-Cruse is a master storyteller. Her stories here feature equal helpings of wit, heart, and humor. She inspires and empowers readers to think about their own stories and share them with the world.”


—Jerry Moe, MA, National Director of Children’s Programs (retired), Hazelden Betty Ford Foundation


“Sharon is a master storyteller who inspires, heals, educates, and loves those she touches with her writing. Her wisdom has been a lifeline to me. Sharing her life stories is a way to continue her legacy of love, joy, grief, and passions. You go, girl!


—Cheryl Keller, friend, confidante, and soul sister


“The latest book from Sharon Wegscheider-Cruse gives us permission and provides inspiration to speak the truth. For decades, Sharon’s grace, grit, and gratitude has guided individuals and families to build bridges through their individual and collective stories. A force that has changed the trajectory of my life both personally and professionally, Sharon’s stories have the power to heal, inspire, and most importantly, create action that can change our world.”


—Jill Krush, CCO Choice House Treatment, Onsite Workshops guide, therapist, trainer, psychodramatist, and fellow storyteller


“In Storytelling Legacy, Sharon tells it like it is—and she has had quite the life to share with us. With humor and tenderness, we walk through the author’s experiences and feel an intimate connection to the ‘story.’ Featuring a cast of colorful characters, this is a most enjoyable and poignant read!”


—Mel Pohl, MD, DFASAM, Senior Medical Consultant, Pain Recovery Program, The Pointe Malibu Recovery Center


“I have had the pleasure of knowing and working with Sharon for almost thirty years and thought I had heard most of her stories. Yet she seems to have an inexhaustible supply of wit and wisdom wrapped in anecdotes by turns affecting and amusing, and always instructive and inspiring.”


—Patrick Cotter, writer and teacher on Canada’s Wet Coast


“Sharon Wegscheider-Cruse’s autobiographical Storytelling Legacy is a sumptuous smorgasbord of uplifting and often humorous stories about how and where she learned her valuable trove of lifesaving skills. She generously shares these with us as she models how vulnerability, courage, strength, and commitment to telling our own stories can help others find their own power and place in the world. She helped me change my life for the better. Sound interesting?”


—Peter Alsop, PhD, singer-songwriter, lecturer, grateful human


“In traditional cultures, it is an expectation and deemed essential, for the community’s survival that the elders share the wisdom they have gathered over their lifetimes. Sharon’s latest book is a ‘must read’ for those of us who want a guide to telling our own story. Imagine the gift of being able to sit at the knee of your ancestors as they shared their life lessons.”


—Ted Klontz PhD, Associate Professor of Practice, Creighton University, Heider College of Business, Financial Psychology Institute


“Sharon’s book contains insightful stories and observations that will allow you to reflect on your own life story and the lessons you want to pass on to others.”


—Melanie McNiff, adventure-seeker, travel-loving millennial, and corporate consultant


“Sharon Wegscheider-Cruse has touched countless lives with her wise words and healing touch. Both professionally and personally, Sharon is a loved and loving sage and mentor.


During our forty-year friendship, Sharon has contributed mightily to our publishing and conference companies with multiple books and scores of presentations at professional conferences designed to provide hope and healing to individuals and families with childhood trauma wounds.


In this creative ‘memoir’ Sharon weaves a delightful treasure-trove of personal stories of a life well lived.”


—Gary Seidler, co-founder, Health Communications, Inc., and US Journal Training


“Sharon Cruse has led an astonishing life—one of healing, teaching, learning, exploring and giving love and light to many thousands if not, indeed, millions. It is no wonder that on her amazing journey she has collected a bounty of stories, and as a gifted storyteller she has gathered a hundred of them to share with us. They run the gamut from tender and touching to funny and self-deprecating and are a joy to all who will be fortunate enough to read them.”


—Doug Green, Ranger Doug and Riders in the Sky


“Sharon Wegscheider-Cruse has been one of the true pioneers in family treatment in the addictions field. When she began her work, few understood the traumatic impact of growing up or living with addiction. Today, family treatment has become common practice. I have known Sharon as a client, a colleague, a mentee, and a friend. Her work was a part of the jet fuel that helped to propel my own personal recovery. I owe her so much in my own personal life and in the family we have created, which is now three generations. Thank you, Sharon. I am a part of your story and you are part of mine.


—Tian Dayton, PhD, bestselling author, psychologist, and psychodramatist


“Our lives are measured by our stories. Story is the context of life, the meaning of life, the power of life, and the power of recovery. I grew up on Sharon’s stories. As a mentor to me, Sharon has always known and honored the power of story, her story, and the story of others. Sharon is a master of the art of story. This book is a testament to the significance of story.”


—Steven Earll, licensed professional counselor and licensed addictions counselor in private practice specializing in family trauma, addictions, codependency and recovery issues


“Sharon Wegscheider-Cruse is a trailblazer whose work, legacy, and impact on the recovery field speaks for itself. She is also a master storyteller and one of my favorite communicators. In Storytelling Legacy, she masterfully uses her wisdom and wit to inspire us through the art of storytelling. As she shares stories from her expansive career, she reminds us all that our own stories are important and worth sharing.”


—Miles Adcox, Chairman, The Onsite Group, and founder, Milestones Wellness Recovery Center
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I dedicate this book, first of all, to my late husband, Joe Cruse. We lived many of the stories together and the inspiration comes from keeping those memories alive.


I also dedicate this book to my family, relationships forged through storytelling as they listened to my stories over the years. They have given me ongoing support, love, and inspiration as we grew up together. My children, Patrick, Sandy, and Debbie, and my seven grandchildren have heard hundreds of stories and still encourage me to tell more. They are my major support team. Through emails and connection, they provide much of my inspiration and creativity. Without the constant computer, scanner, and printer help from my son Patrick, I would be stuck on the constant challenge of technology. My daughters provided me with warm knit shawls as I sat through many a cold night typing and Phil, my son-in-law, provided homemade food. It’s been a family effort.


The same is true with my friends. The hours spent together, trips, and experiences all contributed to who I have become as a storyteller. Living near friends, I have tried these stories out with wonderful visits with each of my local friends, and you all know who you are. To go next door and always be greeted by an open door and a smile goes a long way toward feeling creative, heard, and inspired.


Lastly, I dedicate this book to you, the reader. May you remember your stories, and may you share them with those you love—of all generations. When all is said and done, we will leave the legacy of our willingness to tell our own stories. May you take your own trip down memory lane. Life begins and ends with a story.











“Owning our story and loving ourselves through the process is the bravest thing that we will ever do.”


—Brené Brown
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Introduction


Storytelling is “prose to spark joy,” and started to interest me when I was about twelve years old. While many kids might roll their eyes and make excuses when a relative started talking about something that happened to them in the past, I was enthralled, and the passion only grew from there.


By the time I was a teen, my first typewriter—the big, clunky, manual kind with the black, red and white ink ribbons—was my best friend. Stories about real people and places are far more dramatic than recited information, and they also carry messages. Learning to first tell and then write stories helped me know that we build connection by taking our raw personal data and make it come to life, conveying the culture, history, experiences and values that give a deeper understanding of the world in which we live.


My first writings as an author were long stories woven into original oratories. My first competitive piece was for a short story contest that ended up delivering as an oratory. I went to the top in my home state of Minnesota. To me, advocacy mattered, and storytelling was my vehicle. It has taken me to the point of publishing books, booklets, speaking all over the world and loving my time with friends and family—still telling stories. Listening to others’ stories is also a major part of my life. People often ask me, “Do you have hobbies you like to pursue?” My answer is that people are the most interesting focus I can have, so I “listen to” and “tell stories.”


When I’ve shared my stories in groups and gatherings over the years, I’ll often hear, “I think you should write up that story.” It seems each time I heard that, the story had some kind of serendipity, coincidence, twist, or means to connect. That made my decision to write this book.


The group that really inspires me are those aged fifty-five-plus. When you’ve lived a long time, you’ve experienced so many changes on a global scale, and each of these events has informed our personal lives as well. Think about it—living through the Great Depression, wars, protests, the Civil Rights Movement, the Women’s Movement, the use and abuse of illegal drugs, addiction recovery, splits in society and huge cultural inequalities, the explosion of technology, global climate change, the COVID-19 pandemic… I could go on and on, but you get the point.


Screens and data have overtaken our society; we are overloaded, digitalized, and distracted. Storytelling can be used to connect, engage, inspire, heal and create a brighter future. As storytellers, we experience the extraordinary power of sharing with others through our narratives of risk, surprise, adventure, joy, pain and someone who has “been there, done that” and have lived to tell about it. Give me a book—printed on real paper—and you have my interest. Tell me stories and you have me listening carefully. It’s not nearly as much fun to snuggle with my iPad or Kindle.


I am an ordinary person who has had amazing and surprising events happen to me most of my life. I share them in the chapters of this book. I’m hoping to connect to you through them, and that they encourage you to share your own stories. In truth, we all have fascinating lives. Are you outgoing and fun-loving? You are a storyteller. Are you quiet and prefer to observe and watch the world go by?You are a storyteller. We are all storytellers, and we all benefit when we share our stories with one another.


Come along with me and let your own storytelling flourish.




“There is no friend as loyal as a book.”


—Ernest Hemingway


“A good storyteller tells who, where, and why. It takes us on a journey.”


—Sharon Cruse













Chapter One Celebrities
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Inspiration by Barbara Bush


Many years ago, I was a guest speaker at The Phoenix, which at that time was an exclusive private club for upscale Houston, Texas, residents—including First Lady Barbara Bush. Looking out from my room at The Houstonian, I saw Barbara on a jogging path that circled the area, followed by two Secret Service agents. Good for her, I thought, and vowed to get out there and do the same sometime. Later that day, I surprised myself and attempted to do exactly that. I soon knew why I hadn’t done this earlier. About a quarter of the way, I was winded and tired. I was much younger than she and, I assumed incorrectly, in better shape. That was an intervention for me.


A few months later, I went to Utah to the St. George National Institute on Fitness (NIF) and was confronted again with weakness, lack of stamina, and a few too many pounds. I was shocked when I could not complete some entry exams. Then and there, I made a commitment to myself to truly get in shape. I couldn’t even walk half a mile or manage a small incline without getting winded. My workaholism with a heavy travel schedule had left me too busy to exercise, and my enjoyment of great meals in exotic restaurants on expense accounts was my excuse for not eating well. It had all taken its toll on my health.


I made a resolution: I would go to NIF for a week each year and change my lifestyle. I would recheck annually until I could fairly easily walk five miles on an incline. And so began my lifestyle change. I walked every day. I took the time to meditate in the early morning. I stopped eating mindlessly in front of the television at night. I kept crocks of carrots and celery in our refrigerator for healthful snacking.


I kept my promise to myself, and I looked forward to my daily walking. I’d listen to Jerry Lee Lewis, Elvis Presley, and other types of rock ‘n’ roll music. I had routes in Las Vegas, the Black Hills of South Dakota, and Minnesota that fed my soul and happily wore out many pairs of walking shoes. I walk to this day—it’s still my exercise of choice—with my routes in and around my home in Colorado. I’ve walked so much that I wouldn’t be surprised if I’ve walked across the United States.


Little did Barbara Bush know what she inspired me to do on a business trip to Texas!




“Everything in life is within walking distance, if you have the time.”


—Unknown


“Keep walking through the storm, your rainbow is waiting on the other side.”


—Heather Stillufsen






Rocking Around the Clock with Bill Haley and the Comets


My black Studebaker was my pride and joy. I had bought the car myself and outfitted it with Venetian blinds in the window and hot pink terry cloth seat covers. This was the 1950s, I loved driving around in it. When I heard Bill Haley and the Comets the first time on my car radio, I thought I had died and gone to heaven. I turned up the volume as I drove down Main Street, feeling like I owned the world whenever that song came on.


My hometown in southern Minnesota is a hundred miles from anywhere. Somewhere off the road in that hundred miles was another town called Sleepy Eye. It was like something you might find on the old television show Little House on the Prairie. The name of the town supposedly came from a Native American chief who had a sleepy eye. Sleepy Eye was popular with the local kids because it had a dance hall. We would head there on Saturdays and dance our hearts out. The weekly trip was often the highlight of our week.


One week, we arrived at the hall and were shocked to find a poster on the wall announcing that Bill Haley and the Comets were coming to play at the Sleepy Eye Dance Hall. You can imagine the hysteria. Could it really be true? Would this renowned group even be able to find this little town in southern Minnesota? It had to be true; after all, it was on a poster.
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Everyone went into overdrive to get ready. People either bought new clothes or made something new. We polished our white bucks or ordered new ones. Dates were optional, but I did have one. I even let him borrow my car, because mine was way cooler than his. The big night came, and it wasn’t just a dream—they were, indeed, there! My date and I danced and sang the night away, whipping around the dance floor, my new twirl skirt lilting in the air. We all “rocked around the clock” until it was time to go home.


It was one of those magical nights when everything came together in a perfect way. We all have them: the excitement never fades, even all these years later.




“I really look for peak experiences and dramatic material that can allow peak experiences.”


—Kathryn Bigelow


“Often, you never know the value of a moment until it becomes a memory.”


—Debbie Carlille





Hoping for First Class Seats


My husband, Joe Cruse, had the honor and pleasure of planning and caddying in the Bob Hope Classic golf tournament. As you can imagine, it was a special time for all, particularly Joe who participated every year. He got to know Bob and his wife Delores, spending time on a Palm Springs, California, golf course with them. It was just plain fun. Joe took part for years, and I learned to watch golf. I never really enjoyed playing golf, but it made me happy to see Joe so happy.


At that time, travel was a big part of both of our personal and professional lives. Because we flew so much, we usually received first-class upgrades, which made all the traveling a little easier. We’d usually fly early in the morning, and enjoy a cup of coffee and breakfast, along with the morning newspaper. On one trip, we tried to get first class tickets but there were none available, and because of the time we needed to be at our destination to make it for a presentation that day, we needed to fly coach.


On the day of our flight, we boarded and were surprised to see no one sitting in first class, so asked the flight attendant if we could move forward. We had many miles and we had requested first class if there were any available seats. “No, I’m sorry,” she said, “Someone will be boarding.” Passengers continued to file in, and the plane filled, but none of them went to first class. Finally, everyone was buckled in, and the plane was ready to pull away from the gate when someone did board the flight and head for first class: Bob Hope. He was alone except for one bodyguard. He glanced back and saw Joe. They exchanged nods and smiles. Soon, to our delight, the flight attendant approached us and asked if we wanted to move forward. Apparently, Bob Hope had bought all of first class to assure his privacy, but he gladly welcomed us.


Joe and Bob talked and laughed nonstop, and I had an interesting flight seated next to the bodyguard. I learned a great deal about the behind-the-scenes work of keeping a celebrity safe. It was definitely a flight I’ll never forget!


Gloria Steinem, Mr. T, and Me


When The Larry King Show called inviting me to be on the show and interviewed by the legendary journalist, I was delighted. I checked my schedule and accepted the invitation as a guest. The booker told me that I would share the hour with the actor Mr. T, who first gained fame for the television show The A-Team and his copious amounts of gold jewelry, and feminist activist and author Gloria Steinem. I was intrigued by how the show’s producers arrived at this collection of guests!


I arrived at the Atlanta airport and was led by the greeter to a white stretch limo, which I had to myself. I noticed that there were two other white stretch limos that traveled with us. When I arrived at the CNN Center, where the show was filmed, I was ushered to the green room for a make-up and hair check. Mr. T was already there, and Gloria Steinem arrived shortly thereafter. We all shared the same story: we all had our “own” white limo. We conversed and got on quite well. I was a big fan of Ms. Steinem’s and all that she had done for women’s rights. I had to admit to Mr. T that I didn’t know much about him, but I complemented him on his white suit and striking gold jewelry. Neither of them knew who I was. I filled them in, and we made a little more conversation before we walked out and took our places with Larry King.


Larry and I were about the same size, so we had high chairs. I noticed on the monitor that we all looked close to the same size when the show came on. He somehow made sense that we would all be there. Me, the Midwestern mother and wife who worked with addicts; Gloria the activist single woman; and an actor/wrestler, who really wasn’t all that interested in either of us women but treated us like “ladies” and was a gentleman. King brought up a number of current issues and we all gave our viewpoints, sometimes we felt just the opposite about some of the subjects and sometimes we were all in agreement. Whatever the subject, whatever our answers, the phone lines lit up with questions for us all. It was a spirited and lively show and, when finished, Larry said, “Thank you. It was a good show.”


Gloria called over the producer and said, “Let’s not waste gas, drivers, and time. We can all go to the dining room together in the same limo.” When we got to the hotel that CNN had provided for us, they had closed off one of the prime dining rooms for us, but they had set each of us up at our own table. Gloria took charge again and said, “Nonsense! Set the table up for three.” It was an enlightening and fun evening. We shared dinner that night and discovered a lot about one another. We had much in common, even if it might not appear so on the surface, and got into lively but polite discussions about the things we did not. Some of the most interesting times in life are those that you never expect, and chance meetings with people you might otherwise never come to know.




“Expect the unexpected.”


—Bear Bryant


“Unexpected events can set you back or set you up. It’s all a matter of perspective.…


—Mary Ann Rodmacher





Frogs and Wayne Newton


Every person reading this story will know what I am talking about. Women recognize bonding with other women while men support and sometimes shake their heads. Women innately know how to make girlfriends. I’m not sure what is happening in the world as you read this, but I would wager that the same kind of bonding (in some form) is taking place. Girlfriend bonding includes good food, deep and silly conversations, and much laughter, trust, pure joy, and connection. For me, many of those bonds have lasted a lifetime.


How many ways can we bond?
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	Prom dresses or lack of prom dresses.


	Slumber parties.


	Clothes and shopping.


	Phone conversations—probably now texts and miscellaneous social media.


	Glass of wine.


	Boyfriend stories.


	
Husband stories.


	Partner stories.


	Children stories.


	Grief and loss.


	Travel stories.





At one point in my life, there was a group of seven women who bonded. There are several reasons why we hit it off so well, but one was that we all had a deep faith and spiritual connection—not religious at all, only a universal belief in something greater. We named our individual belief as a God of each person’s choice.


One night, at an adult slumber party, we were walking the Las Vegas Strip. After deciding we needed a mascot, we went into a toy store and each bought a plush toy frog. We chose the frog because of the acronym F – R – O – G -“Fully Relying on God.”


We named ourselves “the Frogettes.” That same night, we decided to go to the Wayne Newton show. We got front-row seats and were talking and laughing as the drums rolled and Newton’s suspended high-in-the-air platform was lowered into the room. We each took out our frogs and put them on our shoulders, ready for Wayne to take the stage. He landed, and his eye caught sight of the seven women with frogs on their shoulders—how could he miss us? He walked over to us, and then said, “Are those frogs—and why?” We told him our story and he dedicated his next song, “I Did It My Way” to “the Table of Women and their Frogs.”


For many years, we Frogettes had an annual meeting in Las Vegas. Later on, you’ll meet the Giraffettes.




“Your circle of friends must match your aspirations, dreams, and values—or you will find little support when you need it.”


—Anonymous






Johnny Cash and June Carter Cash


My husband Joe had a contract with a professional baseball team, and we happened to be in Tennessee for business at their annual camp. While there, Joe received a call and both he and I were invited to come to Vanderbilt Hospital and meet someone who wanted to meet both of us.


The call was from country star June Carter Cash, and she asked us to come visit her husband Johnny Cash, who was in the hospital. We went, of course. The meeting itself was very interesting. June told us how important it was to be discreet and to slide into the hospital and not give any indication that we were coming to meet her. Joe and I dressed as inconspicuously as possible and tried our best to be discreet and nonchalant as we entered the building. June, however, was not dressed quite as inconspicuously. She greeted us wearing a floor-length sable coat and was flanked on each side by a bodyguard. She was a striking beauty. It all went from there. That meeting was the start of a great friendship with the Cashes.
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They invited us to their home in Hendersonville, Tennessee. It was a beautiful home and as June showed us around, their personalities came forward in the various rooms. John’s room was black, with guitars hanging on the walls. Music was everywhere in this home, as you’d expect. June’s bedroom was filled with beautiful clothes, including a rack of mink coats. I treasured her black mink. Little did I know that Joe had bought it on the spot, and it still hangs in my closet. Their kitchen was my favorite room in their house, maybe because it felt so genuine. It is where June canned tomatoes and made her own jelly. She was a great cook and Johnny adored her. It didn’t surprise me that Johnny died shortly after losing June. He so loved her.


I was a longtime Johnny Cash fan, so this whole time was a thrill for me. They were good people. We also got to know Johnny’s daughter Rosanne Cash. John accepted Joe’s invite and came to the Betty Ford Center and gave an April Easter Sunday concert. Joe flew to Nashville and brought Johnny to the dessert. It was a thrilling night and I still have the poster in my apartment.


Johnny and June enriched our lives and their music and friendship still live in my heart.




“Not all heroes and heroines wear capes. Two of mine sang; one played guitar and the other played the autoharp.”


—Sharon Cruse





Johnny Cash and the Hell’s Angels


My mother was a fun-loving risk-taker, but never did I think I would find her mixing it up with an American icon and the world’s most notorious motorcycle gangs. Let me backtrack a bit. Her favorite entertainer, Johnny Cash, was coming to Rapid City, South Dakota, near where she lived. She didn’t have much money to spare, particularly for something like a concert, but my brother surprised her by saying that he had bought tickets for the two of them to attend the concert. He would drive the many miles to see that she got there. The show was nearly sold out and while my mother was thrilled to be there, she was disappointed to discover that their seats were near the top row of a big theater, and she could barely see Johnny who looked like a little spec.
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About a half hour into the show, Mom excused herself and told my brother she was going to the bathroom. He trusted that she could find one since there are many in the Rapid City Civic Center. After a while, he realized she had been gone a long time, but he had no way of knowing which bathroom she had gone to.


All of the sudden, there was a big commotion near the stage. The Hell’s Angels motorcycle gang had come into the theater and were threatening to disrupt the show. Johnny Cash wasn’t rattled at all. Rather than calling for help, he just kept singing and then invited the gang to come sit on the edge of the stage and enjoy the show up close and personal. They did just that and guess who was with them? My mother! Despite their reputation, they helped this older lady get up on the stage and she, too, enjoyed Johnny Cash—up close and personal.


So how did this happen? Mom really wasn’t going to the restroom. She decided she was going to find a closer seat when she ran into the Hell’s Angels and just decided to follow them. Surprisingly, they didn’t stop her and then they invited my mom to join their group as they moved their way to the front of the house. This story will forever live in our family lore!


This was long before I became a friend of Johnny’s, whom I met after she had passed. She would have been thrilled. I told him about this later, of course, we laughed about it, and he said he was sorry my mother wasn’t alive after we’d gotten to know each other, or he would’ve contacted her. He was that kind of guy. Life, as they say, is often more interesting than fiction.




 “The Hell’s Angels try not to do anything halfway, and anyone who deals in extremes are bound to cause trouble, whether he means to or not. This, along with a belief in total retaliation for any offense or insult, is what makes the Hell’s Angel ‘s unmanageable for the police and morbidly fascinating to the general public.”


—Hunter S. Thompson





Michael Landon: Larger than Life


Most people knew actor Michael Landon as Charles Ingalls on the television show Little House on the Prairie, and as Little Joe Cartwright on Bonanza. He was so dashing as he rode around on his horse. In real life, he knew my husband, and Joe introduced me to him at a celebrity auction in Los Angeles. I expected him to be tall—he was such a commanding presence on screen—but I was surprised to find that he wasn’t much taller than I was—about five foot nine inches tall. We had a very good visit, and Joe and I ended up buying some of the dishes he donated to the auction. Every once in a while, I still have a meal on them. Despite his physical stature, to me he was six feet tall, ever the robust man I had come to know on screen. He was incredibly handsome, and his beautiful hair added an inch or so. Michael shared with us later, in private, that he wore four-inch lifts in his boots, rode smaller horses just for the show, and stayed on the horse as much as he could. Rarely was he filmed next to someone tall. Check it out the next time you see one of these shows on reruns on one of the nostalgia channels! Michael’s fans loved him. Joe and I did as well.


Screens have the way to deceive. Often, when I would make an appearance at a conference, people would come up to meet me and say, “You are so small, I expected you to be much taller.” I realized eventually that many of the audiences had met me through film or on a stage. I usually was elevated in those early encounters and so I looked much taller. I would walk along the stage in my high heels, shaking hands and looking tall. When I was right next to people in a workshop, they discovered that I was nowhere near the statuesque woman that they expected. Although they were incredibly uncomfortable, I always worked in three- and four-inch heels—even running around airport terminals in them. When I turned fifty, I gave myself the gift of telling myself that I had to never wear high heels again. And I didn’t. I am a real boot girl. Age has taken its toll as well. When people ask me how tall I am, my answer is—then or now? The truth is, besides just losing the shoes, we all lose height as we age. But what I’ve come to learn is that it really doesn’t matter!




“A person’s a person, no matter how small.”


—Dr. Seuss


“Even the smallest person can change the course of the future.”


—J. R. R. Tolkien





Call from the White House, President Gerry Ford


I was enjoying breakfast one morning when I lived in Las Vegas when the phone rang. This was before Caller ID, when you had to actually answer the phone to know who was on the other end. If we’d had Caller ID, I probably would have run when it rang. The caller simply said, “Good morning. This is the White House.”


Surprised, and just to make sure I heard correctly, I said, “Who is calling?”


“I am calling for Betty Ford, who is inviting you to come to Washington, DC, to attend the funeral of her husband, President Gerald Ford. Would you like the details?”


“I’m so sorry to hear this news,” I responded, and added, “Yes, I’d like the details, please.”


“Be in Washington in forty-eight hours and check into the Mayflower Hotel where all information about your stay will be waiting at the desk. Everything will be arranged, and everything is taken care of (hotel, meals, transportation, etc.). You only need to tell me, in this call, if you will be in attendance.”


I’d passed this on to Joe, who was sipping coffee and reading the paper. He signaled “yes,” and we were on our way. Many times in life, a split-second response is called for and this was one of those. Needless to say, we had to rearrange our schedules—stopping, cancelling, and rearranging events. After a few hours, our plans were finalized, and our tickets were at the airport waiting for us when we arrived. We flew commercial first class to the nation’s capital where we were met at the airport. The rest of our agenda was waiting at the Mayflower. The next few days unfolded and we walked through it all.


We saw and met the other living presidents and their wives, we sat with Larry King, a photo of us sitting in the National Cathedral is still in the news archives. It all started with that one phone call.


The pageantry, the respect, the honor and the glory of it all was a highlight for both of us. We entered five days of an unforgettable experience. It was very sobering and also sad. I had come to know President Ford as we rode around in limos together. He was a kind, gentle, very wise, compassionate soul and I treasured knowing him as a man, as a husband, and as a President. There is no politics involved with the goodness of the soul. He had this goodness as a human being. I am humbled to this day for having had this experience.




“History and experience tell us that moral progress comes not in comfortable times, but out of trial and confusion.”


—President Gerald Ford.





Jimmy Carter and My Son


Mothers have to learn to let go—over and over again. As the thread runs through this book, my life and politics have co-existed for many years. Perhaps the start, for me, was coming of age in the 1950s, when Eisenhower jackets were popular. We all wore them in my social group. Learning more about Ike the person, and his policies, I decided he would be the first president I voted for. Later on, as my education included more than just fashion, politics became very important to me. Going back to college as an adult in the 1960s cemented my deep interest in politics. I became a fan of Jimmy Carter and the wholesomeness and unpretentiousness he brought to the office.


When my then sixteen-year-old son announced he wanted to go with a group to New York and attend a Jimmy Carter campaign rally, I said, “No, you are not traveling from Minneapolis, Minnesota, with people I don’t know to attend a rally. He was very disappointed. I knew that he had his heart set on going, but to let my teenage son take off in a van with people I didn’t know, to travel to a major city he didn’t know, and live on a shoestring did not feel safe, wise, or responsible. The situation hung in the air for a few days.


He came to me later armed with a different argument in support of why I should let him go. He asked me to remember my younger days and how I talked about civic responsibility. He asked me to look at the way I lived—a bit unconventionally—and remember why I protested in l960s. He made good points that I took to heart, and I decided this would be the first of many “letting go” times. Mind you, this was before cell phones and instant communication. It was a true “letting go.”
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I drove him to the spot where the van would pick him up, and waved good-bye. Waiting until the van was out of sight, the tears flowed easily. My daily prayers were with and for him. He took a very important step in forming his civic and worldview, and his passion for politics, while I took a step in the direction of truly learning to trust him and let go.


When he returned, he enthusiastically told me stories about the great speeches he’d heard, and how excited he was to meet Amy Carter, Jimmy’s daughter. To this day, we still talk about this eye-opening event that was so life-changing for him.


Today, we often have political discussions and share a passion for doing good, for taking positive action, and committing to ideas and values. We probably talk politics more than many mothers and sons. It all started with a leap of faith and letting go.




“Some believe holding on and hanging in there are signs of great strength. However, there are times when it takes much strength to know when to let go and then do it.”


—Ann Landers





Breakfast with George W. Bush


The chairman of the board of my company was George W. Bush’s roommate in college, and they remained good friends. When Bush was running for his second term as president, he was scheduled to attend a prayer and fundraising breakfast in Minnesota. Although my board chairman had donated to the campaign and had purchased a table for the event for a substantial amount of money, he couldn’t attend. He asked me to please attend in his place. I was already booked into a conference, and it was going to be hard for me to attend the breakfast and still meet my commitment, but I said I would. Somehow, one knows when to say “yes” and when to say, “I can’t.”


I was off to an early start the day of the breakfast, which began at 6:30 AM. Just getting there was an ordeal because of morning traffic and parking problems at the hotel. However, I made it on time, and received a message (delivered in person from the front desk—remember, no cell phones back then) from my chairman making sure I was there. I was at the table in his place, and I assured him that all was well—just as he wanted it to be.


President Bush was late arriving, and he had a great deal to say. The hotel delivered a second message from my chairman to make sure all was still well and that I was getting on well with First Lady Barbara Bush. She and I had met previously at The Phoenix Spa in Houston and rekindled our acquaintance. Even though it I was enjoying myself, the fact remained that there were seventy-five people in another audience in a different hotel waiting for me to show up on time and deliver a lecture that they had paid for. There was no way I could stay until the end of this event. I had to leave immediately, and, if everything went smoothly, I’d still barely make it in time.


I said good-bye to Barbara, got up, and slithered away as quietly as I could just as President Bush finished speaking and the ballroom filled with a sea of red, white and blue balloons dropped from the ceiling. At the same time, reporters and television cameras covering the event, focused in on the lectern and the front table—including me trying to make my stealthy exit. On both the six o’clock and the ten o’clock news that night was a clear shot of yours truly with the words, “Someone didn’t wait for President Bush to finish” splashed across the screen as I crouched and tiptoed out the door. Fortunately, my chairman understood my predicament and actually thought it was funny. More importantly, so did President Bush!




“I heard an airplane passing overhead. I wished I were on it.”


—Charles Bukowski





Presidents Are People, Too


Growing up, I never would have expected to meet and get to know not just one, but a few United States Presidents. I probably never would have if not for my husband, Joe Cruse.


Joe met Dwight Eisenhower when Joe was chief of staff at Eisenhower Hospital in Palm Desert, California. Joe spent time with Ike when he was in the hospital, and they had good chats.


We also got to know Gerald Ford. Betty Ford and Joe traveled extensively because of Joe’s involvement with The Betty Ford Center as its medical director. Thus, President Ford and I spent much time together as the “spouses of the people on the program.” This was when I learned all about how the Secret Service worked. More than once, I behaved in such a way that I felt their hand on mine to stop me. Things like opening a door, getting up to go to the bathroom without security, riding in the back of limos while Joe and Betty got the front seats. I liked President Ford and I think he enjoyed me. We had many good talks. Neither of us was used to being second fiddle and we both rather enjoyed the role. Less pressure.


George H. W. Bush was an advocate for The Betty Ford Center and came to the desert to speak at its opening. He was so supportive of Joe as its medical director and many of the presidents had quiet connections to the desert, to the Eisenhower Medical Center and Joe became friends of several of them.


Joe also introduced me to Ronald Reagan, who was a personal friend of someone my husband had dated, long before we were married. Both Ronald and Joe were a little awed to meet each other because they both shared the same friend and she had talked about each of them to the other; she had bult them both up. Joe tells the story of how the first time they met, they both kept nodding heads because they didn’t know what to say to each other; they both felt a little awkward, and it was some time before they found meaningful conversation.


Joe and I were longtime patients at the Mayo Clinic, in Rochester, Minnesota. One morning, we arrived to have our blood drawn there. As we moved from our hotel through the tunnels and halls leading to the blood clinic, we were surprised to discover them empty. This was a Monday morning, when there are usually hundreds of blood draws conducted. We soon found out why when we saw the only other patients there: President Reagan and First Lady Nancy Reagan. They were as shocked as we were. Apparently, the tunnels had been closed for security purposes, but somehow Joe and I got through. After the surprise wore off, the four of us had a good visit.
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Presidents are powerful, but they are also people. It was the entourage around them that was hard to handle, controlling (as they need to be) that was harder to work with. I’m still awed that we knew several presidents.




“Leaders become great not because of their power, but because of their ability to empower others.”


—John Maxwell





Garrison Keillor and Lake Wobegon


I was born and raised in Minnesota. Once a Minnesotan, always a Minnesotan. Sharing those Minnesota roots with humorist Garrison Keillor has always been a sense of pride. I became a fan that first time I heard Keillor broadcast his hilarious Lake Wobegon stories on the radio. My dial was always set to hear his latest broadcast and then, which I could, I attended his live shows. He managed to capture the thrill of canning tomatoes, listening to the birds, and ruminating with friends—connecting him to me and to all in the Lutheran parts of the country. He aptly captured the stoicism of Minnesotans with his lighthearted show that captured the hearts of people around the country. For instance, one of my stoic Minnesota friends once commented, “I loved my wife so much, I came close in those thirty years, to almost telling her.”


How I love the “Minnnnesoooota” feelings I get when I meet other natives of my home state. Ice fishing, cabins up north, planting and harvesting gardens, and always having homemade jellies, jams, and veggies readily handy was a way of life. Coming from the city and approaching the limits of town, would simply start the cravings. I remember calling my aunt one day as I was getting close to her farmhouse. I told her that Joe and I were about two hours away and would come take her to the best restaurant in town; she laughed. Two hours later, we turned on the road to the farmhouse. The car windows were rolled down on the warm day, and immediately the vehicle was filled with captivating smells from her kitchen. Walking in, we found a pork roast just finishing up in the oven, a baked apple pie cooling (made with apples from her trees), whipped potatoes in a warming dish, fresh salad made with bounty from her garden, and biscuits browning. Going to Aunt Laurie’s house was a culinary treat hard to find in any restaurant.


Garrison Keillor has the ability to capture these Minnesota minutes in his work—whether it be a live show or radio broadcast of “A Prairie Home Companion,” or a podcast. He feels them, then captures them and has the ability to share them like no one else does. Topping off his sharing with red socks, a deep voice and a love of the Midwest all contributes to his role as a Minnesota icon—something to cherish.


Once I was driving through a little Minnesota town that I didn’t know existed. It felt exactly what I imagined Lake Woebegone of Garrison Keillor fame would look like. It was small (about 500 people) and had a two-block long Main Street. The sight of lilac trees, lush green grass, and a stream running through it spoke to my soul. After we were nearly eight miles down the road, I said to Joe, “Go back please. I saw a ‘For Sale’ sign on a house and I want to buy it.” He turned the car around and later that day, we owned a house in Marine on St. Croix, Minnesota. It was only later that we found out that Garrison Keillor was living there. Our local grocery store, complete with a meat market and bakery shop in the basement certainly could have been the inspiration for Ralph’s Pretty Good Grocery Store. For eight years we spent our summers in Marine on St. Croix, and it was a treasured part of our lives. We have cemetery plots in the local cemetery and will go back and share part of eternity in this beautiful little town, as Garrison Keillor said when ending his shows “where the women are strong, all the men are good-looking, and the children are above average.”
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