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Introduction


“It’s not the passage of time that heals,” he whispered. “It’s the passage through experiences.”




IT’S A FRIDAY EVENING IN FEBRUARY 1991. I’M at a comedy gallery in downtown St. Paul with my daughter Nichole and a few friends. My friend Louie Anderson is doing a special performance. I listen some. Even laugh a bit. Louie always makes me laugh. Then he closes the show with a simple line, “Shane, we love you,” and walks offstage.

Louie, who’s been with us all week, heads back to California. Nichole and I begin the forty-five-minute drive from St. Paul to Stillwater, the small town where we’ve lived for seven years. It’s an unorthodox ending to a strange day. My son Shane has been fatally injured in a ski accident. This is the evening of his funeral.

I go home, lie down, and wonder where people go when they die. I am about to learn. Two years later, I realize that it isn’t my son Shane who needs raising from the dead, as Jesus raised Lazarus. By then I will conclude that Shane is safe on the other side.

It’s me that needs resurrection.


Change is constant. But the change wrought by some moments is more profound than others. Sometimes we turn a corner. Sometimes we’re pushed off a cliff. We aren’t facing our worst fears; we’re living through them.

This seeming fall from grace may be triggered by one traumatic incident. Or it may be a slow grinding away of passion and hope until all that’s left isn’t bittersweet—it’s plain bitter. Life has repeatedly disappointed us, and we can’t seem to pull out of it. It’s not that our faith is weakened; it’s that we don’t believe in life anymore.

The magic is gone.

I’m a journalist, an author, a mother, a woman. The Lessons of Love is my sixth book. It’s the most difficult book I’ve written, the first in the intervening years since Shane’s death. It’s a story about what I’ve learned and seen about life and love since I got pushed off that cliff.

Recently, when I was getting my nails done, the manicurist asked me what I was working on. When I started to tell her, she scrunched her face. “Not a gloom-and-doom book,” she said.


“No,” I said, “it isn’t.”

This is a love story. Not about the fluffy kind of love. About the raw kind. The kind that makes us grow, change, expand, and move on. It’s a real-life love story.

Writing it has become a profound experience, more so than I anticipated when I took on the project. It’s not the mere tapping out of words, for I’ve scribbled hundreds of thousands of words in my life. The problem isn’t the exercise of technical skills. And, although I usually learn something about myself and life when I write, I’m not writing this book as therapy, a chance to purge my emotions. I do that other ways.

The challenge I face is that writing this book forces me to embrace the ideas I’m writing about. To write this book I must come fully alive, care about life, heal my own soul, for creativity is life-giving and demands that of us. To write this book, I must make the same shift in my writing that I’ve made in my life, that of moving from my head to my heart.

As many of us know, that shift can be intense.


The Lessons of Love is about rekindling the flames of passion when the embers begin to cool. It’s about letting ourselves see, touch, feel, and taste life’s magic again when we think all the magic is gone and probably never existed in the first place. It’s about swallowing pride and fear and having the guts and the tenacity to have faith when we’ve been stripped of naïveté and shaken to the core—when we know too well that life isn’t just mysterious and unpredictable, it can be unbearably cruel and breathtakingly wondrous, sometimes at the same time.

The Lessons of Love isn’t a grief book, although that’s part of it, for grieving is inherently and mysteriously connected to loving deeply. It’s a book about opening the heart, living from the heart, trusting the heart. It’s a learning-to-live-again book. It’s a story about love’s ultimate and absolute lesson: that love is the only thing in this world that cannot be lost because it’s the only thing that’s real.

And sometimes love hurts.

It’s for anyone who wonders if love, or life, is worthwhile.


It’s for anyone who’s been forced to start over one more time.

It’s for anyone who’s been pushed off the cliff.

Clarissa Pinkola Estès, in her beautiful little book The Gift of Story, describes stories, particularly those that rise from suffering, as powerful healing medicines, remedies that can teach, lighten, assist transformation, heal wounds, and recreate memory.

Homeopathic medicines, natural remedies for disease that produce symptoms similar to the disease they’re being used to cure, are regaining popularity. Many of us know instinctively that stories are homeopaths for the soul.

That’s why I’m writing this book in story form.

In a world that can foster cynicism and disillusionment, some of us still want to believe. In a world that uses words like relationships and parenting skills, some of us still prefer the other one, the more ancient one: love.

One cold night, in the late hours, because that’s when we usually talk, my friend Scotty told me this story. I was raging and whimpering, trying to convince him that life was too hard, that I couldn’t do it, couldn’t start over again one more time. What he said, the story he told me, is the story I now tell you:


In a mysterious land, not so far away, and in a time not that long ago, word spread of a man called the Alchemist. In his presence, things transformed. He could, some said, turn a single dry bone of a deer into a green forest, alive with rushing water, wind, sunshine, grass, and a gentle doe nuzzling her fawn. He could turn pain, tragedy, agony—spiritual voids and angst of the worst kind—into laughter, healing, a joy so gentle yet deep that it rocked the soul. And hope, the purest, sweetest gift of all.

He could turn the basest metal into gold.

One day, having heard of this magic, an angry young man pounded on the Alchemist’s door, demanding that his ore be turned into gold.

“Why?” asked the Alchemist.


“I need money to pay bills. Now hurry!” the young man huffed.

The Alchemist turned him away.

A second time the young man returned, again demanding gold.

Asked why, he sputtered, “Why must you even ask?”

Again his request was denied.

On his third visit, the young man knocked more gently.

“Please don’t turn me away,” he said. “I need gold to buy a ring, a gift for my beloved.”

This time, his wish was granted.



This book is my gold ring for you.





I





One


“You don’t blast a heart open,” she said.

“You coax and nurture it open, like the sun does to a rose.”




A CANDLE BURNS BY MY COMPUTER. PACHELBEL’S “Canon in D” plays on the radio. A light snowfall covers the ground.

It’s almost Christmas.

I’m writing in my bedroom at a small desk. I closed the curtains because the glare makes it hard to see. And because it feels warmer that way.

Max, my bird, sits on a laundry basket in front of a mirror. She likes the mirror. She likes being near me.

The phone rings. It’s Scotty.

“How are you coming with the book?” he asks.

The question runs deep. How are you doing with your life? is what he’s really asking. How are you doing with faith, hope, confidence. Caring about life. Getting back up. Trying again. The simple, beautiful act of trying.

“Not good,” I say. “I’m stuck.”

What I mean is, I feel forgotten by God, like Sisyphus, condemned to pushing a rock up a hill, only to have it roll down before it reaches the top. I feel alienated, abandoned, afraid of being tricked or betrayed.

What I also don’t say is that I’ve been begging God, the universe, the Force, Allah, Etah, to show me what it is I’m not seeing, what I’m doing wrong.

I’ve lost my voice, my writing voice. I can’t hear my heart.

“I’m flying in,” he says. “I’m coming back.”

I argue with him for a while. No, you can’t come, I have to work. No, all we do is play. No, you’re a distraction. We hang up. I used to feel guilty when I said no. Now it’s all I can say. No. No. No.

I stare at the computer. I want to see him. Almost ashamed, I realize I need to see him. How can I trust what I want?

I pick up the phone. “Please come,” I say.

At 9:30 that evening I meet him at the gate at the Minneapolis airport. We kiss. Banter. Kiss.

The next day I surprise myself when he asks what I want to do.


I look at him and say softly, “I want my ring back. I want to wear my ring again.” The awakening has come gently.

I remember a time, nine years past. Another lifetime, it seems. I was married to someone else then and writing a book about owning your power, taking care of yourself, loving yourself. I went to my office, a basement cubbyhole in a small tract house, and began to write. As the words poured out, I arose from my cubbyhole, walked into the kitchen, looked at my husband of ten years, and quietly announced, “It’s time for us to separate. To get divorced.”

He agreed. The marriage had been dead for years. That it was time to bury it didn’t surprise either one of us. We knew it was coming. I was learning that the part in me that writes, the part I must go to if I am to do anything but blather on paper, must be acknowledged and honored in my life before it can be expressed to the world.

Writing forces consciousness.

Those lessons nine years ago had been different in some ways. I wasn’t allowed, I didn’t allow myself, to write a book about independence, freedom, and self-worth unless I lived that way.

Now, I won’t let myself write a book about love, about being a vital part of a living universe, unless I live that way. The new way. Vitally. Magically.

One lesson is the same: listening to and trusting my voice.

A phrase haunts me; I can’t recall where I heard it. Love will never keep us from our destiny. It will lead us into it.

I remember a telephone conversation several months ago with Scotty. “Do you feel you’re being disloyal to your past by loving me?” he asked.

I didn’t answer. I started crying.

“You don’t need to say anything,” he said. “And we don’t need to discuss it. But I wanted to mention it, get it out in the open.”

I wonder how long I’ve fought this lesson, fought opening up. Maybe the entire three months I’ve sat shriveled in front of the computer, glaring at the blank screen and the blinking cursor. Then
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