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For all the women I have yet to meet  may our stories
intertwine in courage, truth, and transformation.

May we recognize ourselves in each other and never stop
embracing our power and possibility.
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

We tell ourselves stories in order to live. This admired phrase by American writer and journalist Joan Didion captures the essence of what storytelling offers. Our narratives provide a way to make sense of the world around us, helping us navigate uncertainties and connect through vulnerability. In the spirit of storytelling, S.H.E. Volume Three continues the transformative journey of shared narratives, spotlighting the struggles, triumphs, and resilience of extraordinary women worldwidewomen from all walks of life, ethnicities, cultures, and experienceswho offer their truths in the spirit of healing, hope, and encouragement.

Since the beginning of this project in 2018, over 135 women have shared their stories and artwork across these pages, offering readers a glimpse into their unique paths of healing, empowerment, and self-discovery. Each volume stands as a testament to the power of storytellingrevealing the interconnectedness of our experiences, regardless of where we come from.

When I first embarked on this journey, the title S.H.E. Share Heal Empower reflected what I needed most: to share my own story, find healing, and empower others on my adventure through life. What started as a personal exploration soon evolved into a movement, connecting people through the beauty of raw, authentic storytelling. And, ultimately, arent the connections we forge the greatest gift we can give ourselves and the world?

Initially, I thought I understood what I was getting intowriting about women from different walks of life. But spending time with these incredible SHEROs has profoundly changed me. Their courage, persistence, and quiet achievements carry a gravity that stays with you. Throughout these three volumes, Ive realized we all belong to a daring tribewomen brave enough to share the intimate details of their journeys, weaving together a tapestry of experiences from every corner of the globe. From a dog musher to a death doula, a cancer champion to a chef, activists to artists, and so many more, the women featured in Volume Three, like the women in the books that preceded them, are redefining the rules of their lives with dignity and strength. Their stories remind us that life, no matter how challenging, must go onand with courage, it will.

This year, as I turned fifty years old, I found myself reflecting more deeply on the importance of continually redefining identity and listening to the whispers of the universe. I also recognized the necessity of squeezing out the wisdom from all those around usmen and women alike. We all carry lessons that can enrich each others lives if only we take the time to listen and learn. True growth comes when we embrace the idea that we are all students and teachers in this shared human experience.

Interestingly, the inspiration to continue with this third volume came not from a grand epiphany but from a chance encounter on the Ceylon Tea Trails in Sri Lanka. There, I met a woman picking tea leaves under the sweltering sun. Through a translator, I asked what message she wanted to share with women everywhere. Her reply was simple: Never give up, even when its hard. She spoke with unfiltered honesty about becoming a single mother after her husbands sudden death, raising two teenagers on wages of five dollars a day. Her courage and resilience stirred something in me. I never got her name, but her luminous smile and unwavering spirit will stay with me. If fate brings us together again, I hope she reads these words and knows the impact she left on me and this book. Our brief connection confirmed an endless choir of voices that need to be heard, so many more stories can offer us greater insight into ourselves and the world around usperhaps even make us better humans.

This volume offers a space for reflection and growth like the two before it. Real, raw, and unfiltered storytelling and art are a way to heal, transform, and connect us all. Every encounterlocal or globalreminds me that our stories are inspiring and serve as guideposts for personal growth. We are all navigating the delicate balance between simplicity and complexity, between sharing our stories and weaving them into the broader fabric of humanity.

As you explore the stories and art of these twenty-one SHERO storytellers and their artists, youll find each womans ability to reinvent herself through constructive, creative work offers a template for all of us striving to make life our own.

Through these three volumes, another community of luminous ladies is leaving their legacy, entrusting me with their stories as an author and you as a reader. Their narratives demonstrate that the needs of life will never cease, but our courage and determination can pull us through time and time again. As you immerse yourself in their journeys, may they remind you that truth resides in every narrative. We honor our experiences and affirm our shared humanity by expressing our truths.

We are all in this together.
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And all stories matterincluding yours.





CHAPTER 1
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DeeDee

My wanderlust takes me to all parts of the world, sparking an eagerness to explore, to experience, and to engage with interesting women who cross my path. And while I have met many fascinating, remarkable women, I had never met a female Iditarod phenom!

Visiting the Winterlake Lodge in Alaska, situated on fifteen acres overlooking Winter Lake along the historic Iditarod Trail, I had the unexpected pleasure of meeting DeeDee, a legendary dog musher. There as a guest speaker, from the moment she began telling her story, my family and I knew we were in the presence of someone extraordinary. It was quickly apparent that this mighty-but-feminine musher and trainer lives with an intensity and dedication few can match.

DeeDees words carried the weight and wonder of her years as a mushertales woven with the immense grit and resilience it has taken to compete in this race for nearly four decades! My twenty-something sons were riveted by DeeDees stories and the way she told them. Despite her petite frame, her presence filled the room. She wasnt just a mushershe was a storyteller, a leader, and a symbol of the enduring human spirit.

As a world-renowned dog musher, DeeDee has competed in more than 36 Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Racesthe grueling 1,000-plus-mile race across the Alaskan wilderness in the dead of winter, over jagged mountain ranges, desolate and often frozen tundra, and windswept expanses that can dip temperatures far below zero. Her dedication to her dogs and the sport of mushing has earned her a place among the most respected female figures in the field.

Two days after first meeting DeeDee in early June 2023, I had the opportunity to chat with her before my family and I set off to trek a nearby glacier. Walking away from that conversation, I felt completely captivated by her essence. DeeDee inspired me to become a better person, though words hardly capture how profound the moment feltit was as if my perspective on life instantly broadened.

Later, standing atop a majestic glacier and taking in the sweeping Alaskan frontier, I was reminded of our insignificance against natures grandeur. It was a humbling, awe-inspiring experience. Navigating this terrain is not for the faint of heart, making DeeDees achievements even more extraordinary.

Though retired from Iditarod racing since 2018, DeeDee continues to compete in various mushing events and dedicates her time to K9 training, philanthropy, and search and rescue missions. Shes also a sought-after guest speaker and kennel owner. Her story is an inspiring one of fortitude, courage, passion, grit, and resilience.
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Ive always felt a deep connection to the wild, a bond that began when I first set foot in Alaska as a teenager. Born in Frankfurt, Germany, to a military family, I moved around a lot as a child. But when we finally landed in Alaska, I knew I had found my home. The vast, rugged landscape spoke to me in a way no other place had, and it wasnt long before I found my calling in the world of dog mushing.

My first Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race was in 1980a race that would mark the start of my thirty-plus-year adventure in racing. After each race, I reflected on my mistakes and felt a strong drive to learn from them and to improve in all subsequent races.

As a legendary long-distance dog sled race, the Iditarod covers over 1,000 miles from Anchorage to Nome, Alaska, following a historic trail once used for delivering mail and supplies to remote villages. The trail holds a deep, almost spiritual significance for me. When I am on the path, I can feel the presence of the people and those who plodded this route before me. Their hardiness and energy flow through that frozen ground beneath my feet, encouraging me to push forward with a sense of purposea connection to something greater than myself.

During the race, harsh and extreme conditions occur, including sub-zero temperatures, fierce winds, and snow blindness, leaving my face feeling numb and wind burnt to the point of occasional frostbite. A combination of gear is crucial for extra warmth and protectiongoggles, facemasks, thick insulated hats, neck gaiters, and fleece or wool layers that leave only my eyes exposed. These safeguards are essential to prevent cold-related injuries on the treacherous terrain; a terrain which boasts everything from dense forests and frozen rivers, to an expansive wide-open tundra. As mushers or dog sled drivers, we guide teams of twelve-to-sixteen powerful sled dogs through the wilderness, together enduring and battling the elements of mother nature and extreme fatigue. Race durations usually range between eight-to-fifteen days and are run in both the light of day and the dark of night.

Alaskan Huskies are typically the type of dogs on my team, as they are bred specifically for sledding. They are not purebreds, however. Instead, they are a mix of Alaskan Husky and other breeds, dogs I select for their stamina, speed, strength, and endurance in these cold climates. These animals have an incredible work ethic and are very adaptive, making them excellent partners in mushing. Some Siberian Huskies are also used, as they are another breed known for their innate instinct for pulling sleds and their ability to withstand extreme cold.

Race durations and performance can vary due to a range of factors. Weather conditions can change severely, slowing down races and forcing us to take longer breaks, or proceed more cautiously due to dire conditions and visibility. Trail conditions can also vary greatly from year to year due to snowfall, ice, and temperature fluctuations. Firm, well-packed trails, for example, allow for faster travel, while deep snow, soft trails, and icy sections can impede travel and present greater risk and challenge. This is where the dogs can make a real difference. The performance of my dogs determines the pace, in both ideal and difficult conditions. Their health, stamina, and speed are vital components to the overall race. I carefully condition my team to manage faster paces, but we often need to rest or go slower to preserve the dogs well-being.

I like to think my strategy in carefully weighing weather, terrain, and the health and condition of my dogs plays a role in my timing. There is a balance between pushing my team versus knowing when to rest. Each musher does it differently, choosing to rest more frequently but for shorter periods, or opting for longer and less frequent breaks. Each decision made will influence timing. While mushers can strategically plan their rest periods, the Iditarod has mandatory stops that all teams must follow. These include a twenty-four-hour rest, which can be taken at any checkpoint before reaching the Yukon River. In addition, mushers must complete two mandatory eight-hour rests: one at a checkpoint along the Yukon River and the other at the village of White Mountain, seventy-seven miles shy of the finish line.

How I handle these stops affects my race time, too. I try to pray for no unexpected challenges, but there are always unforeseen eventsequipment failure, injury, or wildlife (my least favorite encounter!). As one can imagine, Alaska has vast wildlife. Moose are especially dangerous and are the most common wildlife encounter for mushers. They are large and become aggressive when they feel threatened. I had one charge me, and it was not a fun time. Wolves are relatively rare, but can also be problematic, as they are territorial and see us as threats. Someone asked me once about bear confrontations, but most grizzly and black are hibernating at the time of the race.

The bond my dogs and I have is crucial as we navigate through desolate stretches of land while passing through stunning mountain ranges, icy coastlines, and tiny, isolated villages dotting the course. It is not only a race of endurance, but a true testament to the deep connection I have as a human with these animals. Testing our teamwork and survival skills has been one of the most gratifying and challenging experiences I will ever have, which is why I continue participating in these demanding environments. My relationship with my dogs is just like a family. Our connections are built on trust, understanding, and communication.

Growing up, my family had unique personalities, strengths, and weaknesses. Fostering cooperation and harmony required that my parents employ a great deal of patience, understanding, and dedicated time. This same requirement holds true to the role of a musher. In the same way that we rely on family for support and encouragement during challenging times, a musher and her team must rely on each other.

In both relationshipsmusher to dog, and dog to musherthere is a balance of responsibility. As a musher, I lead, nurture, and protect my dog family. The dogs, in turn, provide the power, loyalty, and determination needed to reach our shared goals. Our mutual reliance mirrors how family members work together to navigate lifes challenges and support each other through the highs and lows. Ultimately, just as in a family, the bond that is established between me and my dogs is solely about respect, love, and our shared journeya journey where everyone contributes to the collective success and well-being of the group.

My grit and guts directly reflect what I inherited from my parents. My father had a twenty-six-year career in the Army, working his way up the ranks from Private to Lieutenant Colonel, completing his education with a Master of Military Science. My mother achieved her dream of attending the prestigious research university, William and Mary, in Williamsburg, Virginia, where she completed her undergraduate degree. She went on to earn a Master of Library Science from the University of Alaska Anchorage. At the time of her passing, she was close to completing her PhD, with only a few courses remaining.

Both my parents taught me to be adaptive. We moved around frequently because of Dads position in the Armya lifestyle that implores you to establish some grit and resilience. It also opens you up to new experiences and ways of living. I will never forget when Mom and I took the train when I was starting my first year at the University of Alaska Fairbanks, a leader in Artic research, wildlife biology, and ecology. While initially shocked at seeing dead birds hanging about for educational purposes, and caribou harvested for local ecosystem research, I realized that this was part and parcel of the land we now called home. Weather was another initial shocker. Our first winter was seventy-five degrees below zero! What an actual test of character those temperatures will bring! Though it wasnt always an easy road of adaptation, I eventually became completely enthralled with the adventure and freedom that Alaska affords, so much so that I couldnt imagine ever leaving.

After three years, I tested out of college; I knew I needed to be outside. I worked in Biology and Wildlife Management with a Biological Sciences & Renewable Resources degree. There were no jobs for women in the field at the time, which did not stop me. Despite my low self-esteem, I became the first woman to work as an Area Management Biologist in Western Alaska for the Alaska Department of Fish and Game. It was a significant decision, especially since many were drawn to higher-paying jobs at the time. I went on to work as a commercial fisheries manager also in Western Alaska and then became involved in commercial fishing. Additionally, I spent five years working as a sport fishing guide, further deepening my connection to Alaskas waterways and wildlife.

I have always loved adventure, and subconsciously or consciously, I pick undertakings beyond my scope and look for anything challenging. Even at a young age, I saw the risk of failure as a worthwhile proposition for me, a stance I seemed to adopt quite innately as I built my career. I truly believe that these professions are what forged in me the dedication, determination, sense of competition, and grit to become a prominent figure in Iditarod trail sled dog racing. The first race I entered was in 1980, and the rest is history, as that one race ignited a passion within me that has endured through both trial and triumph.

Since my first race in 1980, I have competed in the Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race thirty-six times. Beyond the Iditarod, Ive participated in other major dog sled races, including the Copper Basin 300, which I won in 2001. I also claimed first place in the Klondike 300 and the John Beargrease Dog Sled Marathon, a notoriously challenging long-distance event. Racing through some of the harshest conditions on earth has been an incredible challenge and one of the greatest joys of my life. My team and I have faced everything from blizzards and sub-zero temperatures to treacherous ice crossings. Every time we hit the trail, its a test of endurance, skill, and trusttrust not just in myself but the incredible team of dogs who run alongside me.

Throughout my experience dog mushing, I have had some incredible highs and some devastating lows, both personally and professionally. In addition to overcoming severe injuries sustained on the trailnumerous bouts of frostbite (even on my corneas) and a broken handIve undergone back surgery and battled cancer. Ive also had to recover from a devastating car accident that took the life of my grandmother and put both myself and my husband in the hospital. Then, in 2015, we lost our home in a fire that ultimately took ninety acres of our land and left little time to salvage anything. The only treasures we were fortunate to save were our dogs. Through it all, I leaned on the strength of my dogs, my faith, my community, and my resilience to keep going preserving my drive and passion for mushing.

The car accident that took my grandmothers life occurred in 1996. It was the first major event in my personal life that tested the depths of my grit. Despite my deep sorrow and injuries, I knew I had to continue my training for the Iditarod. There is something within me that has always kept me moving towards the trail. In 1997, only a few months after the accident, I finished fourth. This reminded me that despite the hardships that swirl around me, the unwavering determination and commitment I have to my sport is in my DNA.

I was diagnosed with breast cancer in 2002 and, again, found myself fiercely determined to dig deep to conquer this unexpected challenge. I underwent extensive surgery, including a double mastectomy and aggressive chemotherapy treatments. In 2003, weeks after completing chemotherapy, I lined up for yet another Iditarod race1,150 miles across the great frontier of Alaska. My determination to race was as much about healing my spirit as continuing my passion on the trail. For my mental health, I knew I couldnt sit in my sickness or sadness. I finished in 18th place that year, but the real victory came from knowing that I had completed the race under another layer of challenging circumstances. I truly want to show others, not only within the community of mushing, but to the cancer community at largethose who face similar strugglesthat they should never give up the fight. Being a breast cancer survivor, my battle with the disease only deepened my resolve and desire to inspire others. I felt fortunate to be asked to serve as an honorary chair for the American Cancer Societys Relay for Life and was invited to speak and share my story. I also started wearing a new mode of gearpink to promote cancer awareness!

Ive been fortunate to achieve many successes in my mushing career, including sixteen top-ten finishes in the Iditarod, with two runner-up placements in 1993 and 1998. I am particularly proud of being the only musher to have competed in both the Iditarod and the European Alpirod for three consecutive years, and at one point holding the fastest recorded time for a woman in the Iditarod. Throughout my career, Ive also been honored with several peer-voted awards, including the Most Inspirational Musher Award and halfway-point prizes based on race timings. However, receiving the Leonhard Seppala Humanitarian Award twice has been among my greatest honors. This award, determined by both veterinarians and peers, recognizes mushers who demonstrate exceptional care for their dogs. It stands out as one of the races most meaningful achievements, celebrating not just competitive success but also the unique bond between mushers and their teams.

People say I have an unyielding spirit, not just as a dog musher but as a survivor. While I am humbled by this label, I am just being me. I want to encourage others to dig deep, on and off the trail of life. While I am hyper-focused on my continued involvement with the Iditarod and caring for my sled dogs, I am equally dedicated to my work in search and rescue.

While winning is always a goal, it has been the journey and connection with my dogs that fuels my passion. This deep bond continues to motivate me, extending beyond racing into other areas of my life. Its this connection that drives everything I do, reminding me that the heart of mushing is the relationship with my dogsnot just the race itself.

One of my greatest passions is working with and advocating for canine rescue. Every dog deserves a chance, whether part of a sled team or a family home. As a kennel owner, Ive rescued and fostered numerous dogs over the years, helping them find loving homes or welcoming them into my pack. Im proud to use my platform to raise awareness for rescue organizations and to help ensure dogs receive the care and respect they deserve.

The dedication I have to my dogs is also what has propelled me in recent years to extend our combined strengths to life-saving missions. Together with my dogs, I volunteer with search and rescue operations across Alaskafrom Fairbanks through to the rugged and remote Kodiak Islanddeployed by the Alaska State Troopers. We navigate challenging and remote wilderness terrain to rescue people lost, stranded, or injured. Its exciting, risky, and extremely gratifying work, dealing with everything from wildlife encounters to severe weather and medical emergencies, to boating and aviation accidents. Teamwork is the key to a successful operation, as many areas are extremely rugged or accessible only by boat or plane. The conditions make search and rescue operations in this part of the country especially difficult, requiring experienced teams and well-trained search dogs.

My passion in training and working with dogs has always been about more than just racing. Its about building a relationship based on trust and support. Every dog has a distinctive temperament and my job as a musher and trainer is to honor that individuality while helping them reach their potential. I believe in positive reinforcement and fostering a sense of partnership with my dogs. In employing my dogs in both racing and search and rescue, we get them into the game of scent and look for tiny nuances. There are three disciplines: air scent, live person, and decomposition (odor) of human remains. The dogs train for this, and reading their behavior and the subtle clues they offer becomes a talent. This approach has helped me succeed in both racing and rescue efforts.

As much as I have a steadfast passion for dog mushing, I also have extensive experience traveling across Alaska by snow machine or snowmobile, particularly during my early career with the Alaska Department of Fish and Game. It is something Ive always enjoyed. As such, I was eager to engage in yet another new adventureparticipating in the 40th running of the Iron Dog as a member of the Ambassador Class Team. Its the worlds longest and toughest snowmobile race, covering over 1,500 miles, traversing the Alaskan backcountry in five days.

I ran with the elite. Among them was a six-time Iron Dog champion, alongside his son, Corey Davis, an Iron Dog Champion, and six-time X Games medalist. The group also included three champions, a runner-up, and a woman veteran rider. My grip on the highly modified snow machine I had purchased was tighter than the overwhelming insecurity I felt, but at least I had the satisfaction of knowing my machine had taken top spot the year before. I silently hoped the men around me would take me seriously. I wanted them to see that I was more than capablea serious competitor with a relentless driveand I was determined to prove it. What a rugged race that was jumping logs and using chainsaws to clear brushten to twelve hours a day of driving at ninety mph speeds and spending nights along the Yukon River! I am proud of myself for doing it.

I feel incredibly grateful for what I have and what I have accomplished. I have also been lucky enough to have married a man who has been a significant source of support throughout my mushing career while also successful navigating his own career as a commercial fisherman. My husband, Mike, has been instrumental in my life and is my most prominent advocate. We met while working for Fish and Game and married in 1977. I admire how he constantly encourages me to evolve, never setting limits for me or believing women should have a glass ceiling. There is no ego in this mans body. Our partnership reflects our mutual support and dedication to our personal and professional lives. I am blessed to have this man in my life.

At the heart of everything I do is a love for Alaska, the wilderness, and the animals who share my life.

Ive always believed that strength comes from facing challenges head-on and that compassion is at the core of authentic leadership.

Whether racing through the snow-covered trails of the Iditarod or working to give a rescue dog a second chance, I strive to live each day with determination, kindness, and respect for the world around me. I will continue to push past my fears with an its worth it mentality, which I feel has come with maturity. I had to build my confidence over timewhether it was using smaller chainsaws, learning new techniques on the trail, testing my endurance and agility with cross-country skiing, riding my fat tire e-bike along the windy trails, or even running marathons with Mike. My success has been a journey, not a sprint. Passion for what I do is what has propelled my dedication and drive.

Grit, determination, faith, and resilience have sustained me.

My journey in racing and rescue has been filled with highs and lows, but through it all, Ive been blessed to live a life of purpose and passion. Im grateful for every race, every dog, and every opportunity I have had to make a differenceon the trail and beyond. I have loved the path Ive taken and believe that everyone has the opportunity to forge the path they most desire, if they are willing to push through the challenges and celebrate the triumphs with equal measure and gratitude.





CHAPTER 2
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Mel

Do you ever sometimes feel like theres an invisible force pushing you towards someone or something? If so, then you know that remarkable sense of kismetthat spark of knowledge that you were exactly where you needed to be in that momentwhether its an event or a personal connection you experienced. This is the feeling I had when I met Mel. As soon as we connected, I immediately felt an effortless, natural bond taking place.

Mel, this chapters SHERO, is a death doula. I met Mel in a patient care training program offered through Hospice by the Sea. I think my own experience of losing my father to cancer when he was only thirty years old, my own conflicted feelings surrounding his death, and my desire to connect with those aging and ailing in life drew me to this volunteer endeavor. I later attended a Death Caf that Mel hosted. She facilitates these group discussions of death to allow those interested to openly share their experiences or feelings in a safe, open, confidential, and non-judgmental environment.

There were twelve of us in the discussion group that day. Some of us had lost loved ones, a couple of attendants were terminally ill and looking for guidance in helping their families come to terms with their impending deaths, and one had dealt with the attempted suicide of their teenage daughter.

I found that Mel was not only a fantastic storyteller, but incredibly empathetic and interested in each persons individual experience and journey with death. She truly exhibited great understanding, knowledge, care, and generosity. As an expert in the last phase of lifedeathshe brings much-needed hope and light to those looking to understand death.

Mels stories transported me back to Kathmandu, Nepal, where I traveled several years back, more specifically to the Pashupatinath Temple, renowned for its cremation ceremonies. I recalled the open-air cremations at the temples ghats (steps leading to the river), where the dead are burned on pyres (a large pile of combustible material for burning corpses) that are then released to flow into the Ganges River, the holy river of Hinduism. It was an eye-opening experience to the vast differences that exist when it comes to death. It was the most transparent and raw expression of the end of life, another form of storytelling and differing rituals when it comes to death.

During our interview, Mel sat on her throne of happiness, as she likes to call the square chair she prefers. It has a vibrant red seat cushion and is large enough to sit cross-legged, or cuddle with Bowie, her four-legged, furry companion. During our interview, it was apparent that she not only embodies kindness, compassion, and selflessness, but goes out of her way to help others in times of needproviding a comforting, calming, and positive presence with death. She makes a lasting impact on the lives she touches, including mine.

As a death doula, Mel helps both the living and the dying. Her ambitions are to not only aid the patients and families of the dying to give them a hands-on approach to coming to terms with deathbut to also educate the public in becoming more accepting of how natural and normal death is.

We discovered that we both believe American culture falls short when it comes to death. While there are great advances in treating terminal patients, we offer little when it comes to embracing the inevitability of death. Nor do we have customs around dying and death, rituals that truly offer comfort and peace to the dying and their loved ones. It is this profound void that propels Mels work.

Mels clients range from people pre-planning their dying experience and post-death memorialization to unexpected deaths by suicide or accidents, including accidental overdoses (poisoning is the PC nomenclature). Although not an addict herself, the disease of addiction has been a constant companion in Mels life. She has managed to find solace through Al-Anons fellowship (https://al-anon.org/), the twelve-step program for friends and family of those who suffer from the disease of addiction. The Al-Anon program emphasizes empathy, understanding, and shared experiencesall components of Mels work.

As a death doula, Mel is transparent with her objectives: to walk people to their deaths and help their loved ones accept the dying process. Mels work holistically includes grief by asking all involved to focus on loving connection to help ease the pain that comes with grief. It is this focus that guides the stories and rituals that honor the life of the deceased. She recognizes the suffering caused by grief and works to help loved ones learn that the pain is now part of their life experience. Mel even creates rituals for loved ones to perform when helplessness and doubt overwhelm them.

Most importantly, Mel teaches us to transform how society approaches the final chapters of life in ways that honor our dying and dead with dignity. She believes that when were dying, we just want to know how much we are loved and that our lives somehow made the world a better place. In our final moments, we know that whatever hardships we experienced or caused are outweighed by the love our lives brought to someone.
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The bravest thing I have done is trust myself.

I am a death doula in private practice. My goal is to be that conduit to advocate for normalizing conversations about the physical, emotional, and spiritual aspects of dying and death. I believe discussing dying and death is a way for people to accept mortality as part of their life experience. Talking about dying will not kill you, I tell people. End-of-life doulas, or death doulas as I like to be called, are non-medical support for the dying and their families.

Like many who are drawn to a particular calling, there was a profound moment in my life when all my experiences intersected, leading me to study death and how we can better approach it. In 2016, my friend Claudia invited me to accompany her on her final reoccurrence of cancer. I was impressed when I saw how she took charge of her treatment and planned her memorial. She didnt deny her fate; she embraced itnot with a desire to die, but with the realization that it was happening, regardless of desire.

It was Claudia who opened my eyes and my mind to the love that is encompassed within death. When it was evident Claudia was dying, she took control of her death narrative. She showed me how it is an act of love to communicate your wishes for how you prefer to die and how you want to be remembered, who you want to surround you, and what rituals or events you want to take place. I remember thinking about how amazing it was that you wanted your final moments to transpire. I realized everybody should be able to die surrounded by those whom they love. I also learned how important the other details of death arethe after-death details of how we wish to be honored, where our bodies go, and how we must address the footprint of our lives.

Claudia outlined many of the details of her memorial service as an act of love as it eliminated so much heartache and decision that would fall on others during their own time of mourning. She also addressed the footprint of her lifethe accounts she held and the organizations she was affiliated with. Where she was less prepared was sharing the information required to shut down her virtual life. Claudia didnt consider sharing her computer password or primary email account information with her family. This oversight made closing her online accounts difficult. From this experience, I learned the importance of sharing this information with someone you trust to make it easier for them to tidy up the administrative details required after death. Claudia made sure many of the details of her life and her lifes footprint were known to those she entrusted to handle them.

The experience I went through with Claudia opened my eyes to death and my mortality. Shortly after her passing, I read a book by Caitlin Doughty, Smoke Gets in Your Eyes, and discovered there was already a movement to change our relationship with dying and death. This is when I found the death doula vocation and when I began my journey.

In 2018, I attended an in-person seminar focusing on the role of the physical and technical details of dying and caring for the dead. Almost immediately, I called Hospice by the Sea. They are a local, nonprofit organization in my area, founded by a fantastic woman named Kathie Jackson, an RN with a mission to provide patients and their loved ones with comprehensive end-of-life care and influence better care for all in our community. She prioritizes comfort and quality of life by reducing pain and suffering in a way aligned with the goals of both the person and the family. I was thrilled to begin their patient care training course and became a hospice volunteer.

Through Hospice by the Sea, I also became certified in a program called No One Dies Alone or NODA for short. While this program addresses the high number of elderly orphans who have outlived everyone around them, including their children, it also addresses those who may have loved ones who just simply chose not to be present. The objective is to provide social support and comfort to patients who are showing signs associated with actively dying. I work with a team of volunteers to cover shifts ranging from four to six hours in the final seventy-two hours of the patients life. The settings I go to are long-term care facilities where I come in and set up a vigil to be with them. I hold their hands and gently touch their heads. Ive learned that a firm and gentle compression touch is preferred over the repetitive strokes of petting. If I can find stories of how their lives have made the world a better place, I repeat those stories to them out loud. Sometimes, I play their favorite music or read to them from books that may bring them comfort. The current scientific thinking is that near the end of life, two senses remain: a sense of touch and hearing.

In addition to my work with Hospice by the Sea, I participated in an intensive end-of-life doula training program through the International End-of-Life Doula Association (INELDA). I started attending Death Cafs around this time. Death Cafs were started in London in 2011 by Jon Underwood, who sought to normalize the conversations surrounding death. There is no agenda or promotion, no speakers or themes, let alone expectations. Death Cafs are always free and volunteer-based. In 2020, all local in-person Death Cafs were suspended. The world went online, and Death Cafs pivoted to meet the needs of people worldwide. I became a Death Caf host in June of 2020 with the help of co-hosts Mitsuo Tomita and nonagenarian Frank Stefano. Currently, I host two online and one in-person Death Cafs every month.

Again, influenced greatly by the experience I shared with my friend, Claudia, I started Last Acts of Love in 2018. The philosophy of Last Acts of Love is to work with people all over the worldto focus on the loving connections that are the underpinnings of our relationships. Whether your loved one has two legs or four, I want to help navigate the dying process for all those concerned. Since the inception of Last Acts of Love, I have helped over 100 families navigate the dying and death of a loved one. I work with people to find shared experiences of love with their loved ones and to help them accept their death surrounded by loving energy. I advocate for people to consider their options, from palliative care to legacy memorialization. My practice focuses on guiding people through their memory of 1) when they felt love for the dying, 2) when they felt their loved ones love, and 3) how their loved ones life has made the world a better place. Im most proud of my ability to foster open conversationpracticing active listening, focusing on loving connections, and doing my best to keep bureaucracy out of the room.

I also volunteer with Compassion and Choices, a national nonprofit that lobbies for the right to die on your terms, including medical aid in dying (MAID) and voluntary stopping of eating and drinking (VSED). I staff their tables at local events and host free workshops using their materials to discuss the various available end-of-life options. I continue to broaden my skills by taking classes and attending palliative care conferences hosted by California State University San Marcos Shiley Haynes Institute for Palliative Care. In 2021, I was awarded a scholarship through the institution, which allowed me to earn a Multidisciplinary Certificate in Pediatric Palliative Care.

Palliative care is a more specialized medical care focused on relieving severe illness symptoms and stress. A patient may have a team of people, including doctors, nurses, social workers, chaplains, and other specialists working together to provide an extra layer of support. This team is appropriate at any age and stage of a serious illness and is provided alongside curative treatment. Hospice care is a type of palliative care, specifically for patients who are in the final stages of a terminal illness, typically with a prognosis of six months or less to live. Hospice care focuses on providing comfort and quality of life rather than curative treatment, and it can take place in various settings, a patients home, hospice centers, hospitals, and long-term care facilities.

Diving deep into learning how I can help people have some say over their death gives me a sense of confidence in answering their questions when planning for their end-of-life. I want to be part of their process to ensure that they have the opportunity to die on their terms. As an act of love for my loved ones, Ive written down as much detail as I can think of to let my loved ones know what I want when I can no longer speak for myself. With the many clients Ive served and discussions I host, I learned something new to add to my list. The experience I shared with my friend, Claudia, opened my eyes and my mind to the need for a better narrative surrounding death and also to my mortality. For example, I want to be part of the chaos of life until the end. Just because my life is ending does not mean life is over. I would like to be included, whatever that looks like, until my last breath. I want to see the sun, hear my life stories being spoken to me, feel the warmth of life through a hand holding mine, and smell the fresh scent of nature. Open the windows, play music, and come cuddle with me and my dog on my deathbed. I like thinking that Ill have given my loved ones enough instructions on how they can help me die and rituals they can perform to bring us both comfort. Rituals are as simple as brushing my hair and dressing me in XL Hanes Beefy Ts.

I regularly remind my husband and children of our mortality. Its not uncommon to hear one or both of us say, If I die or you die before I see you again, know that I love you, when we leave the house. Its as natural of a conversation as Have a nice day or Drive safe. Our children, Kai and Mae, are authentic and courageous human beings. I feel fortunate to be their mother and am grateful theyre part of my life. Our children were exposed to death from a young age. My husband and I agreed that it was unnatural and unfair to shield them from the reality of mortality. My son was two when he was present to see his great-grandfathers corpse wheeled from the deathbed to the hearse.

With our son, we explained that great-granddads body didnt work anymore. My kids referred to this phrase through the consecutive deaths of their grandfather and other loved ones, including the family dog. As our kids grew older, they had a better understanding of death and the importance of loving connection.

In January 2020, my daughters beloved gymnastics coach died during an out-of-state team competition. On the way home from the meet, I was able to tell her the reason Coach Lydia wasnt present at her meet was that she died earlier in the day from an epileptic seizure. In 2017, my moms husband died of congestive heart failure. Our son shared his thirteenth birthday with Papa Dennis memorial service. Now, as young adults, Kai and Mae are not afraid of talking about dying and death with friends and family. They know how to access my phone and primary email to close my accounts when the time comes. Most importantly, they know I love them, and I know they love me.

The practice of acceptance and compassion for others and myself is an integral part of my personal and professional life. I use my practice to help people afflicted with the disease of addiction and their loved ones understand that death is a possible outcome when their disease is active. I work with families of people living with addiction. Some of my clients are the ones left behind after their loved ones die unexpectedly from their disease. The increased addition of fentanyl in counterfeit drugs sold on the street has contributed to the exponential rise of fentanyl poisonings in the USA. While families may be aware of their loved ones addiction, the deaths often come with feelings of shame, anger, and hopelessness. My duty to the family and the dead is to keep the focus on the whole person through stories of shared experiences of love and not on the cause of death.

When Im not working with individual clients, I work doing outreach with the community. I want to normalize the conversation around dying and death in a culture that emphasizes death avoidance. We live in a society where wellness and anti-aging are the marketing promises instead of accepting death as a natural part of life.

Advances in the physical treatment of life-limiting diseases have extended the prognosis of the afflicted. Medical advances are a double-edged sword. On one hand, they can lengthen the life of the afflicted. Conversely, treating a disease is not the same as curing it. The subtlety between treatment and cure is often missed in consultations with medical specialists. There is also a lack of emotional and spiritual acceptance around death. I believe that when we took treatment, transition, and after-death care out of the home and made it a business, the dying became separate from the living. I am curious if removing the physical caring for the dying and the dead also thickened the veil for emotional acceptance. Its a cultural norm to give the grieving three days to grieve your dead. Some companies and institutions allow no leave unless the dead are closely related.

What Ive learned in my experiences with the dying is that we have no control over the end. When were brave enough to accept our death, were blessed with the opportunity to make a transition and memorial plan to share with our loved ones. Stories of loving connection are such strong bridges between the living and the deadthe people who pass live on through the stories we share.

My work in death care has taught me the value of time, compassion, active listening, and shared love experiences. Ive also learned that care at the end of life and the rituals surrounding death fuel an industry that focuses on longevity and health in the living while honoring the lives of those who have died. My work focuses on normalizing the conversation around dying and death so everyone can have the best experience.

I have high hopes that everyone will not only know what a death doula does but also take comfort in knowing that although every death ends the same, there are choiceslast acts of lovethat can make the transition to death smoother, easier to embrace, and more compassionate. Its a limited narrative if we dont complete the story of our lives. Our death is the final chapter. And its one we can and should have a hand in crafting.





CHAPTER 3
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Lonnie

Lonnies story is one of true inspiration for anyone who may be contemplating a change in their life.

Perhaps youve started down a path only to wonder if you are truly where you are meant to be. Or perhaps you have thought about making a change in your life but are too afraid to take the leap. Or maybe you have multiple interests you would like to pursue and no idea of where to begin

From boots to bistro, Lonnies story is a remarkable tale of resilience, adaptability, and unyielding passion. While her diverse and inspiring background might seem daunting and unimaginable to some who are timid of change, her journey showcases how resilience, adaptability, and passion can drive one to succeed in various fields.

After dedicating five years of her life to the army, where she served with distinction and showcased her musical talents in the army jazz band, Lonnie transitioned into the civilian world with a new mission. For twenty-four years, she thrived in the retail industry, becoming a well-respected figure in the world of shoes. Then driven by an insatiable curiosity and a deep love for the culinary arts, she completely charted a new path for herself, embarking on a self-taught expedition to become a chef. Her hard work, creativity, and determination culminated in the opening her own restaurant, Artisan Urban Bistro, where she now shares her delectable creations with a large and growing customer base. I feel lucky to have met Lonnie two years ago and immediately knew I needed her to share her story in S.H.E.

When I first encountered this tenacious trailblazer, I was enamored with her unwavering commitment to her aspirations. I immediately recognized her innate ability to balance change with steadfast dedication to her goals. Anyone in the military, retail, and restaurant industries knows the degree of navigation necessary to succeed in those arenas, albeit one carrying greater risk to limb and life than another. Lonnies extraordinary life illustrates the beauty of adaptation, the strength that comes in taking on new challenges, the growth that can ensue when redefining oneself, and the joy that can result when we are unwavering in the pursuit of our dreams.

I was in Saginaw, Michigan, over the 2024 Fourth of July weekend and able to secure a short time with this busy boss babe. During our hours together at Artisan Urban Bistro, there was a buzz of activity as staff fluttered about readying for the day. Her ice machine was being repaired and another delivery man, in what seemed like a parade of deliveries and preparations, was loading a few fresh items in the reefer. It was exhilarating to witness the hum of activity; one that few of us realize happens hours before we walk through the doors of a restaurant to enjoy a delicious meal.

Not only does Lonnies restaurant serve a dedicated and loyal clientele, she works to engage all members of her community through her philanthropic work. One effort I had hoped to participate in is her Grateful Pasta night, which occurs every Wednesday at her restaurant; it is a night where pasta is served up with a portion of proceeds delivered back to local nonprofit organizations. Due to the holiday, however, Lonnie opted to postpone that popular event until the following week. Though disappointed in missing out, I loved the idea of combining delicious food with a spirit of giving, fostering a sense of unity and support within the community.

Through our conversation, I learned that Lonnie is always looking for ways to improve, to grow, and to inspire. She spoke of identifying live human signposts that guide her on to what is next. She is both engaging and engaged. Networking comes natural to her. Her ability to connect with people is woven into all aspects of her lifefrom her social interactions, to her business activities, to her community activism. Lonnie is simply not one to sit still, to linger long without adding to the dynamic around her. She not only demonstrates a strong desire to better herself, but to add to the greater whole.

Lonnie is a natural-born teacher and guide to many. She is the epitome of paying things forward, thankful for all the help, guidance, and mentorship she received along her own journey. Her story demonstrates the importance of adhering to our dreams, of recognizing the events and paths that have shaped us, of embracing change and the opportunity to learn, and, most importantly, listening to
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