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      This book is dedicated to Dr. Neil A. Martin, Chief of Neurosurgery of the UCLA Medical Center and Dr. Timothy Cloughesy, Director of the UCLA Neuro-Oncology Program who, along with their teams of extraordinary doctors and caregivers, saved my life and are continuing to preserve it, and for all the other physicians who have saved the lives of myself and my family over the years. These are my shamans.
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      I would especially like to thank Dr. Myles Saunders and Dr. Christopher Kopecky, who were always there for me at the other end of a phone line, day or night, with advice and support. They helped me be an advocate for my wife, and for that I can never thank them enough.


      
        
      


      –Whitley Strieber


      
        
      


      We would both like to thank our son and his wife who give of themselves on our behalf with absolute devotion and love, and whose support so lightens the weight of our great ordeal.


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        

      


      "If you want to make God laugh, tell Her your plans"


      
        
      


      –Anne Lamott


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter One–Anne


      
        
      


      This is a story of sickness and of a strong marriage made stronger by adversity. Although I'm now facing an even greater challenge than the one that begins this story, I've been incredibly lucky. While it is a tale of loss, it is also one of grace and the love that drives a deep marriage. But mostly, it is a story about how a person who was fairly indifferent to religion–and skeptical about most religious doctrine–began to experience real miracles happening in her own life for a time after great trauma, as if she were, somehow, entering a kind of permanent state of miracle.


      In October of 2004, I came face to face with death. I took a journey that left me a profoundly changed and enriched human being. Now I am once again facing death–and this time, and this time the illness is even more serious. This is the story of that experience, too–not of any fear associated with it, though. Fearing death is a wall, and I'm on the other side of that wall, in a place of freedom. A big part of this book is sharing the journey that led to that freedom.


      But before we get to this latest chapter in my life, I would like to go back to the beginning of the journey, back to a rainy afternoon late in 2004, when, like most of us, I never considered death at all. Oh, I knew that I would die. But not now. Not today. Not on this day.


      Then everything went dark.


      Almost dying really clears the brush out of your brain. The aneurysm that burst inside my brain seemed to have given me some sort of celestial shock treatment. I once heard an interview with the actor Anthony Hopkins, in which he said, "Whatever God is, He has a sense of humor." I've found this to be most definitely true. I had a near-death experience, but not one that involved crystal cities and angels. No, I was taken to the World of the Dead by my dead Siamese cat, who seemed disgusted by the fact that I couldn't find my way to the place myself.


      I did meet a celestial being–what I call an angel–but he wasn't floating on a cloud. He was Xeroxing in a copy shop. And he didn't have a message for me; he had a message–a stern one–for my loving and solicitous husband.


      After I got a message saying, "You have everything you need," something I wanted magically appeared in my life. It wasn't manna from heaven–it was a box of dryer sheets.


      Most people know their birthday. I also know my death day, or at least when it was supposed to be. I was slated to die on October 20, 2004. While now, in 2013, I have been diagnosed with a brain tumor, I'm not dead yet.


      I have gone on a long and dangerous journey into an unknown world, one from which few return. For those who do come back, most remember little. In my case, one thing is extremely clear: I remember a point at which I was given a choice. There was a natural desire to live and survive, and I was looking for ways to do it. But I think that if I hadn't found a guide, I wouldn't have made it.


      On October 16, 2004, without any warning, an aneurysm suddenly burst in the left side of my brain.. I don't remember much about it, but my husband Whitley says I staggered up the steep stairs leading to the laundry apartment where we were living then, complaining of a terrible headache. He followed me to the bathroom where, with shaking hands, I attempted to open a bottle of the pain relievers I had then been taking. Soon after, I fell to the floor in a seizure.


      One of our friends, Dr. John Lerma, is a hospice physician. He once told me that when he began working in the area of palliative care, he was surprised to find that, when he would make his rounds, some of his dying patients would tell him that they had received a visitor. Checking with the nurses at the front desk, they would tell him that no one had visited the patient. You have to sign in if you come to visit a hospice patient, so there was no doubt about this, yet it happened again and again.


      Usually, four days later, the patient would die.


      When Dr. Lerma went to a hospice physicians’ conference, many of them reported the same thing: After a terminal patient received one of these visitors, the patient would frequently expire.


      As Dr. Lerma got to know his patients better, they began to confide in him and told him that these visits were from dead people. This even happened with his own father, whose hospice care John was supervising at his home. "You were right, Johnny," his father told him. "I had a visit last night from an old army buddy who died in the war." And sure enough, he too was dead four days later..


      Knowing that when an ill or near-dead person says they recently have had visitors–especially from people they once knew who are dead–I always tell their relative or friend to find out. I wonder now, as I am once again standing before death’s holy mountain, if I will be visited thusly in the days before I die. If so, who will it be?


      This is a story not only of survival against impossible odds, but of surrender to even more impossible odds and the letting go of forgiveness.


      I look for my dad, for my mother lost so many years ago, but I’m not so sure that I want to see them!


      Back in 2004, I had my first visitor, although at the time I had no idea at the time that he–or she–was a harbinger of death. What I saw was not a person, and there is a tragic reason for that, which I will explain in a moment. I suddenly found myself looking into a familiar and beloved face–that of our dear cat Coe, who had been our son’s childhood pet.


      But I sensed that my visitor's true identity was different. Coe was certainly there, but the world of the dead does not work like the world of the living. I had a powerful feeling that I was in the presence of my mother, and the reason that she would appear in that form is a sad one. She committed suicide when I was seven, so I really have no memory of her face and no photographs of her, and thus could not have recognized her. So she came in that familiar and beloved form instead, and I felt her tender and loving presence at the same time that I also felt the jovial, kindly spirit of a mischievous and delightful little cat.


      I heard him say inside my head, "These stupid humans–don't even know how to find the world of the dead on their own!"


      He took me to a place that looked like a subway or Greyhound bus station, an underground waiting room lit with those weird yellowish lights you see in such places. The place was busy: I had the impression that lots of people were around, and that they were clutching bulging shopping bags and suitcases, maybe the memories they wanted to bring with them from life. And I somehow knew that they weren't going to be able to go on, to catch that subway or bus until they were willing to put their packages down.


      I've related this vision to several people and one of them gave me a great gift. He was a presenter at one of the conferences Whitley and I spoke at, and we had been sitting next to each other in the auditorium, listening to the other speakers.


      I had spoken about my near-death experience with Coe, and it turned out that this fellow presenter was carrying a heavy "package" as well, and hearing my story made him realize that he needed to put it down.


      When I returned to my seat after my presentation, he told me that he


      had something he felt deeply guilty about (he didn't go into detail). He said to me, "I looked down during your talk and saw a black bag at my feet." He didn't know where it had come from, and it wasn't there the next time he looked, so it wasn't physically real, but he immediately had the insight that this dark package was the guilt he needed to put aside, so he could live this life to the fullest.


      When I returned from the podium, he told me about this and I thanked him because it meant that my story had changed his life in a small but important way–in other words, he gave me a great gift.


      My childhood was a sad one–not only did my mother kill herself, but I became a Cinderella of sorts: I had a step-mother who had children of her own and definitely did not appreciate my presence. Like Cinderella, I became a sort of household servant, trapped in a cold and loveless life.


      To find my own way somehow, I moved to New York from our home in the Midwest, and had the incredible luck to meet Whitley. We fell deeply in love, started on our honeymoon a year later, and are still on it!


      On my adventures with Whitley, I've met several psychic mediums (people who contact the dead), some of whom are more powerful than others. One of the most powerful is Glennys MacKay, who lives in Australia, but occasionally emails me to say that she has been "called" to come to California.


      On one of these trips, she held my wrist briefly, then reached into her cavernous handbag, took out a cloth handkerchief and began to weep into it, her shoulders shaking. I should mention that Glennys is a rather old-fashioned person who resembles Margaret Thatcher, so she is the type to actually have a cloth hankie in her purse.


      When this happened, I knew she had seen my childhood. She said, "There's someone here named Lillian, who says that perhaps she was a little hard on you." Lillian was my step-mother's name–something Glennys had no way of knowing. Unlike fake psychics who draw names and information out of responses to the questions they ask, Glennys doesn’t ask questions, and she comes up with names on her own, without any subtle explorations.


      I thought, “Lillian considers that she was a little hard on me? It was a little worse than that!”


      Clearly, Lillian was not ready to face the truth of what she did to me. She had yet to put her own life packages down.


      What happened next during my near-death experience was that I was given a choice. I heard a disembodied voice that sounded a bit like a loudspeaker announcement say, "You can keep going if you want to," and I knew that meant I had the choice of whether to live (and return to the world) or die (get on that bus or train to wherever).


      I later told my neurologist what I'd heard, and he agrees with me that I probably had a choice of whether to live or die at that moment.


      I chose to live, and now that I am facing death again, I make the same choice–as long as I can, I will live. I want to give my love to my husband and my family, to revel in the richness of this world. But when the end comes, I will face that, too. Fear is not part of my journey. Love is my truth.


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Two–Whitley


      
        
      


      My part of our story must also begin with the little Siamese cat who became Anne’s guide in the world of the dead. Coe came into our lives in 1984. When our son reached the age of six, we felt it was time for a pet to enter the family. When Andrew was two, we'd had a disastrous experience with a bulldog that became dangerously belligerent when our little boy started walking. Growing up in Texas with a lot of my life spent in rural areas among hunters, I know a fair amount about dogs. When Nelson suddenly bit Andrew, breaking the skin on his nose and drawing blood, I locked the animal in the second bathroom in our New York City apartment. There was no question in my mind that the next attack would be fatal.


      We certainly did not want to have the dog destroyed, so we found him a home with a trainer who specialized in rehabilitating dangerous dogs. Our bulldog turned out to be such a powerful alpha male that the trainer gave him a job leading his resident pack of troubled pooches back to their normal doggish sense of loyalty. So a dangerous pet for a little boy ended up being a great success in a new career. He lived a good and useful life which, when we went to see him, we could tell he very much enjoyed. This powerful leader of dogs had found the perfect job, and our little boy was safe.


      We did not want to go through the emotional turmoil of another incident like that, so we decided to get Andrew a cat. But what kind of cat?


      I did some research, talked to friends, and soon came to think that a Siamese might be close to ideal. Unlike Maine Coons or some of the other active breeds, a small Siamese can fit very well into an apartment as small as ours and live a happy indoor life.


      So I thought I'd found the perfect breed–and, in fact, I soon found the perfect cat.


      Anne wasn't home when Coe first arrived in our life as a Christmas present for Andrew. To make sure the surprise wasn't given away, she had taken Andrew to Disney World in Florida.


      When, after a long day of experiencing Mr. Toad's Wild Ride and various other Disney World attractions, Andrew was tucked into his bed at the hotel, Anne eagerly called me on the phone and whispered into the receiver, "Did everything go OK? Have you got our kitten?"


      "The cats are here," I replied.


      Notice the plural–Anne certainly did.


      Weeks before, she had responded to an ad in the newspaper. She said, "I want an active cat for a little boy."


      The breeder replied immediately: "Oh, I have the cat for you."


      This could not have been more true. Coe–the name was invented by Andrew–was at least as loyal and friendly as a dog. He was also a curious, independent cat. Coe was always the family clown. But he was very smart and quite capable of lying. One time, we heard the sound of breaking glass coming from Andrew's room. A minute later, Coe stumbled out looking confused, and gave an enormous yawn, as if to say, "What was that?" We knew he was the culprit, of course, but the lie was very convincing. If there had been anyone else rolling around on that table when the vase went over, we might have even believed him.


      When I was at the cattery, I was impressed and touched when a female cat named Sadie jumped into my lap. She was a black Burmese and the breeder told me that she had been taken by the state from an abusive owner. "She really seems to like me," I said.


      "She certainly does,” the breeder replied. “Why don't you take her home too?"


      I bought the sucker line, of course. I didn't know that Burmese, in general, love laps, and therefore that Sadie would come to be petted whenever anyone sat down. But the breeder was no fool. She had an extra cat to get rid of and knew an easy mark when she saw one.


      Sadie was with us for nine happy years. She practically lived on my lap. She wrote nine books with me. My novel Catmagic was inspired by her.


      After she died, I felt as if I'd lost one of the best friends I'd ever had. In fact, a few days after her passing, she suddenly jumped in the window of my office and came trotting toward me. It was so realistic that, in the moment, I forgot she was dead and spread my hands to pick her up and put her in my lap.


      Then I thought, “But she’s dead,” and she disappeared. At that time, I was just getting used to the dead being in my life, but it feels much more commonplace now. What we call death is something else. It isn’t the end.


      As a boy, there had been cats in the house, but I’d never really dealt with them directly before encountering Coe and Sadie. But it didn’t matter. They taught me everything I needed to know. Coe was very practical. He saw what was needed, and he did it. When Anne and Andrew returned two days before Christmas, I hid both cats in our bedroom, our plan being to surprise Andrew on Christmas morning.


      That was not, however, Coe’s plan, and early on Christmas morning we were awakened by Andrew calling out, "Help, help, there's something in my bed and it's alive!"


      We rushed to his bedroom to find that Coe had somehow gotten out. How he had done this we never knew. He must have slipped out as one of us was coming to bed. When Andrew woke up, he was horrified to discover a little, living ball of fur snuggled up next to him. Coe had arrived and he was ready to do his job.


      In addition to teaching me to understand and concentrate on my own job, he also taught stress management. So many times when I would be struggling with something in one of my books, or with the bills, or whatever, I would pass him as he lay stretched out in a sunbeam. He would look up at me disdainfully, as if to say, "What's the rush?" I still try to remember that lesson.


      He taught me the importance of touch. I don't come from a demonstrative family, so I'm not a natural hugger. Coe loved to be petted and fondled, and with his silky fur, it was impossible to resist touching him. I found myself touching other people more as well, a healthy lesson that I have never forgotten.


      Coe was a born housecat–he had no instincts. He was terrified of mice and when he fell, he certainly didn't land on his feet.


      Everyone in our family remembers Coe's Big Adventure when, after much begging and pleading, we finally relented and let him go outdoors at our country house. Just as we'd feared, he disappeared immediately, despite my frantic efforts to keep track of him.


      However, I had a feeling that I’d be able to find him. I went walking slowly through the woods with my hands cupped around my ears until I heard what I expected: the pitiful cries of a hopelessly lost Siamese. I followed the sounds and discovered Coe's problem. He hadn't gone far, but he was trapped on the far side of a river that was, at most, three fingers wide. But crossing that cataract was far beyond his skills, so all he could do was sit there and call for help.


      He was extremely glad to be home again. And what was the first thing he did when he got home? Why, he used the cat litter, of course. Anne said to me, "That cat doesn't even know how to pee in the woods!"


      Coe also taught me that the good die young, especially if they're purebred cats. Of course, it was also true that his work in our family was done. Andrew had grown up and gone away to school. Sadie had passed away, and now it was just the three of us. Kids were his job, and, deep inside, I think he knew that and was ready to go find another life beyond.


      When we was about eleven, he began ranting a lot, so we took him to the vet and found out that he was filled with cancer. The doctor opened him up, saw the situation was hopeless, then closed him again so we could come to him and say goodbye.


      Anne and I took turns burying our faces in his fur for the last time, and that fur was covered with tears, believe me. He had become such a deep part of our hearts that letting him go was very hard. But we did it because the little guy could not have sent us a clearer message: My body is all used up and my work it done. It's time for me to go home.


      Everybody goes home. Sadie went, Coe went, and now I think Anne will go, too. Then me, captured as well in the grandeur of time. I suppose I should speak of fighting death, but why? Why not see it instead as the beautiful passage that it is? In our world, we are taught to hate death and fight against it with all our strength. But why? We belong to nature, and all things die.


      In my heart there is deep peace. Anne will go, I think, before me, and I will be left here for a time carrying her sacred meaning in my heart.


      I don’t find that terrible, I find it beautiful. A good, grand woman completing her journey–what joy.


      When I called Andrew and told him the news about Coe, he said, "You know, he had a great personality."


      "Honey," I said, "He was nothing but a hank of hair. That cat was all personality."


      For some reason, I regularly see the ghosts of people who have died, so I wasn't too surprised to see Coe as he was preparing to make his journey to the other side. Of course, he couldn't find his way, so I "picked him up" and pointed him toward the light.


      He leaped away and was gone along that glowing path.


      Nobody ends–not people, not cats, not plants. The universe is immeasurably benevolent and profoundly moral. It does not discard the living. In fact, we are here to be cherished by its consciousness, not forgotten.


      I guided Coe towards the world of the dead, so perhaps I shouldn't have been surprised when he returned to do the same thing for Anne.


      The other thing about this universe that one learns on the deep journey into death is that balance is at its heart. Death leads to birth, sorrows to joy, and if we let ourselves be embraced, then its compassion will enclose us.


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Three–Anne


      
        
      


      The reason that I had survived even far enough to be taken to the hospital the first time was that Whitley had known what was happening to me, that he needed to call an ambulance immediately, and not try to treat me at home. My brain bleed was so terrible that even a few minutes delay could have been fatal.


      The reason that Whitley recognized what was wrong with me when I collapsed was because he had done so much research on aneurysms on the internet, ever since a friend of ours had the same problem a few years before.


      This friend is what is known in psychological terms as a sociopath–someone who has no conscience and who is unable to care about other people. Like all sociopaths, he wasn't born this way–he was made this way by childhood abuse, so he is as much a victim as a victimizer.


      This person reminds me of a rattlesnake, because you have to tread so carefully around him. He once threatened me with a pistol. He stole ten thousand dollars from us. I could go on and on about the reasons I've never liked him, but that's not the point. The point is this: He had an aneurysm himself, which left him partially paralyzed. Before this, he was always very independent, so I'm sure he hates his current situation. I've tried very hard to forget the past and try to forgive him and feel sympathy for him, but I've never been able to do it–until I realized that he played a major role in saving my life.


      I have to ask myself this question: On a soul level, did this man sacrifice himself so that I would survive? Was he somehow compensating me for the cruelties he has visited upon me and my husband? He has a lot to atone for, but if he did this, then he has made up for it all.


      The next time I see him, I will be able to greet him with genuine thanks and love, even though I'm sure this will only confuse him.


      After I finally got out of the hospital, I experienced some bewildering changes. For wont of a better phrase, I called them the gift of "shamanic intuition." It wasn't that I could predict the future–it was that I suddenly saw how all the pieces fit together, as if life was a giant jigsaw puzzle. I've since learned that other people who have nearly died have gained this ability as well. One person wrote me an email that said, "Anne got psi from her NDE, it happens to lots of us."


      After my near-death experience, I had indeed become somewhat psychic, but a more accurate term for what I experienced is "synchronicity," because I saw one piece of life, and then another, slide into place. I somehow "knew" where I was needed and what I was supposed to do in the greater scheme of things. It was a
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