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INTRODUCTION

I am the daughter of a serial killer. For all intents and purposes, the first twenty years of my life were nothing but crappy. My suffering and self-inflicted guilt and shame went beyond my father’s name in national news, his creepy smiley faces left on letters to the detectives who were looking for the crazed murderer. They would find out later all of it was unmotivated by money, greed, jealousy, or passion. All murder is senseless, but without any motive, the trail of women’s bodies found along wooded paths didn’t add up to much of a pattern that could help detectives determine if the murders were linked. My father was eventually caught when the police had the wrong man in custody and my father’s ego just couldn’t take it. He wrote letters to authorities begging them to notice him. Who knows what would have happened if his pride hadn’t given him away; would he still be driving his truck on long hauls, dropping into my house to ruffle the hair of his grandkids and eat at our table, snapping the bread sticks in the very way he casually snapped women’s necks?

At some point in my life, as my children grew and my elders aged, I realized that life is but a blink. What was once a forever moment of holding my newborn has turned into a flash of a teenager’s life. What was once me being a little girl has turned into my not remembering how to do child’s play.

And in those small spaces where time slips away, I have spent so much of it in self-deprecation: filling voids with food, numbing guilt with isolation, sacrificing good sleep to anxiety, seeking solace in random religious practices, and generally believing that this was pretty much it—the way it goes. But then there came a point in my life; call it midlife or simply the pivotal moment when you realize all it really comes down to is a choice. I can choose to hate, chip away at relationships, and continue living a false identity created by labels, other people’s opinions, fear, hopelessness, blame, and an irrational need to do penance and pay restitution for other people’s sins. Or I can choose something else.

I’ve been told by therapists and experts alike that “daughter of a notorious serial killer” can no longer be my identity. One of the famed researchers I interviewed for this book called this identity dangerous. These people say I must forge a new path and become Melissa. But my past is what got me to my present. It’s what empowers me to interview on television other people who have been victims of horrendous crimes against them or their loved ones, and to act as a type of spokesperson for surviving all kinds of painful experiences. So one doctor thinks this is dangerous, while others who don’t know me or my work with survivors and families affected by violence assume I am capitalizing on my father’s crimes, using them to become “famous” myself.

But what if I choose joy? What if I choose to wake up every single day and pursue the good in life rather than wallow in the bad? We have so little time on this earth; to really comprehend the shortness of this process we call life is to receive a gift. I simply decided one day to say yes to receiving the message—the one that is alerting me that I am squandering my short time here—and to get with the program.

The question then became, what is the program? There are several practices that, while not etched in stone tablets somewhere, are the tenets of life itself. For a long time, I had turned my back on many of the experiences discussed in the following pages out of pure ignorance of the many parts of what it takes to be fully human. I denied the divine medicine that we have been gifted with in biology, psychology, and spirituality—esoteric and complex aspects of living: hope, fear, awareness; plus the day-to-day things that are so front and center, so “in our faces” that we often cease to see them, things like nature, compassion, forgiveness, and love. Especially love.

When I set out on my journey to say yes to life, I thought it would be about healing and transformation, but it wound up being about becoming one with the deepest version of myself. This meant loving oneself, forgiving oneself, and finding peace within oneself to the point where your highest confidence leads you to follow the path that you think is the right one, and then to have the courage to face the fact that that very road might not be leading you home. And when you have to change course, being aware of yourself gives you the faith and knowledge to make a change without the drama of beating yourself up, sinking into quicksand, or pulling away from others and opportunities.

So what does this all mean? Where does the journey begin? By acknowledging that you have somehow woken up in the vastness of life, in the middle of where you are and where you must go; by accepting that you are not living the life you want to live. It is the facing of fear, the fear that the voices in your head dance to and turn louder while you are holding your ears screaming for it to PLEASE JUST STOP. It’s overcoming those gremlins in your head that love nothing more than to watch you try to cross the street and make you question whether you know how to cross the street until you are paralyzed in the middle of the road being mowed down by a bus. It means forgiving yourself when you are guilty as charged, but especially when you did nothing to earn your self-loathing. It means trying to forgive yourself and your trespassers, and living a life that is not driven by the pain that you have experienced.

What I am talking about is saying goodbye to a state of neglect and walking toward light. It’s about holding on to hope, dreamy hope, that state we mock because we don’t understand it. It’s about tapping inner resources that we are born with, whether we have an IQ of 60 or 160. It’s about supporting ourselves by getting to know ourselves beyond the identification of the pain experience—beyond what people have told you you couldn’t do and, worse, what you have told yourself couldn’t be done! It’s about being artful and creative and being one with nature.

I know it sounds like a bunch of kumbaya crap, but is that really where we are in this society? To believe that positivity and optimism and self-love is just a load of crap, something those “crazy” people do? That’s sad. That’s why we’re all so sad.

After years of fostering shame and horror about my past, I decided that I didn’t want to be sad anymore. I didn’t want to look into the eyes of my children and not feel complete joy. How could that be? All my life I was told I would know a love no purer and no more powerful than the love of a child, but still something was missing. And now I know what that was. Love. Self-love. Without it, I wasn’t whole. And that’s what led me on my journey.

From the moment I wrote Dr. Phil and went on his Get Real Retreat in 2008, I believed I wasn’t whole because of my father and what he did. I believed I wasn’t whole because I was spawned by a malicious, violent, sick predator and murderer and because I wore clothes from Goodwill, had a mouth full of bad teeth, was on the brink of being homeless, and lived under the “guidance” of a hardworking but emotionally unavailable family, along with my physically and emotionally abusive tyrant of a stepfather who threw my mother across the room if one of us kids drank too much juice—the very juice that my father would buy us on one of his random visits just days after raping, strangling, and leaving women for dead in the most beautiful wilderness areas of the Pacific Northwest—God’s Country.

I thought I wasn’t whole because I didn’t have religion, I didn’t know God; I wasn’t a good Catholic and then wasn’t a good Mormon, then a terrible Christian, until I wavered between believing in God at all. These are good reasons to believe one is not whole, in my biased opinion.

Whatever led you to this book, perhaps you totally get how easy it is to lean on horrific things to define you and your worthlessness, whether they were in your control or not. But labels aren’t real. Because they aren’t me. And they aren’t you. And hopefully after you close this book, you will have begun to let go of your labels and glimpse the self-love you have for yourself, recognize a part of yourself you would like to develop, or discover new ways or insights that help you get up every day and face it with a full heart.

I teamed up with my friend Michele Matrisciani, and over the past two years we have had a multitude of passion-filled conversations about our mutual respect and adoration for many published authors, experts, and everyday people we’ve met who live with shame and pain and who are learning how to overcome. The result is this book. We tell it in the first person of Melissa Moore because the central stories come from my life. Throughout this book, we use the word storm to refer to the challenge or painful experience that has brought you to this book. Our storms add depth and context and humanity and richness to our stories. It wasn’t until I was writing my own memoir, Shattered Silence, that I could stop and give myself a pat on the back for something I once did well that I hadn’t noticed before. Writing that book was also a time of reflection as I winced at errors in past judgments and actions. But the storms that we live through are a part of us only in that they have led us to this page, then that’s where they stop. A storm functions as the critical backstory or the prequel to the legend that explains why the wicked witch became wicked in the first place. What keeps her wicked is entirely separate and absolutely her choice.
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Throughout this book, you will see phrases like “according to” and “he said,” “she told me,” “research shows,” and so on. I pulled together as much as I could from experts through original interviews and through tons of reading. This is how I learned to reframe the pain experience into the healing process, until we love ourselves so much that we can’t help but feel WHOLE. The process is not perfect, but it’s how I muddled through to my own understanding of myself, and I hope it will resonate with you. By all means, some discussions may come too early or too late in your personal experiences. I hope you will still find solace and strength in the book’s ideas, no matter when or how you move through them.
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Thank you to all the authors, researchers, therapists, and experts who provided interviews and other helpful insights regarding this book: Thom Rutledge; Rabbi David Wolpe; Pat Love, EdD; Fred Luskin, PhD; Anthony Scioli, PhD; Barry Vissell, MD, and Joyce Vissell, RN, MS; Daniel Rios; Marisa Minutoli; Pat Longo; and Natasha Shapiro. And to the brave women and men who shared their pain experiences and healing journeys with us. My intention was to bring them together and integrate them in a specific way as I learned to reframe my own pain experiences and make sense of my world and find a better place within it. These ideas have worked best for me. I touch upon them not in ways meant to be comprehensive, but to invite you to read about things that maybe you otherwise wouldn’t have read and to consider learning more about the concepts that resonate with you.

As you turn the page, I hope you do so with the choice to watch, to heal, to open, to leverage, to elevate. I wish you to be WHOLE.
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Watch the Storm

THE WISDOM OF INACTION

You are the sky. Everything else—it’s just the weather.

—Pema Chödrön

What’s Inside:

Preparation and Contemplation

The Consequences of Nonacceptance

Trauma: It’s a Family Affair

The “Natural” in Doing Nothing

Clarity: The Result of Doing Nothing

Your Storm Gives You Special Status

A Mind-Set of Acceptance

Assessing the Conditions of the Storm

Emotions as Our Guideposts

You Are Here: A Course in Mindfulness

You Are Not the “I” of the Storm

Building Strength by Finding the How

In the movie Deep Impact, a comet hits the earth, causing a tsunami that devastates North America. It’s pandemonium. A father and daughter, resigned to the fact that they will not make it to safety within the mountains, head to their most cherished place, the ocean. In a harsh reconciliation with mortality, the young woman buries her head in her father’s collar. “Daddy,” she cries. She is afraid, yet she looks up, watching the storm. Her father, ever so contemplative and protective of her until the end, closes his eyes and cradles her in his arms.

Cut to the next scene where others are succumbing to their better-known primal instincts, running and screaming in panic from the inescapable. Amid the chaos in the streets, a middle-aged couple ceases their escape attempt and acts on their last purposeful urge. They spend their final few moments gazing into each other’s eyes, giving themselves the gift of an indelible image of strength and love.

Did the people running away from the inevitable somehow lose out on the preciousness of their few remaining moments? Was there something to be gained in the midst of their loss? Is it better to go down fighting than to go down possessing the moment in which you are taken? Now, I’m no philosopher, and I’m certainly not saying we shouldn’t persevere over life’s greatest obstacles, or at least try, but consider the wisdom in these characters’ inaction. In the moments of taking their last breaths, the married couple, as well as the father and daughter, represented to me the importance of paying attention to the moment, to themselves, and to each other. They watched the storm. Of course, their fate was sealed by a natural disaster, and it’s likely the storm you find yourself in won’t have such a dire outcome. Nevertheless, there is great clarity and acceptance in the pause they take from fighting the conditions around them, and that’s what I’m talking about here.

To do nothing, especially when something horrifying has happened, is probably the most difficult thing we could ever do, yet in many circumstances it can be our wisest choice. It’s a place of acceptance and acknowledgment of all the turmoil before you forge ahead. If you don’t take some time to assess what is going on, you can wind up like me and the millions of others who go in search of self-soothing only to adopt destructive coping mechanisms. My shame and avoidance manifested in an eating disorder, chronic depression, social anxiety, and panic attacks.

Why is the decision to wait to act—not firing off the angry e-mail, not begging the bank for a reprieve, not fixing our child’s mistake, or not crying to the boyfriend to come back—so damn hard? Because in the face of extreme stress, there is fear, and fear signals our brain that there is danger. Doing nothing goes against our primal survival instincts and impulses to avoid said danger. If we win the inner war and stay “in the moment,” our hormone-infused fight-or-flight responses take a backseat to sitting still as a stick, making us a blaring target for the impact. Some might call this passiveness, weakness, clamming up, or copping out even, but on second thought, is there anything braver than staring down something despite the certainty that it is about to wash you away?

Watching the storm is the early time in a pain experience when, instead of going into reaction or panic mode, you wait, pausing so that you can conserve what you will likely need later in the healing process: things like acceptance, clarity, and intention, which can sweep away self-doubt, denial, blame, guilt, and shame. It’s an important time because if taken, it’s a time of deep reflection, of permission to experience emotions, and of an objective assessment of the conditions of the storm. Taking a pause will not cause you to forfeit the facts; those will be the same regardless if you are frantic or not. But I have found in my own experiences, large and small, that stopping to validate the pain by calling it what it is—“a storm”—helps me to calm down and create conditions for clarity. Power comes to you when you identify the bad and consciously separate yourself from it. This is not you, Melissa; it’s another storm coming.

When you are in a peaceful or calmer state, you will be able to access more resources and more facts that help crystallize a clear, motivated, purposeful response. Only then can we move forward with more intention than we would have if we didn’t watch the storm.

Preparation and Contemplation

Sometimes we express ourselves most eloquently by not expressing anything—by allowing our presence, unexplained and unembellished, to speak for itself.

—Amy Cuddy, Presence: Bringing Your Boldest Self to Your Biggest Challenges

My life has been enriched by meeting people whose circumstances are nothing short of devastating and watching them persevere. I have seen how watching the storm acted as a critical time of preparation and contemplation responsible for their overcoming the aftermath of their storms. Unfortunately, I’ve also experienced firsthand how not waiting equated to nonacceptance, causing a cornucopia of issues—from addiction to clinical depression to suicide.

You are reading this book perhaps because you or someone you love is in pain and you want some perspective on what you can do. Something has gone wrong, nothing feels right—you’re in the midst of your storm. What’s my take on it? Pause.

I know what you’re thinking. You just bought a book in the attempt to make strides, to try to “do something” for yourself, only to hear someone with zero credentials (that would be me) encourage you not to act, not to do something! Hear me out. Usually when we act, and especially if we’re under pressure, we do the first thing that comes to mind—and without thinking about it. Therein lies the problem. We are reacting without giving honest thought about how we want to handle something. Our emotions and actions are being controlled by others, our own ego, and the environment. Operating in this state ensures that our power is swept away.

I have found there to be wisdom in inaction, in an accepting place I refer to as watching the storm. In holding your attention on the harsh elements and igniting your senses within the pain experience, you will see what I now see: You can’t control the storm. Scary, yes. But it also can’t control you. Deliberately watching the storm has the potential to stop us from taking things personally and interpreting other people’s behaviors, opinions, or rejections as reflections of our self-worth. In the midst of a chaotic event, we can decide to give ourselves the gift of a pause, examine the situation, gain clarity, and choose better responses.

I’ve come up with a motto that I try to live by: “When the going gets tough, the tough stop and do nothing, until they are clear on how to proceed.” Only when my thoughts feel stable and consistent am I confident that I can do stable and consistent things.


Reaction or Response? What’s the Difference?

Reaction is a defense mechanism, while response is a support system. Here are a few ways to know whether you are in an adrenal reaction or in a conscious, purposeful response mode:

REACTION = INSTINCTUAL

Feels physical, even when it’s not

Doesn’t take very long

Usually only one type at a time

Feels good in the moment, but often feels terrible when coming off the adrenaline high

An easy release usually on an outside target

Think about the last time you spoke rudely to someone or took out a frustration over a bill on an innocent operator at the other end of a call. You were angry long before the person on the other end admitted he couldn’t help you.

RESPONSE = CONSCIOUS CHOICE

Takes longer

Can be multiple types at once

Considers options and ramifications

Depends on higher intelligence

Is in line with personal goals, ethics, and personality

Is a choice based on your best interests



The Consequences of Nonacceptance

Doing nothing can be a very powerful action unto itself.

—Don Iger

When we are overwhelmed or confused, we forget to use the tools that we have that can allow us to process a new situation: acceptance, mindfulness, acknowledging emotion, embracing fear, and finally responding with intention and clarity. These are the conditions that create awareness. What happens when we do everything but that?

“I had a little problem with acceptance,” Nickie said, recalling the weeks and months after her husband of five years left. “I couldn’t fathom an existence without him, and, worse, I couldn’t accept that he really meant his decision. It was such a breach of trust. Not accepting that living his life without me was what he truly wanted made me act in ways that are not only regrettable but were detrimental.”

Nickie told me that she had incessantly called her ex until he changed his number. When she found out that he had a new girlfriend who was embraced by their mutual group of friends, she impassionedly e-mailed each and every friend, whom she had known for more than a decade, and “broke up with them.” With her husband gone and her circle of friends in ashes, Nickie became depressed. Alcohol filled her weeknights, her career suffered, she stopped eating and started overexercising. She was scared and sad. Money was tight, and Nickie described being forced to move back into her childhood bedroom at her parents’ house as the most humiliating experience of her life. This caused her self-worth to further plummet. “I became desperate, and I cringe at the actions that made me look like a lunatic,” Nickie explained. “Not only did my ex have to have a threatening talk with me, but my parents and siblings had somewhat of an intervention. I couldn’t get out of my own way.”

Nickie’s storm was swirling around her, and instead of understanding that she had the option of assessing the conditions of the storm and responding appropriately, she tired herself out—mentally, emotionally, and physically—by attempting the impossible. “Getting my husband back was as futile as using my own breath to blow away rain clouds,” she said. “What is the point of that?”

MY FIRST DIVE IN THE UNDERCURRENT

Sometimes the most difficult part of a situation isn’t the struggle in the midst of it all, but the way in which it’s dealt with afterward, as Nickie’s “regrettable” behaviors illustrate. What’s your next move? Where do you go? How do you move on? The world is spinning around you, and most likely, you either want to (a) crumble down into the fetal position and close your eyes until it all goes away or (b) run away as fast as you can without turning back. I know because when my first storm hit, I did the former, while my brother and sister ran off to the houses of random friends and hardly returned.

My first storm came when my father’s mug shot was plastered all over the evening news, a harrowing juxtaposition with the framed Sears portrait of me and my siblings that hung on the wall above our television set. Our posed smiles mocked me as my eyes darted from the wall to the screen as the newscaster casually spoke my father’s new moniker: Happy Face Killer.

My mother, instead of taking a mindful pause, banned all media from the house. This led me, a curious fifteen-year-old, to look for information about my father elsewhere and to assume I couldn’t share with my mother the facts I uncovered and how I felt about them. Instead of my father’s parents thinking before acting, their own shock and shame led them to completely cut themselves off from me and my siblings at a time when we needed each other most. If we all could have turned toward each other in our grief, and not run from it or deny what had just happened in an attempt to protect ourselves from feeling anything, I wonder how differently the rest of my teenage years would have played out.

Trauma: It’s a Family Affair

After all, when a stone is dropped into a pond, the water continues quivering even after the stone has sunk to the bottom.

—Arthur Golden, Memoirs of a Geisha

Over the summer of 2015 a new name appeared on the front pages of most media news outlets—Dylann Roof. Accused of slaying nine black churchgoers in a racial hate crime in South Carolina, Dylann made headlines after his own sister, Amber Roof, recognized her brother’s distinctive bowl haircut on TV and called the cops to tip them off. Police apprehended her brother in Shelby, North Carolina—just three miles from where Amber Roof’s fiancé was living with his children.

Beyond the shock of her brother’s hate crimes and the grief for the victims who lost their lives, Amber was faced with a choice that no wedding planner has ever considered: What do you do when your brother shoots up a church just days before you walk down the aisle on the happiest day of your life?

Of course, Amber and her fiancé called off the wedding and went into hiding. They were married weeks later in a secluded cabin, unable to salvage their original plans in their original venue. Amber and her fiancé have yet to surface. Solace and normalcy were stolen from her, her husband, and her stepfamily.

Months passed since the capture of her brother, but Amber stayed on my mind. What if I could help both the victims’ family members and her heal? What if I can help her explain her sorrow for her brother’s crimes and their own loss while she comes face-to-face with the family members? What good can be made of this senseless bloodbath? If any.

These curious thoughts stayed with me well into the fall, when I received an unexpected text message from Amber. She had read my message to her on Facebook and wanted to talk. “The real victims are the ones who lost their lives that day,” Amber stated boldly. “I should not speak, as it may come off as if I am comparing my pain and loss to theirs.” I disagreed. The nine people who were killed by her brother were indeed victims. But her pain was profound, and she was a victim too. I told her that her pain and their pain aren’t on a scale to be judged, as we can’t view our pain through a hierarchical lens. Denying your personal pain won’t lessen other people’s suffering. Denying your personal pain will only increase it.

One of the biggest reasons I ask people to sit with the storm, as painful as it may be, is because not doing so devastates families further. After the news broke about my father, it was everyone for themselves. This happens to families all of the time; many people are pulled away from each other instead of toward. And here’s what grows out of that: denial. In his highly influential book The Gift of Fear: Survival Signals That Protect Us from Violence, Gavin de Becker describes denial like this:

Denial is . . . a save-now-pay-later scheme, a contract written entirely in small print, for in the long run, the denying person knows the truth on some level, and it causes a constant low-grade anxiety. Millions of people suffer that anxiety, and denial keeps them from taking action that could reduce the risks (and the worry).

The save-now-pay-later scheme is so relatable to me. I can laugh at the times I skimped on the more expensive durable car for a cheap clunker that cost me thousands in the long run. Looking back, I was in denial that I had lost a father forever. He was away, but what did that mean? The long-term impact didn’t sink into my brain because I was too busy clogging up the porous spaces with binge eating and schoolwork. I even purposely stayed in a school way out of town, which required me to commute four hours a day. When some teenage drama or dilemma appeared—whether it was being alienated from friends or grappling with my unhealthy body image—instead of dealing head-on with the fact that I couldn’t work through it with a dad and finding a second-best solution, I bought more bags of chips and ate cookies in dark hiding spots. Riding away from my storm on the school bus and stuffing my heartache down with doughnuts are both habits that, to this day, I have to fight, but being aware of the fate brought on by the denial, which de Becker so craftily describes, has been more than helpful as I pursue my own wholeness.

As I grew older, I became mistrustful of men, and not just men who romantically pursued me. It didn’t occur to me that I refused to get close because of the times my father dropped off all of our belongings after he twice left my mother and my family. I considered myself wise for not letting men in, which in hindsight was big fat denial. But underneath it all, I was afraid of discovering a massive flaw or secret about those men. After all, I hadn’t seen my father for who he really was. I hadn’t known about his other life, so wouldn’t it be logical to assume every man had an alter ego, a secret life as heinous as my father’s? On the flip side, I was afraid that the man would leave, just like Dad did, so I would always leave first—a surefire way of protecting myself but a horrible way to be in a relationship. By ignoring the patterns in my relationships with men, I ultimately destroyed relationships before their first bud.

The “Natural” in Doing Nothing

Silence is the sleep that nourishes wisdom.

—Francis Bacon

How can we overcome the compulsion to react in the face of tragedy? When I’ve met others battling a sense of turmoil, I have found comfort in their experiences—not because it’s a relief to learn that I am not struggling alone, but because we all have a common feeling of helplessness and loss of control.

Understand this about doing nothing: It is as much a biological stress response as is fight or flight. Those latter two stress responses are a widely discussed phenomenon, gifts that lie dormant in the oldest part of our brain—the reptile brain—that make us capable of lifting cars to release trapped children or outrun a grizzly bear. It turns out, however, that the infamous fight-or-flight response has relatively recently received a new name: the fight, flight, or freeze response. According to psychiatrist, author, and UCLA professor Daniel J. Siegel, MD:

This response is thought to have real benefits for an animal that is cornered by a predator. Collapse [freeze] simulates death, so an attacker that eats only live prey may lose interest. Blood pressure drops precipitously in a freeze state, which could also reduce blood loss from wounds. In any case, it makes the animal or person fall limply to the ground as they faint, which maintains precious blood flow to the head.

Depending on the circumstance, your body does many things, including reacting with autonomic responses like fight, flight, or freeze—yes, freeze, like a deer in headlights—and that’s okay. Our bodies will decide for us when inaction is the appropriate action. Recently, a group of neuroscientists at the Karolinska Institutet in Stockholm defined the aptly named “stop neurons” as what make a person avoid getting hit by a car. I am oversimplifying this, but my point is not to be hard on yourself if you don’t know what to do or feel paralyzed. It is a gift of nature, something that we humans have adapted over time to be able to endure the most hopeless cases.

When Peter Levine, PhD, a pioneer in pain and trauma recovery, gives lectures on surviving trauma, he demonstrates to the participants how the freeze response works by showing a video of a lion chasing a baby gazelle. In fewer than forty-five seconds, the lion is on the gazelle’s tail. To the horror of the audience, the lion targets the neck, sinking its teeth in as it beats the calf’s body into the ground several times. When the lion turns its back to summon its pack to feast on the kill, a miracle happens: The gazelle is “resurrected.” It shivers, gets back up on all fours, and runs away. The baby gazelle’s instinct to freeze created a situation in which it could survive.

It is my belief that when we feel cornered by our painful experiences, taking an emotional freeze in times of crisis can make sense. It’s like having the power to look up at the cartoon cloud in your head and freeze-frame the whirlwind of emotions and thoughts so you can look at them with good measure. Think of it as putting yourself into a time-out before reacting, except you are not necessarily ordering yourself to “think about what you have done” but “think about how you feel.”

Permit yourself to pause, or “freeze,” in an effort to be objective, perhaps replacing yourself with someone else in your experience. What would you want to say to that other person in the circumstances that you are in now? When you remove yourself from the situation, what seems to be most important? Many books have described the inner child and how talking to our child selves can be soothing and eye-opening. How would you talk to your child self? What would you advise a friend to do, or how would you speak to her to console her? Use this pause as a method to keep rash judgments at bay and receive the wisdom of inaction. And then something miraculous happens: You come out of it, shaking like a gazelle but still very much alive, perhaps more so than when you started.

I would go back and tell the fifteen-year-old Melissa that the adults around her have made a fine mess out of their lives and that she is in no way responsible.

Clarity: The Result of Doing Nothing

Be still. Stillness reveals the secrets of eternity.

—Lao-tzu

Every action causes an equal and opposite reaction. I still remember that law of motion from my seventh-grade physics class. So therefore, it’s logical to think that if you do nothing, then something will happen! For thousands of years, many different philosophies and religious traditions have taught the same thing in slightly different ways: The purpose of doing nothing is to wait for clarity. Only when we have clarity will the right response or path reveal itself.

Very recently, I was caught off guard by the news that my father would be the inspiration for a movie, in which David Arquette would play the Happy Face Killer. Aware of my father’s narcissism, I cringed at the thought of how much being in the public spotlight would tickle him. He would feel glorified, while the rest of us in the real world would question how far we’d go in the name of entertainment. It was as if everything I had done to move beyond the stigma of being his daughter had been in vain. I lamented over how the families of my father’s victims would feel. How on earth would they handle this?

Righteous indignation was my first response, followed by calling my husband in tears, whimpering “But it’s not fair!” like a twelve-year-old begging her unwavering parents to get her an iPhone. I felt compelled to do something: Stop the show, write a letter, complain, call the president of the network, get a petition signed. Instead, I swallowed a dose of my own medicine (always bitter). I did nothing. I watched the storm of press releases and advertisements and trailers roll past me like white-capped waves. As hard as it was, I denied my inherent need to react and forced myself into a proverbial waiting room of contemplation and preparation until clarity came. And boy, did it.

The Taoists, as well as other Eastern philosophies and religions, teach this. The term Tao means “way,” “path,” or “principle.” In Taoism, however, the “way” becomes clear when one is in constant meditation, with all thoughts subconsciously regulated outside the state of mental stillness. In my stillness, I was able to avoid a snap move that would make things much worse.

When the movie was released, I didn’t do anything except go out to a nice dinner with my family. While I distracted myself by listening to my children’s stories about how their school days went as well as to my husband’s business accounts, the night slipped away—and so did my problem.

I thought that was the end of it until I received an e-mail from Daun Slagle, the sole survivor of my father’s attacks. Daun and her baby were coerced by my father into his car, where he battered and choked her for several hours. Daun managed to escape and stands as the only survivor of my father’s eight-woman killing spree. Daun had watched the made-for-TV movie and was disgusted at the way they used her likeness and misled viewers about her character. She wanted me to know that because she felt her reputation had been defamed, she was planning to sue the network. Over the next few weeks, Daun publicly spoke to the media about the movie and the wrongful portrayal of her. Typically when it came to my father’s victims, I put the onus on myself to pay restitution and somehow get involved, or feel as if I should. Sitting with this guilt and thinking about Daun, I recognized that my first reaction to get involved was a part of me because of my faulty patterns of shame. When I let my knee-jerk reaction pass and really listened to my instincts, they told me to lay low and that none of it was my fight.

Weeks later, I received another e-mail, but this time it was from a production company. They wanted my assistance in developing a show that would showcase the ripple effect that serial crime has on the families of both victims and perpetrators. For the first time, I could move the spotlight off the criminal and onto the people affected. As we developed the show, we fell upon the idea of uniting both sides—the victim’s family would meet the perpetrator’s family. The show was a risk. Networks were nervous about taking on the show, except one. Guess which network was willing? Surprise, it was the same one Daun was suing. Had I joined in her lawsuit out of guilt for who my father was, which was not something I had any responsibility for, I would never have been invited to work with the network, which has given me the gift of making my dream come true—to unite the eight families filmed on Monster in My Family and provide a vehicle for them to gain the answers and solace they have been needing for decades.

In my case, the instincts for myself were right. Daun’s instincts for herself were right too. We both created change in our own ways. For me, watching the storm meant leaning into the pain in quietness and waiting for the right wave so I could ride it home to my truth.

Clarity comes when we are calm enough and confident enough to accept that the storm will not go away on its own and to be alone with our emotions. I realize how difficult this can feel, but I received valuable insight from author Marci Shimoff, who suggests surrendering our trust to the universe to clear the mind. She researched “the Happy 100,” a rare group of people she tracked down who exuded happiness from the inside out, for her book Happy for No Reason: Seven Steps to Being Happy from the Inside Out. What she found was that these people shared a common belief: “The universe is out to support you.”

[Happy people] don’t believe the universe is benevolent only when good things happen to them—they take this approach all the time. When something bad occurs, they don’t moan and groan, “Why me? It’s not fair.” They see all the events in their lives through the lens of “Ultimately, this is happening for my good. There are no mistakes. Let me look for the blessing in this.” This belief in a friendly universe is the root of their relaxed and trusting attitude in life.

Your Storm Gives You Special Status

When people ask you, Why did this happen, it’s always an 
unanswerable question. I don’t know why it happened, but I 
know what I can do with it so that it is not just a loss.

—Rabbi David Wolpe

We are naturally built to handle crisis. However, we often act too quickly as a way of avoiding the crisis or distracting ourselves from it, instead of taking a pause to assess the situation and gain a fuller understanding of it before we act. This wisdom—to stop and do nothing until we achieve clarity—can be found in most traditions and belief systems, from Judaism to Taoism and Buddhism and even to tarot and astrology.

A friend introduced me to the work of Rabbi David Wolpe and a sermon he once gave about the ancient Jewish tradition of sitting shivah. This is the practice of mourning in which family and friends abide a period of doing nothing for seven days—“seven” being the translation of shivah. After reading his wonderful book Making Loss Matter: Creating Meaning in Difficult Times, I contacted him.

Just on time for our three o’clock meeting, in walked a man as warm and comforting as the Chesterfield sofa I sank into. I had reserved thirty minutes with the rabbi, so I was surprised that he wanted to talk about me first. It was obviously Rabbi Wolpe’s nature to welcome and comfort the broken-hearted, the weary, and the lonely and to provide an attentive, safe place to fall. I found myself landing into his refuge of validating nods and frank wisdom. At moments I felt like a child listening to a bedtime story, hanging on to each of his parables of people who learned to make loss matter.

“A mourner has a special status,” explained the rabbi when I asked him to explain the purpose of sitting shivah. “Between the death and the burial we don’t sit shivah, because we are in somewhat





Exercise: Meditation












A Mind-Set of Acceptance
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Exercise: The Day in Review (What Happened Today?)





LET IT ALL OUT
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Exercise: How Does Your Storm Make You Feel?


















You Are Here: A Course in Mindfulness














You Are Not the “I” of the Storm





















Building Strength by Finding the How
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OPEN YOUR EMOTIONAL STORAGE BOXES
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