



         Witness to My Future
At the outset you would want to understand what an amazing human being she was. She was twenty five, brilliant, fearless and had an ability to move mountains in the health care world where she worked. I came to know her through a volunteer commitment we shared and from the outset, there was a good rapport between us. She was a part of a larger nucleus of acquaintances and we were all fast becoming friends and that pleased me greatly.
This was a welcome turn of events for me given the previous few years of my life. Three years before I had moved with my family on a cross country corporate move. It was a difficult community roots extraction for me and my children. My then spouse, who was the Vice President and soon to be President of the largest company in the community had a much smoother transition. When you know what your title is and everyone else does too, it helps you settle in with far greater ease. For me, it is tough enough to leave friends but I had also left a good consulting business behind and being in a completely different part of the country, I was faced with the daunting task of starting all over again minus a network. I could not seem to get my sea legs, worrying about the children and their adjustment difficulties as well as my own. I wonder now whether my children would have settled better if I had settled better, but I can’t go there. I coped as best I could at the time and I eventually did walk once more…so perhaps my children at some point, if they haven’t already, will appreciate the will, the effort and the courage it took for me to begin again.
I remember exactly where I was when she told me. I had given her a lift home and we were in her driveway. Whatever led up to it I can’t remember but what I do remember were the fateful words…’I have leukemia and I have been given one year to live’. Now I had never met someone other than family with a serious illness, much less a twenty five year old who was soon to die. Helping people in need had always been my long suit and I got right into her story and began to make choices as to how I could be there for her. 
And thus began what I now remember as an eleven month odyssey that involved my husband, my children and at least six friends. It was me of course, who led the charge on this cooperative effort… as everyone gathered round to make her last months on earth as good as they could be. It was a stretch for my family but I remember how attached we were to her and how willing we were to give of ourselves. It was like we had been given a gift, a way of showing how we collectively cared for humanity. And as I look back, although she was terribly grateful, she called all the shots. I was to learn that when you walk with a cancer victim you willing  grant many concessions and respect their many boundaries… because they are going to die. You let them into your family, into the inner circle of your feelings…and you allow yourself to be vulnerable. We all did. She was worried about word getting out because it would lessen her effectiveness in her job so mum was the word…even to calling an ambulance. She would not let me engage with her doctor or her parents, who lived in another province. ‘I have to walk this journey on my own and my parents would be angry if they later heard that someone else had been aware and I or you hadn’t told them’.  She had not informed her parents of her illness because of incidents of traumatic childhood abuse and I would spend many hours in the coming months, trying to convince her that telling them of her situation would only be right…or fair…or whatever.
Our parish priest played a pivotal role in this story. He was a man whom I had grown to know and respect. I volunteered in our church and I would say at this point in this story, he was quite a good acquaintance…maybe even a friend. Now it is important to understand that my young friend vomited blood …often, and as time went on it was not uncommon for her to call and say in a quiet, desperate voice – ‘can you come and help me’? I would come either alone or with my husband and find her unconscious and well, it was a mess. When this first happened with her, it was in the daytime and I was alone so when I got there and as she regained consciousness, I phoned the parish priest. He came and later said to me that he would always be there to support me in helping her, but he really wondered about her. He had done a six months residency in spiritual counseling in a major Canadian hospital so I listened to what he had to say. I had told him the name of the doctor in our small community who had first diagnosed her before her treatment was moved to a larger centre. He said that man was a parishioner he knew well. Did I want him to ask the doctor about her?
Well I have to tell you how despicable I found what he was suggesting. As I write this, eighteen years after the fact, I can still feel the feelings I felt that day. How dare he? What kind of a man would, in the face of what this poor woman was going through, even suggest such an underhanded thing? And he just said ‘if you ever change your mind, let me know’.

And the months went by. They were months filled with small gatherings of supporters sharing a glass of wine with her in our living room. These good souls were always trying to lessen the load for me and for her.  My husband and my children were fully engaged and this young woman really became a part of our family. My children cared so much for her and at the ages of ten, fourteen and eighteen, I was proud of the way they cared for her and thankful to her for the way she helped me with them. They loved to talk with her and spend time with her and having a young adult who is connecting with your children as they maneuver the rocky shores of their young lives felt like such a great blessing. And having children who could extend themselves for someone who was so sick just added to that sense of being truly blessed.
I am getting flashbacks of different events as I write this. Things I had forgotten.  Some of her stories of her upbringing were hair raising and in the previous two years she had lost two women friends to suicide. I had heard of the one person who was from our small community. To me, it seemed so sad that my friend had to have that experience.
It was now the beginning of month eleven. It was an emotionally wild time and I can’t pin point the moment when things started to change for me. Perhaps it was as simple as when you know someone is to die and there is a set timeframe and they don’t relent on letting you go with them to the doctor or calling their parents and they seem to be maintaining status quo…vomiting copious amounts of blood not withstanding. Perhaps the question the priest had asked kept coming back to me. Whatever was happening, I have to imagine as I look back that this was the moment my angels came out in full force to guide and protect me
What I really remember is that something was changing with our relationship. If I were to say there was unhealthy edge, it would come close. I began to have this awful feeling that I was in the middle of a great power struggle and the object of the struggle was me. I started to wonder about those two women who had committed suicide. As I kept revisiting those two stories, there was something that nagged at me and made me wonder whether at some psychological level, she had played a part in moving those souls to their final decision. You can imagine the guilt I experienced even thinking such thoughts. I can remember feeling so alone…in a rational world, a world where I knew it was not safe to say out loud what I was feeling.  Ultimately what I really felt was this was about her and me and my survival. Was there a pattern in how her close relationships were to end? Was I to have my spirit broken to the point of personal desperation? 
It was a Sunday just before Christmas, the day of her twenty sixth birthday and we were having a party for her that night. That Sunday morning I went to Church and at the end of the service I asked the priest to please ask the doctor about her condition. In an hour the priest got back to me…she was fine, nothing was wrong with her whatsoever. My first thought…’Dear Lord do not let me live my life not trusting people from this day forward’. 
I was in shock. It was three days before Christmas. I didn’t have the heart to tell the family, so I did what any good corporate wife would do.  I made sure the show went on and the birthday was done as we always did birthdays…I even went out and bought her a hundred and fifty dollar designer paper weight. I can vaguely remember how I felt that night…mostly nothing and a tremendous fear of how and when to tell the family.

Before she left to go home for the holidays next day, I made an early morning coffee date with her and confronted her with my information. She of course denied everything and I, of course intuited from a very deep place within that I was right. My family went to Mexico for Christmas and I chose a place on the beach to unveil the great deceit. My husband’s first comment has always stayed with me ‘It is the big lie…if you can get people to buy the big lie, all the little lies fall into place’. It seemed to me such a strange thing to say after an emotional investment of eleven months. I still wonder from what place of knowing did such a comment arise?

And my children? Why they bravely and with less anger than one might imagine, handled it well on the surface. But really it got swept under the table pretty quickly. We all agreed that she was indeed sick…just not with leukemia. Later we settled on  Munchhausen’s Syndrome or factitious illness. I know how much this experience affected me and to this day I wonder, not whether it affected my children but how deeply it affected them. Expression of emotions was not safe or welcome in our family system and therapy even less…so each of us sought out what we needed in our own way. Eighteen years later, after extensive personal growth work, I now know that things happen for a reason and it will be up to my children to find for themselves why this happened in their lives.
During the month of January, my friend tried every which way to prove to us all that she had not been lying. It was bizarre…and it felt like it would go on forever. With great courage, I decided enough was enough and I was going to bring closure to this crazy situation. With guidance from a doctor friend who told me about floor plans and passwords, and ‘a doubting Thomas’ to bear witness to the transaction, we met once again at a coffee shop. I told my sick friend that posing as a doctor, I had gone into the computer room of the large city hospital where she was being treated and, asked for a printout of her patient information. They said they had never had a patient by that name. For just a split second the sick young woman’s guard came down and she lost it and then she regained full control. But in that moment, the witness to this intervention and I knew beyond a doubt that we had all been duped. My young friend was caught by her own chicanery and the hoax was laid to rest. 
At a social event three months later she asked my husband to dance. While they danced she asked whether she could come back into the family. I will never forget what he told me he told her.’ If it were up to me you would be welcome back in a minute, but it was Judee that let you in and it has to be her who lets you back in.’ I was so deeply hurt and deeply shocked. I could not believe how he had missed the devastation that had been done to me and mine…not to mention himself.
As the years went on, I have kept flashing back to this story and some of its most pivotal moments. It seemed important for me to be clear on what I learned. I learned that picking up strays can be addictive and conscious discernment when dealing with others is always important. I also learned that nothing would have ever convinced me that somebody I cared about could dupe me…that would never have been my picture of who I was. So I learned it was possible that this could happen to me…a piece of information I would need in my life years later, to help me make a whole lot of sense out of a whole lot of nonsense.
I also learned that people are quick to say ‘that would have never happened to me’. Given their stated position, they are more willing to see what they want to see…remaining silent to what is and not wanting to rock the boat for fear of what might happen to them. I now know it makes all who will be silenced, easy targets for any dedicated predator.
In retrospect, I realize this was the first time in my recollection that my intuitive powers came out in full force and I not only consciously listened, I knew enough to hold my tongue and take my guidance from within. I understand this now, but imagine how I was being looked after eighteen years ago, to have had the awareness to listen and the courage to act. 
In these chaotic and stressful times I would have to believe there are many like my young friend, people who feel alone and disconnected. My guess is that there will be many like me who will get pulled in…and those poor souls might find some comfort in this story. In the end, I am thankful I can still trust, that I received the grace of forgiveness and grateful for the wisdom gained, which I believe to be pure gift…the sweet nectar of my life experience.
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