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       Miracles Happen
  

by NHHS Alumni Lisa Beckley
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After four challenging years at Newport Harbor High School, I attended UC Davis and Utah State University in Logan to pursue my lifelong desire of becoming a doctor who treated people with nutrition.  I earned my degree as a Medical Nutrition Therapist , credentialing as a Registered Dietitian and in 1982 began a fun and rewarding professional career.  Rebounding from the dissolution of a long distance engagement with a college sweetheart in 1987, I met a man, 10 years my senior, whom I thought would make a great husband.  We married, and in 1989 I joyously delivered a son.  Unfortunately, during what should have been the beginning of the happiest years of my life, things began going drastically wrong.

Being a gymnast and extreme skier in my youth, (does anyone remember the school ski trips to Squaw Valley?), I was physically well tuned, with a high pain threshold.  Not that I didn’t experience pain in those days, but I would never let it stop me and I tolerated it well.  However, in my mid 20’s I began noticing that despite maintaining my athletic abilities, one day I just couldn’t tolerate running any more.  Then I found I could no longer endure the results of playing tennis or racquetball, and after that it was aerobics.  I attributed my increasing back pain to working, stress, moving furniture, getting married, stress, being pregnant, more stress, and so on. Eventually, there were times I would be in complete agony, as if someone had literally swung a baseball bat into my lower spine.  

In addition to increasing physical pain, I began enduring extreme psychological trauma because of my disastrous choice of a marriage partner.  The day after our wedding, my husband’s previously attractive personality completely changed.  Prince Charming became Mr. Hyde overnight.  I was the typical naïve young bride who overlooked the subtle red flags, but Ken was also an expert in deception.  Ken was a Vietnam veteran who suffered from post traumatic stress disorder.  Several times I woke up with his hands around my throat. More alarming was the fact that Ken turned out to be a compulsive liar, gambler, and sociopath.  You can compare our relationship to that of Scott and Lacey Peterson, impossible to believe, but true.  He stopped working, started living off my assets, and began gambling and accumulating debt to the wrong kind of people.  I later learned that he had subjected four previous wives to the same exploitation and misery…a romantic charlatan in the true sense of the word. 
I stayed in the marriage much longer than I should have, but I felt I had made a vow to God to endure.  I was suffering from extreme psychological and physical abuse for two and a half years but, after my son, Winston, was born, my fear for his young life and mine finally allowed me to make the decision to leave.  Our marriage ended, but not the stalking, the threats, the legal nightmare of custody and visitation rights, or the unending fear of this predator.  I was forced to flee from my Palm Desert home, where for the past eight years I had been living and building a successful professional career.
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I moved back to Orange County feeling like an escapee from the slave trade, but even after becoming re-established as a single mom, the story continued much the same: divorce issues, stress, litigious abuse, stress, fear for my life, a new job, more stress.  Being a single parent while trying to maintain a fulltime career and a thriving private practice, I was definitely burning the candle at both ends.  I would often be able to grab only 2-3 hours of sleep in a given day.  I was simply wearing myself out.  

At this time I began enduring the most excruciating back pain yet and my staff of dietitians convinced me something was seriously, physically wrong, though I had not previously considered this possibility.  Since I was once a gymnast, springboard diver and dancer, it was natural for me to assume I was simply suffering from the results of injuries incurred in my youth.  I began seeking testing and treatment for my pain.

After nearly a year of diagnostic evaluations it was finally discovered I had a large tumor inside my L4 vertebrae.  The tumor had done so much damage that the doctors described the bone itself as just an eggshell waiting to shatter.  In fact, those periods of so-called “baseball bat” debilitating pain were actually my bones shattering inside the vertebrae each time the tumor grew.  For the next year, my backside was the topic of medical conferences around the World in an effort to try to determine what to call my condition, and more importantly, what to do about it.  
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Meanwhile, I became increasingly weaker in my lower extremities and completely exhausted from the pain.  As a single parent I continued trying to fulfill both my maternal and paternal duties, but in spite of my best efforts, I eventually couldn’t even lift Winston into the bathtub any more.   Previously my stoical mother had insisted nothing was wrong with me, and if something was wrong, it was my fault.  But even at that, my dear Mom and Dad intervened and insisted I move home.

Personally, I was in disbelief and shock.  There I was, age 31, a single mom, sole supporter of my child, being dragged back into court by a psychotic ex-husband over fictitious accusations, now enduring radiation therapy, and told not to do anything physical because my vertebrae could collapse at any moment, severing my spinal column with the likely results of permanent paralysis.  

I was perpetually and grievously ill, throwing up between meetings at work.  Without the desired pain cessation results, the doctors had me undergo more excruciating diagnostics before, during and after surgery.  They attempted to remove the tumor in order to determine what it was.  They also attempted to recreate the structural vertebrae support.  The physicians used an anterior approach (through my abdomen to work on my spine, thus avoiding damage to the nerves of the spinal column).  By doing so, I was left with a funny looking “smiley face” scar on my belly.

Right out of surgery, the doctors discovered in a scan that a chamber or pocket of the tumor remained inside me.  I was greeted with a biopsy that turned out to be “untypical tissue”, not benign, not malignant, not even normal.  Oh great!  Now they had proven why I am so different, I am just not of this world!  In spite of having a lung collapse during surgery, I was out of the hospital in just eight days with the assurance that the tumor was not malignant at this time.  However, the doctors were kind enough to let me know that the radiation could stimulate malignancy in the remaining tumor.  And, if in fact that was the case, we would know because I’d be dead within the year.  

I continued my role as medical guinea pig and learned the evil truth that once you have radiation, you have to be tested for everything under the sun, even if you simply come down with a cold, flu or iron deficiency.  On top of this, the doctors really wanted to figure this medical mystery out.  I lost about 30 pounds, maybe more, in the month following the surgery.  Talk about looking like death!  It was horrible seeing every bone in my rib cage.  Then I had everybody worried and whispering about the tragedy and speculating what might become of me. I ate more than 4,000 calories a day for over a year just to keep my weight from dropping.  

In spite of the best efforts of the doctors, the pain actually got worse.  I was reevaluated for a number of possible conditions.  Within two years, the foremost spine surgeon in the Western US, who happened to be in Orange County, took me back into surgery.  Of course, they opened me up again through my abdomen, in which I should have had a clasp installed so they could simply pop open the hood for future checkups.

They saw something they had never seen before.  Despite me being completely still under anesthesia, my discs, which had been in beautiful condition before, were now dissolved and my vertebrae were lying there disconnected.  The weird part was that despite me being still, my vertebrae were moving around and twitching inside me.  I later joked with the doctors that dancing was always in my bones.  Well, the procedure lasted much longer than they expected.   They gave me a very rough post-op explanation of why they thought my body was failing.  In spite of the doom and gloom, I was not willing to give up the fight.

I ended up having two inches of my clothing size reduced because they were rebuilding my spine with a four inch segment from the “iliac crest” of my hip bone.  The parts kept crumbling.  The results of this “cut and fill project” appeared to be an unusual way of attempting cosmetic surgery.  I developed a more pronounced hourglass figure.  If it wasn’t so painful, causing a number of post-op challenges, I might even recommend it to other women.  It’s much safer and more permanent than liposuction!  

So once again, I was given my post op instructions:  wheel chair; walker; and bed rest for six months.  This time I was on an experimental bone stimulator harness device for healing.  Although my pain improved, it didn’t improve by much.  Once again, the search for the mysterious condition was on.  In the end, I believe it was surmised, but impossible to prove, that I had developed an auto-immune response to the pain and my body now recognized my spine as a foreign substance to attack, as if it were trying to fight and eradicate a disease. 

I continued to become impaired and this condition began migrating to other parts of my body.  For instance, a minor knee inflammation might occur from normal use, then my body would go haywire trying to attack the problem.  It would progress in a cycle that would last for months until I avoided all possible movement to make it stop reacting.  Soon my pain was systemic.

During this debilitating period my health insurance coverage changed several times and I was not able to select my own physician.  The pain management doctor they referred me to apparently had some issues of her own, but she was committed to keeping me out of pain.  We tried everything, nothing responded.  Certain things helped me minimally, but I was fairly incapacitated with pain.  Even physical therapy was too invasive for my body.  I wasn’t given a whole lot of options for treatment.   Because I was educated in the subject of chemical dependency, I was well acquainted with narcotic addiction and I made certain I was not manifesting signs, symptoms, and behavior of addiction.  And I didn’t.  But I did develop a tolerance and I was in so much pain that it eventually didn’t matter how much I was given.  Consequently, I lived in chronic pain and almost constant withdrawal for a long time.  When the pain management doctor suggested implanting a pain pump in my spine, I knew things had gotten way out of control.  This was not the right path to a happy life.

I changed insurance and had to start the whole process again.  My new doctors were more astute on current theories of pain management.  I was put on a hospitalized detoxification program and transitioned into non-narcotic pain management medication.  I completely agreed with not taking narcotic pain meds, but soon found the new doctors’ regime meant taking nine times the amount of pills with an immediate 25 pounds of weight gain in a month!   Without a change from this new program, my body would soon explode!  Hmmm… a bit less pain now, but gaining more weight tends to escalate pain.  I simply couldn’t win!
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Becoming an expert now in personal pain management, I learned I could predict and more clearly regulate my own pain.  I found a wonderful man at Irvine Valley College who had a disabling respiratory disease and who trained me how to second guess the medical community.  They are not the ones enduring the pain!  He showed me contrary training exercises that actually worked!  Slowly, but surely over the course of three years, I was getting some of my physical strength back.  I trained in a classroom with others who suffered from developmental disabilities, spinal cord damage, and brain injuries. 

In spite of getting beyond the surgeries and the worst of the pain, to put it bluntly- the quality of my life really sucked.  All I was capable of was that minimal exercise, going to church on occasion with a little volunteer work, and providing the most minimal of home and child care.  It was about this time that Winston started getting sick, responding poorly to intensive school therapy intervention.  We believe his condition could have been the result of the genetic effects of the invasive Agent Orange poisoning that so debilitated his Vietnam-vet father.  My whole life now consisted of going to doctors and assorted therapies all day long for both of us. The only blessing to be bestowed upon us at this time was news of the violent death of my ex husband.  It can be surmised by the condition of Ken’s corpse that he met a slow and painful demise inflicted by one of his unforgiving underworld money-lenders. His unnatural death brought me and my family peace and freedom.

[image: image9.jpg]



After several admissions and a few surgeries at Children’s Hospital of Orange County, Winston and I were a welfare case.  Mom and Dad had long since left because Mom’s compassion was exhausted.  I don’t blame her.  It was so intense and they had already postponed their retirement plans several years because of me.  I knew I would survive, though at times I felt I would rather not.  Winston’s condition, however, was now much sketchier.  By now he was in junior high school, but he spent a good part of the year at home, sick in bed and being fed through IV’s.  His health was so compromised that just getting a cold or flu would put him on his death bed.  I began preparing for the real possibility that Winston would not make it through his next infection and I was planning as if he only had a year to live, if that.  

The ladies in my neighborhood were well aware of the situation and really took care of both Winston and I like a community project.  Winston always wanted to go to Las Vegas so we went with the help of everyone chipping in for our needs both monetarily and physically just to make his dream come true.  Amazingly, Winston’s frail body held out and started responding to the medications, though I was worse for the wear from the whole physical and psychological experience.  

I felt I was no longer capable of doing anything, so I quit trying to do everything I “had to do” and began setting priorities of what I wanted to do.  I took on an unanticipated home remodel project with the help of my new boyfriend, Scott, who started the whole friggin’ mess when he attempted to fix a bathroom faucet and broke a pipe.  You know how it goes…one thing leads to another.  We nearly ripped out the entire bathroom.  I discovered I absolutely loved demolition!!!  I was quite disappointed with my decorating skills, (due to my high expectations and limited funds), but I discovered I loved to paint!!!  I also learned I loved to work with dry wall and plaster; it reminded me of cake decorating!

During this transitional period, I determined that Winston would never really get better until I got better.  Kids are a reflection of their parents.  Don’t get me wrong, Winston had legitimate and acute, as well as chronic medical and academic issues, but his motivation and performance were perhaps linked to how well I myself had been responding to therapy.  

Again, I had exhausted my full insurance benefit.  My medication was costing me a thousand dollars every month and I was living on a fixed governmental income.  Living with a major medical condition is an impossible situation.  There is no way for the ailing indigent to have a chance at being healed because doctors view them as a time and financial drain.  Therefore, doctors perceive them as invisible beings.  All treatment is minimized.  All diagnostics investigation is stopped.  Even if a treatment comes up that could help them, its cost would be prohibitive and wouldn’t even be considered by the insurance companies.  The health care/insurance “catch-twenty-two” has become my greatest consternation in life.  

I was dying.  I mean it literally.  I was dying.  Winston, although a little better, was challenged in every aspect of his life.  Friends began to look at him differently and would not include him in activities or outings.  Then there were the opportunists, the bullies, and the “wrong element kids” who acted as predators to corrupt his naïve and desperate desires for inclusion.  Because I was so engulfed with my mysterious illness, I often thought Winston would be better off without me.  

That’s when my mom and dad and my dear brother started taking Winston off my hands for a break.  There were even wonderful neighbors and school parents who began having him over extendedly for my relief.  It was a blessing when Winston was able to be around his friends dads.  Winston will even tell you that his father-figure at that time was the TV dad on “Home Improvement” reruns.  Winston would watch the show religiously and live it vicariously.  But though he was always involved in extracurricular activities, fellowship groups and sports teams, Winston never really quite clicked because of his slow processing ability.
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Anyway, I decided to make one last attempt to save myself and if it didn’t work I would just quit.  I started researching free clinical trials, which are often tantamount to a death sentence.  Serendipitous circumstances led me to a Fountain Valley research institute and a clinical trial for modulating the immune system.  They had a physician at the time who specialized in auto-immune diseases.  Although it took almost a year to start the trial, I got lucky and receive the “real drug”.  It also took me that long to find a doctor on my insurance who agreed to approve me in the trial, otherwise any condition resulting from then on could be attributed to the treatment, rendering my insurance useless.  

The drug was called Ampligen, an IV chemo-like treatment that I endured twice a week for a year and a half.  The purported goal was to have this drug undo my overactive immune system and “reboot it” back to its default setting.  My first and second infusions were like giving oxygen to a suffocating person!  My body responded immediately!  After every treatment I felt better and stronger.  Some of the chemo side effects remained, but overall they were insignificant compared to how I now felt, and the doctors could treat each side effect separately. 

My reaction to this experimental treatment was unusually successful.  My hair stayed in, my metabolism improved, I lost weight, and, in short, it was a new chance at living!  The peculiar thing was that everyone else who was put on this program became very ill and were hospitalized, some even died.  Just as mysterious as when my illness came on, (and was never completely diagnosed), my body’s miraculous response to this treatment was even stranger. 
After a month or two I began working again, not easily, but I did.  After “the study” was complete, I was able to return full time to my original occupation!  I had endured thirteen years of partial or fully disabled incapacitation, with me trying every possible cure known to man.  By a fluke, this experimental treatment program happened to be located right in my own backyard, (rather than in more typical study sites such as Canada, Europe, or Florida).  They even had people from all over the country fly in to take up residence for treatment.  Another gentleman who did well (but not great) was a stock broker from Scottsdale, who would fly in twice a week just for the infusion.  The medication is finally going through the FDA, after 12 long years of preparing the data.  And me, little old me…I am the poster child!
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Ever since then, my life has become increasingly normal.  I will do anything in my power to maintain a normal appearance so no one would be the wiser about my health history.  Getting a job at Hoag was a miracle!!!  Health insurance!  Yeah!  I am sure I am more of a piece of work than they bargained for, but despite the minor physical impairments, which are insignificant to me, I am still the best medical nutrition therapist they have, or have ever had on staff.  So the administrators are willing to work with me on my individual needs and they have been beyond gracious.

After I went from part time to full time there, low and behold, one day I had an acute pain in my spine while I was working at the computer on a patient.  Through a long process, the doctors discovered that my spine, which had never fused properly or solidly, had been severed.  I believe I was trying more intensive physical training at that time than usual.  Once again, I found the leading spine doctor who came up with a new therapy right at Hoag!  After a handful of second opinions, including one that suggested I would never make it off the surgical table if attempted, I went back for my third complex spine procedure.  Did I mention that I should have had a clasp installed in my belly?  This time, however, they evened me out by going in on the other side of my stomach.  I was in the hospital for only five days with minor complications and then I was practically running with a walker!  

After all those years of intense, daily pain, beginning in 1986, I was now enjoying intermittent and steadily decreasing, pain-free days!  A blessed miracle!  Without pain, the immune system functions properly, depression is overcome and energy returns.  I was able to conduct the ceremony at my parent’s 50th wedding anniversary in Hawaii, witnessing dear mom and dad as they reaffirmed their marriage vows.  Once again I was able to return to work full time as a mother and part-time student. 

It was too much, but by golly I did it!  In recent years, some pain has returned.  Pushing myself day in and day out without a break seems to reactivate that auto-immune thing, so I have learned to adjust my work load accordingly.  However, I feel that my life is almost normal again, and practically barrier-free!
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So you see, for me… just to do normal life is a gift every day.  A bloody miracle!  The fact that I can be productive in life and not have my condition constantly be the focal point, is healing.  I don’t mind talking about what happened, or about illness and coping.  I do mind when people start treating me differently because of it.  It’s hard to explain.  When you are sick, you almost don’t exist.  Your illness is constantly taking center stage.  It is demeaning.  It’s like when you are pregnant and that’s the only thing people talk to you about.  My unique medical history is probably the fundamental factor for me living successfully today.  The devastation I endured with my ex-husband pales in comparison to my life-altering experiences of losing everything, then having a chance, by the grace of God, to get it all back.  Talk about appreciating life!
At any rate, as long and as intense as this story is for you to read, it took even longer for me to encapsulate into words without simply saying, “I’ve had three back surgeries, leaving a “road map” on my abdomen.”  It was the emotions of going through the process that I have tried to express.  I’ve been on “the other side”.  During the surgeries, (knowing that I might die within 24 hours time), I had the vision of my dear departed great grandmother visiting me to tell me everything would be alright and she was waiting for me.  It was an awesome experience.  At one point in the operating room my heart stopped and I was clinically dead for several minutes.  I caught a glimpse of death and it was truly glorious and beyond words.  There is no pain there and I had immediate relief. 

 I also gained the experience to know that these past decades of pain, as well as my entire life, have been nothing more significant than a snap of God’s fingers.  It has all been nothing in comparison to what the eternal freedom from pain death brings.  This perspective has helped me endure.  The experience did change my understanding of life and its fragility.  I make every moment count.  I am at peace knowing that this whole crazy life thing makes sense only from above and beyond.  I’m not in control, and it’s not for me to judge.  And the process of passing is not to be dreaded, but appreciated; not only by myself, but by others.  I have heard similar “Revelation” stories from other near-death survivors.

What were my darkest moments of the whole experience?  The grief of realizing that I would have to endure ongoing surgeries and the implication my condition would be with me for the rest of my life; the impossibility of ever being just a regular working, single mom again without pain and medical bills.  The hope of regaining my former physical abilities was gone in a flash.  There wasn’t even one last chance to do a cartwheel, or teach my son to ski, or do one last spectacular dive into a pool.  The athletics I took for granted in my youth would now be but a memory that I would never be allowed to experience again.  
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The death of your own self as you know it is comparable to the death of a loved one for whom you grieve, and then being required to pick up the pieces.  Things come up and you always think back and remember the contrasting difference of before and after.  I had lived so long in that alternate life that I forgot how to behave in a normal one.  
After I had mostly recovered, you could see the joy and delight on people’s faces when they saw I had returned to my former self.  They would whisper, “She’s back!”  

I’m always happy and joy-filled.  I have received a second chance at life.  The average person doesn’t understand.  For instance, my co-worker hasn’t a clue about my past life, or the motivation for my boundless energy and eagerness to get involved.  Facing the “never-lands” of life-beyond and returning is a unique experience.  I have shared my story with maybe a handful of people- not my family, not my friends, but often with mere acquaintances, or patients, in response to the stories they shared with me.  You would be surprised how many people know someone who had a similar experience!  
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Those years were ripped from my life, when I should have been enjoying the wonderful, normal experiences of playing wife and mother for my own loving family.  On the other hand, it was an intense time of spiritual enlightenment, clarity, and closeness; my own personal desert where I was Moses before he had a following.  I called it my “Desert Training”, but more often than not, I felt like Job.  

Faith?  I have questioned it enough, but I apparently have an abundant amount, provided to me as a spiritual gift.  And there are other spiritual gifts of which I am well endowed.  I even have the ability of discernment and a modicum of prophecy as it relates to my professional calling, (though you may question my previous ability in selecting an appropriate mate).
Regarding that topic, you’ll be happy to learn that I met a new love at my 30-year high school reunion.  And now, after being with Bill for the past year, I can honestly say I finally found my true soul mate!  
I now walk with every step a gift of ability and restoration.  Henceforth, the value and blessings of a new romance is beyond this World and just like Heaven.  To be healthy enough to joyously experience a loving and intimate relationship is what makes life a truly wondrous miracle.  I am so thankful to be able to say I miraculously survived those previously unimaginable adversities and can now enjoy both love and life to its fullest extreme!
           Lisa Beckley
At left is Lisa Beckley at her 30-year high school reunion with former gymnastics teammates and friends, Sheryl Hehr Roman and Kerri Smull Moyer
LISA M. BECKLEY, RD 
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Summary

More than twenty-five years experience in clinical nutrition, management, consulting and patient care. My strengths include research and design, analysis, creative systems and program development and communication skills in counseling, writing and publication. More than 500 presentations to public and professional audiences presented.

Experience

2002 to present
Clinical Dietitian, Hoag Memorial Hospital Presbyterian, CA

1987 to present
Nutrition Therapist/Consultant, Nutrapro, CA

1996 to 1999
District Office Coordinator, Orange/CDA, CA

1990 to 1994
Clinical Nutrition Manager, Western Medical Center, CA

1984 to 1989
Media Representative, California Dietetic Association, CA

1983 to 1987
Registered Dietitian, Eisenhower Medical Center, CA

1982 to 1983
Clinical Dietitian/Supervisor, Costa Mesa Medical Center, CA

Publications

A.D.A. Position Paper: Nutrition Intervention in Treatment and Recovery from Chemical Dependency.  J.ADietA. 9:1990.  

Nutrition Education Programs for Treatment and Recovery.  Lecture and slide presentations. 1988. 1990. 1993.

. Nutrition and Chemical Dependency 

. Diet for Recovery

. Nutrition, a Tool for Recovery

. Eating Disorders in Recovery

. Sugar, Caffeine, Nicotine: The Substitution Cycle

Diet, Addiction and Recovery. 10 hr. continuing education course. Nutrition Dimensions. 210 pages. 

1989. 1993. 1996.  2001.  2004.  Revision Pending 2008.

Orange District Newsletter. Editor 1997 - 1999.

Multiple newspaper, newsletter, magazine articles.

Education

B.S. Medical Dietetics C.U.P.- Nutrition and Food Science.  Utah State University, Logan

Dietetics; Pre-Med.  University of California, Davis

Professional Associations and Achievements

American
American Dietetic Association:

           


               DDPD Practice Group Resource Expert

                                                                      







    DDPD Committee for Quality Management Development

California Dietetic Association:





Recognized Young Dietitian of the Year

     




                Resource Panel Advisor - Substance Abuse, Addiction and Recovery

      









               Program Committee

   









            Media Representative

Orange District: California Dietetic Association:



    

             Volunteer of the Year
                








      District Office Coordinator

           









    Newsletter Editor

     








             Program Coordinator

Inland District: California Dietetic Association:




       


Secretary

     









Public Relations Chairperson










    
            Program Chairperson
Alternative Experiences
2007
Rancho Los Presbytery, CA





       Nutritionist, Kenya Medical Mission

2001
St .Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, Newport Beach, CA

      Single Parent Ministry Program Development

1999
St .Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, Newport Beach, CA




    Stephen Minister
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