
Episode 014 “Connecting Through Chronic Illness: A Story of Mentorship and Friendship”

Guest: Maggie Stagg

Lindsey Douros:

Welcome to Peak Connection, the podcast for individuals, couples and professionals about engaging in 
life with vitality, deeper emotional connections, love, intimacy and authenticity. I'm Lindsey Douros. And 
joining me today is Clinical Psychologist, Maggie Stagg. Maggie owns a private practice called Growing 
Edge Therapy in Lafayette, California, where she helps adults, specializing in trauma, couples' relational 
issues, anxiety, depression, life transitions, and young adult adjustment issues.

Lindsey:

She's also a parent coach. Thank you so much for being here today, Maggie.

Maggie Stagg:

Yes, my pleasure. And thank you for inviting me.

Lindsey:

Maggie, so we wanted to have you on the show today and not so much... I mean, I know you're an 
expert in your field. But today, we've actually got you on here to talk about something a little bit more 
personal. And I'll be honest, Maggie and I have actually never met in person but have become really 
close friends recently. And that mainly has to do with the fact that we have a shared diagnosis. Maggie, 
do you want to talk a little bit about that?

Maggie:

Yes. So, we both have been diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. And this is a demyelinating autoimmune 
disease, that essentially, your body will attack your central nervous system from your brain, all the way 
down your spine, creating potential impairments, physical sensations, or things within your brain that 
sometimes you don't actually have symptoms of. Or they can be more neurological or mood, things like 
that.

Maggie:

There isn't necessarily as much known about MS as we might want. And so, it continues to be something
that's a mystery for probably all of us.

Lindsey:

I think I liked my husband's definition. When I first got diagnosed, he described it to our six-year-old as 
tiny hamsters running around in mommy's brain, nibbling on the ethernet cables.

Maggie:

Cables. Yeah. That is interesting. It was described to me by a neurologist, that made sense to me. It was 
like, if you think about a wire, it's the part around it that gets wrapped. That keeps the connection going. 
And if you get a little hole in that, then the connection actually goes awry. But there's nothing wrong 
with the wire itself. It's just it's telling it, so that connection is not going from the base to whatever the 
thing is, light or something. So, the same with our brains.



Lindsey:

Right. And you're right. I mean, there's just so little that is known about the disease, but it is different 
than it was 20 years ago. Twenty years ago, there really weren't a lot of treatments. And I think now, 
there has been a lot of progress made just in what they can do for us, which has been good. But in a lot 
of ways, what's been more helpful... I mean, I know, medication is extremely helpful.

Lindsey:

But what's been really helpful for me is finding somebody like you who has dealt with this disease for a 
while, and has been kind enough to mentor me through the early stages of this, and trying to navigate all
of the early questions that I've had. So, I think that has really made our relationship really special. And 
I'm excited to talk to you and share with our listeners at Peak Connection today about connecting with 
other individuals through diagnoses.

Maggie:

Yeah. It's such an important part of it. I think it's something that you don't realize how profound of a 
difference it makes in our lives to be able to share and connect with other people who are going through
the same journey.

Lindsey:

Exactly. I know when I initially received my diagnosis, and I'm sure it was the same for you, but it was 
devastating. But like I said, getting connected with you through our mutual friend was and has been the 
lifeline that I needed, and have needed. When you were first diagnosed, did you have anyone in your life 
that was a mentor to you like you've been to me?

Maggie:

Yes. Actually, I feel really lucky to be able to say, yes. I was initially somebody who didn't really share my 
diagnosis with other people. I was so shell-shocked by it. I didn't even think to tell other people. And I 
happened to tell one friend who I think peripherally knew somebody who had had it, and reached out to
her. And her and I became... like you were saying, she was definitely a lifeline for me. She walked me 
through the first steps, questions about doctors, deciphering terminology, really sifting through my fears.

Maggie:

But I think most of all, she was just someone I could process with, a safe place that I could talk about 
how I felt and what my fears really were with all of it. But like you and I, we had never really met. She 
was more of, I guess, pen pal, right? You might say, where we would text and we would call. And 
FaceTime isn't really a thing back then. So, it was mostly just that. And actually, at one point, she got 
engaged. And she had invited me into her wedding. And we had never actually even met face-to-face.

Lindsey:

Oh, wow.

Maggie:

Yeah, it was really neat. And I was very honored. And so, I went. And she lived a few hours away, and I 
drove up there. I got a hotel room. At the time, I was in middle grad school for my psychology degree. So,
it was like some little hotel. And I went to her wedding, never having met this woman. And actually, I 
went in the church. I saw her get married, still never having met her. And my boyfriend and I, at the time,
now my husband, we went afterwards to... when she was greeting people to talk to her, and introduced 
ourselves really.

Maggie:

And I'll never forget that moment when she realized who I was. And her family was the part that really 
shocked me. They realized who I was. And her mom just folded me up with this big hug. And everyone 



had tears in their eyes. And it was like this really profound moment where I realized, maybe I was 
somewhat to her what she was to me as well. And the whole night, I felt like a guest of honor at her 
wedding. Her parents were so accommodating.

Maggie:

They were so wonderful. We danced the night away. And I left like a trillion inspired I think by the 
connections that we were able to make simply from both sharing something that, when we first got 
diagnosed, it seemed like really a devastating thing. And it turned into something pretty beautiful.

Lindsey:

I love that. That's beautiful. That really is beautiful. And I think having that relationship where it is a safe 
space, because I feel like there is some things that when you share them with your spouse or you share 
them with your friends, they don't really understand. And it's been really helpful having somebody else 
say, "Oh, yeah. Me too." And you know for 100% that that person really understands what you're talking 
about.

Lindsey:

One of the main things that they tell you with MS and other autoimmune diseases is to keep your stress 
levels low because stress can be a trigger for more episodes. I would say that the times we are currently 
living in are really not conducive to that.

Maggie:

Yeah, the tall order.

Lindsey:

And it really is. So, as a mother and a therapist, and given 2020, and all of its glory, what do you do to 
keep your stress levels manageable? Can you share with us any self-care techniques that you found 
particularly helpful?

Maggie:

Yes. I will caveat this by saying it like you said it. It is 2020. I am a therapist. I know all of these. And still, 
we're at an all-time high of this being an incredibly difficult endeavor. And so, I think for everybody, 
number one, self-care is just having grace with themselves for what you are or not doing at this time. But
I think for self-care, it has become a hype word, or a term, I guess you would say. And I think it's 
important for us to consider it more as like a state of mind.

Maggie:

Obviously, there are self-care techniques. But especially for people who have the diagnosis we have, self-
care is really about the way that your brain is considering things. So, if you hit stressful situations, it's, 
"Okay, I'm going to be able to handle this." Or your brain says, "No, I can't handle this." And then, you go 
into this tizzy fight or flight, which is really bad for your nervous system because it gets it all awry.

Maggie:

And so, I think for us to think about self-care in terms of people with MS, especially, it's important for us 
to think about, "Okay, this is day-to-day, how I'm considering my life, how I'm considering each thing I'm 
doing. Am I going to be in the present moment? Am I going to keep my system calm, relaxed? Am I going 
to be to engage in whatever this social thing is in a way that I'm filling my bucket, instead of being 10 
steps ahead, the way that we might want to be or might naturally be in the world that we're in today?"

Maggie:

And so, while I do have some techniques, I think it's also important to think of like, it's not something 
we're constantly adding to our day. It's a lifestyle change. It's that, "I'm going to try and be in this 



moment, and keep my system as calm as possible, as healthy as possible." And some of that is some of 
the self-care techniques, right? I think for me, this is probably laughable being a mother, especially with 
toddlers. But sleep is number one.

Maggie:

I found that pretty right away. And every doctor I ever go to is like, "How much sleep are you getting? Are
you tired? Is it MS fatigue?" And I'm like, "Well, I have two children."

Lindsey:

I am a mother.

Maggie:

Yes. It is 2020. The world is falling apart. But yeah, I don't know if I'm getting enough sleep. I try. So that's
I think a major one. For me, connection with people is a major one. But I think in a way, that's more 
meaningful than maybe I did prior to MS. I'm trying to do more smaller things. I still get to bed early. And
then, I think the other thing... and this is contradictory to what I just said, but doing things alone, which 
is also hard in this day and age.

Maggie:

But figuring out your moments, your walks, your time on the front friends, things that get your system in 
level and calm, and being able to take on the challenges that we inevitably will have.

Lindsey:

And definitely, I think it's a total shift in your mindset and really forcing you to prioritize what's 
important. I mean, that might be like a weird silver lining of MS, but it was like, at least for me at this 
moment of clarity of like, "I have this bulletproof excuse now for not being able to do 500,000 things."

Maggie:

Right, right.

Lindsey:

And I also now am allowed to feed myself first before my kids because I need to eat in order to be able to
function. I'm one of those people that gets hangry.

Maggie:

Oh, absolutely. My husband always jokes in these. He's like, "You have such food insecurity." And I was 
like, "Yes. But you don't understand what will happen here if I'm not eating."

Lindsey:

You don't eat. I know. So, in a way, it's been liberating. And being like, "Well, I have this thing. And I now 
need to prioritize myself and these other things around me that make me feel grounded and make me 
feel less stress."

Maggie:

Yeah. And being able to figure out what they are. Which maybe prior to this or prior to focusing on self-
care, you maybe didn't give yourself permission to do that.

Lindsey:

Oh, absolutely. Absolutely. I think I used to have a lot of guilt about going to my exercise classes a couple 
times a week. And now, it's just like, "No, I have to do this." This is like you're talking about your alone 
time. I know that sounds weird to be on exercise class alone. But for me, that's where I recharge.



Maggie:

Yeah, absolutely.

Lindsey:

It's been really important.

Maggie:

There are things that people say, "Oh, exercise or meditation, these are your standard self-care things." 
But I think when you have something like MS and you realize, "Okay. Well, not only do I need this for my 
body, but how grateful am I to be able to be in my body to do this?" And like meditation, it feels like a 
fad. But it's also one of the only things that's been scientifically proven and connected to growing gray 
matter in our brain, which as people with MS know, is one of the things that you worry about 
diminishing.

Maggie:

And so, there is this bigger push or this bigger incentive and joy really in being able to do those things 
when previously it didn't feel like you were saying like, "Oh, I have permission or it's valid." Now, it's 
something that's it's almost like mandatory.

Lindsey:

It's empowering in a way. It's like, "Okay, these things have to happen in order for me to be okay and for 
my family to be okay, and for my kids to be okay. And I have to be okay in order for that stuff to happen."

Maggie:

Yes, yes. And when you're thinking about doing these things and you're like, "Okay. Well, my kids need 
their mother. So, I need to be able to go workout. Or I need to be able to sit down and do a 15-minute 
meditation even if it means my kid is watching Daniel Tiger in the other room." Mommy needs their 
meditation.

Lindsey:

Exactly. I think you and I both touched on this a little before. But for both of us, our MS diagnoses were 
really unexpected. I know you were a very young, healthy, active woman, as was myself. Neither one of 
us had any prior health issues. I mean, for me, I felt utterly blindsided by the whole thing. What advice 
would you give to someone who receives an incredibly unexpected diagnosis?

Maggie:

Yes. This is I think an important question and something that I wish I could go back and tell myself. But I 
think the most important building blocks are patience, compassion. And in time, patience with self. I 
think when you get something, a life-altering diagnosis, whether it's mental health or it's physical health,
or whatever it is, you go into... or at least I did, like a free fall spin, right? It's almost like your whole world
just got lifted out from beneath you.

Maggie:

I felt like I was constantly going through a car crash. And I kept expecting myself to just be okay. And even
when I was physically okay, like mentally okay, "I should just get used to this." And I tell people now 
when they first got diagnosed, "You need to give yourself at least a year. A year to come to terms with it. 
A year to figure out new medicine. A year to figure out what does it feel like self-care to readjust your 
frame of mind?"



Maggie:

There's a huge adjustment period that we don't think that we need, and there's a grief period too. Grief 
for what you thought your life might be. Grief for the unknown, what you don't know your life is going to
turn into. And while you're going through this process, I think it's really important for everyone to have 
compassion for yourself. The compassion that you're going to take this journey and it's not going to be 
like any... grief is never linear.

Maggie:

And so, one day, you might feel okay. And the next day, you might not, and to give yourself the time and 
space to be able to do that. And I think oftentimes, we feel like, "Oh, I should or shouldn't feel this way, 
or I'm allowed to or not allowed to feel this way." And there often is no rhyme or reason in just giving 
yourself the space to be able to go through that process. I think another thing is, and you probably can 
agree with this, is that when you're given a worst-case scenario, right?

Maggie:

I'm sure you have this too, or I know you have this too. You go to the doctor and you tell them your 
symptoms, and they're doing all the examinations. And they're like, "Well, I'm checking you for this. But 
worst-case scenario, you have MS." And then, worst-case scenario comes true. And your lens in the 
world completely shifts. We, as humans, we're not wired to believe that it could happen to me. We're 
wired to believe where they're exception.

Maggie:

This is why people do things even though they know they could get hurt or injured. Or that's about idea-

Lindsey:

That's why you get on an airplane or go on a car, because you're not expecting the airplane to go down 
or-

Maggie:

Yes, yes. Exactly. And do risky behaviors too, even. Because it's, "Oh, that won't happen to me. That 
happens to other people." It's adaptive. It's what keeps us going, gets us out the door every day. But 
then, worst-case scenario happens to you. And it's hard not to generalize that to everything in life. And 
so, being able to give yourself the time to adjust to that and then realize that that isn't going to be 
everything.

Maggie:

And so, when people get diagnosis, the patient with themselves, the compassion for their journey and 
the time to adjust, that's really important.

Lindsey:

Yeah. I mean, I would definitely say my outlook now has become much less glass half-full and much more
glass half-empty.

Maggie:

Yes.

Lindsey:

And I hate to say this, but maybe that's not such a bad thing to look at the world with a more realistic 
view. But at the same time, there is this immense gratefulness that I have that we've got the medicines 
now that we have, that I wasn't diagnosed 20 years ago. That eventually, with time and doctors, and all 



of these things that we're talking about, putting into practice, and putting yourself first and self-
compassion, you can be okay. And you can live a good life.

Maggie:

Absolutely. I mean, I'm going back on medicine after having a baby. But the medicine I've been on, and 
going back on when I first went on it, I'd only been out for three years. I mean, that's huge, right? If I 
gotten diagnosed, it's the one that's been working for me. And if I gotten diagnosed five years earlier, it 
wouldn't have been an option. And then, these medicines that weren't working for me would have been 
my only option.

Maggie:

And so, yeah. The gratitude that comes up with that, it's something you didn't even know would be part 
of your life to think of, "Oh, I'm so grateful that this medicine got developed." But it becomes part of 
your everyday existence.

Lindsey:

That's true.

Maggie:

Your new normal, so to speak.

Lindsey:

We've recently had a guest on the podcast here at Peak Connection, Dr. Robert Brooks. And he defined a 
resilient person as someone who sees problems or adversity as something to be solved rather than to be
overwhelmed by. But you can't solve MS as like we just discussed. There's no cure. You can take 
medications that make it better. You can make lifestyle choices. But it doesn't go away. Does connecting 
with people who you share your chronic illness with, does that feel like a solution to you in a way?

Maggie:

That's an interesting question. And I would say, for me, it's like a little bit more nuanced than solution. 
When I first got diagnosed, I was actually... ironically, the whole world works out sometimes in 
interesting ways. The therapist I was seeing at the time. Now, I showed up in my session, and I said to 
him, "Well, we have a new topic. I just got diagnosed MS." And pivot from whatever we were talking 
about before. And as the session unfolded, he said, "Maggie, I normally don't share this with people.

Maggie:

But it seems like this is something you're feeling really alone. And so, I think this might help you. I also 
have MS." So, he just serendipitously, somebody I've been seeing for two years as part of my grad school 
program, you have to get a certain amount of therapy hours. He just happened to have MS as well.

Lindsey:

That's so wild.

Maggie:

It was really wild. It really was, talk about connection. He told me, he said, "I know you can't see it now. 
But one day, there will be a silver lining. Now, as you're speaking..." and that doesn't completely fit for 
me that something that feels so hard as MS has a good part about it. But I came across... I think I 
mentioned this to you, this movie, not that I'm recommending it, but the idea of it, it's called Collateral 
Beauty.



Maggie:

And the idea is like, once that whatever big crash happens, that big, terrible thing, when the dust settles,
there's this beauty that might be on the side or have come out of it. It's a little bit different than the 
crash, so to speak, is beautiful, or has a silver lining. And I think for me, that's more what the connection 
is, that out of all of the terribleness that there has been that I've met, these really wonderful people that
I've been able to connect and that as much as I've helped you, that you've helped me as well.

Maggie:

That you've been able to be somebody for me that's supportive and that I can go to. And it's been each 
person that I've talked to, and I do a support group. It's out at UCSF, and they call themselves 
Magnificently Sexy, so MS. People are from all walks of life, all ages, all demographics, cultures, races, 
abilities, everything. And oftentimes, when I meet with that group, I can feel more myself or honest than
with some of my best friends because all these people know what I'm going through.

Maggie:

And so, that for me, that part, that's an anchor. That's its own self-care. That is the collateral beauty of 
MS for me.

Lindsey:

I want to go back to what you were saying about when that initial crash happens and it's just a mess. And
you got to wait for the dust to settle. Something for me that has been really powerful and really just 
shaken me at my core. And a good way is that I've always been a very fiercely independent person. My 
parents will be the first ones to tell you this. And probably, my husband, who's listening over here, 
running sound. But in that independence, I've been loathe to ever ask for help.

Lindsey:

I would rather die. And that's more often, like quite literally, my brain was like, "Well, we're not going to 
kill you, but we're going to bring you real close. You're not going to have a choice about it."

Maggie:

No wonder we get along.

Lindsey:

So, it's been a really humbling experience. But it's also been a really beautiful one in that I now realize 
it's okay to be vulnerable with other people. It's okay to say, "I need help with this thing. I'm having a 
hard day. I can't get out of the bed today. I need help entertaining my kids on a FaceTime call for 20 
minutes, so I can close my eyes and get a nap." I think being vulnerable with other people and sharing 
that with them is a really beautiful tool because you don't have to walk in all these hardships.

Lindsey:

Everybody has hardships in life. You don't always know what people are dealing with. And different 
people have different struggles. And when you allow them to walk along a road with you and carry 
something heavy for you, it gives them permission to let you carry something heavy for them sometime. 
And I feel like that has been a really liberating experience. Not just for myself but for other friends who 
have come up to me and said, "It really means so much to me that you're being as open about your 
diagnosis as you have been. Because it's given me courage to be more open about what I'm struggling 
with."

Maggie:

Yeah, absolutely. And I will say from a personal experience, your transparency with it has impacted me a 
lot. Because I think people with MS, typically, there's a stigma or fear about how they're going to be 
treated, how others will view them. And I know when I got diagnosed nearly seven years ago, I was in 



this MS group. They called me an MS closeter I was in an MS closet. I did not tell people that I have MS. 
And I shared it there with very, very few people.

Maggie:

And you're right, there's a disconnect that happens. There's something where obviously there's 
something wrong, but you're not sharing it with people. And so, it doesn't allow for closeness. And it 
sometimes can create a barrier between you and other people when it could have gone the opposite 
way.

Lindsey:

I think in a lot of ways, I haven't had a choice with that. I have two young people here who have even 
less filters than I do, which is terrifying. My favorite so far, my favorite experience. Oh, my gosh. We had 
gotten our flu shots. And so, I of course, bribed my kids with ice cream, like any reasonable parent does.

Maggie:

Yes, absolutely.

Lindsey:

And we went to the ice cream store [crosstalk 00:28:20]. There you go, more sugar. We went to the ice 
cream store. And we walk in, and my oldest, she immediately says to the guy behind the counter who 
we've never met, "I'm going to have a scoop of strawberry please, with some vanilla on top. But mom's 
not going to have anything because she can't have sugar or dairy, because she's got MS."

Maggie:

Oh, my gosh.

Lindsey:

He's just like, "Oh, okay. Well." This is why I tell it to everybody because there are no secrets.

Maggie:

You're going to leave the ice breaking job to her, right? For all future events.

Lindsey:

Goodness. I'd never like kill someone, she'd be the first one to rat me out.

Maggie:

Oh, my gosh. My daughter too when I was pregnant with my baby, I'm not telling people yet. She would 
show up and be like, "My mommy has a baby in her belly."

Lindsey:

Yeah. I mean, with children, there's just no secrets. Nothing. Nothing is sacred. You can't go to the 
bathroom alone. None of that. So, yeah. I mean, I just tell everybody because they're going to find out. 
The ice cream guy knows.

Maggie:

But I think you're seeing how it serves you. Now, this isn't something that people can carry alone nor 
should they. And to be isolated with it I think is one of the hardest pieces about MS, and the reason why 
connecting with other people have the same illness, does make such a difference, is because it gives you 
the small piece of not being alone with it.



Lindsey:

Exactly. I mean, it does feel really isolating in its own way. We've talked a lot about connection and 
connecting with others and that, but let's talk about disconnection. You mentioned that briefly. Getting a
diagnosis like this, and we said, it does feel isolating. You feel like your friends and family treat you 
differently. And whether or not that's true or not, you're always... at least, I was overly sensitive.

Lindsey:

I am overly sensitive to it. You notice things. The first week I was home from the hospital, my three-year-
old went in the living room. And she grabbed a family photo and said, "Mommy, when are you going to 
be like this mommy again?" And it still brings tears to my eyes. I just didn't even know how to respond to
that. I still don't know how to respond to that. We had some friends who brought us meals and just 
didn't know what to say.

Lindsey:

Because I mean, what do you say to a person who gets a life diagnosis? I don't know what I would say. 
Do you feel disconnected when you were diagnosed?

Maggie:

Yeah. I mean, your story breaks my heart because you probably are thinking the same thing, right? When
will this mommy come back? And that's one of the things about MS, is that the answer is, you don't 
know. And I think that's part of the isolation, is that you don't know what tomorrow is going to bring. 
And so, how do you connect and share that with friends? So, people say, "Oh, how are you doing?" or 
"What does this mean for your life?" And the answer is, I don't know. I'm okay today, but I might not be 
okay tomorrow.

Maggie:

And I've thought about this a lot. Especially, I think probably you've seen this in your marriage is, how 
can you ask somebody to show up for you? In what way can they show up? And why does it feel like I'm 
so alone with it, even when you have this person, say like your husband, who's sitting there and really 
wanting to be there for you? And I think about for myself, I do this thing every morning. It's right when I 
wake up, it's very brief.

Maggie:

It's this moment that I do, and I do this body scan. I hold my breath all the time. And I think, "Am I okay 
today? Is my body still mine today?" And I probably don't exhale until I've done the whole-body scan. I 
can feel everything in my body. And then, I breathe again and go about my day. But I think that is so 
indicative of why it does feel isolating, is that moment of fear right before I do my check and know that 
I'm okay. That's a fear that I can only hold alone.

Maggie:

I can't ask somebody to share that with me nor could they. No matter how well-intentioned or 
supportive they are, is that the fear of the unknown is something that when you have a chronic illness, 
you hold that alone. And so, it does make it challenging to connect with people because it is your 
journey. And you don't have the answers that people might want.

Lindsey:

I think especially, it's hard when you have an illness like MS where there's just so little that's known 
about it. That was the hardest thing for me in the beginning. And I kept telling my husband, I was like, 
"It's not like cancer. It's not like, 'Okay, we've got these proven steps. If we do this, you're going to have 
this an outcome. If we don't do these things, you're going to have to...'" There's just no way to know.



Maggie:

There's no way to know. Yeah.

Lindsey:

And so, it was hard because a lot of people kept asking. "What can we do? How can we help you?" And 
we had so many wonderful friends who brought us meals the first month I was home from the hospital, 
which was just beautiful. And I felt guilty even receiving them. But it was their way of being able to say, 
in the time of social isolation where you can't just go give your friend a hug.

Maggie:

Right, what a time even to get diagnosed.

Lindsey:

Oh, God. It's awful.

Maggie:

Talk about disconnection.

Lindsey:

Yeah. It's been really hard. But them being able to do the simple act of bringing a meal. And I think what 
we kept telling them was, "We appreciate you stepping in now and helping us now," but there will be a 
time down the road when we're going to need more help, when there might be another episode. And I 
might be in the hospital. And we might need childcare. I don't know.

Maggie:

Yeah. And the hard thing about that is those are the episodes or those are the times when you are... 
there is something fundamental that you can say, "I need help with this," right? But when you are 
somebody who's carrying a chronic illness, it's the day-to-day that can feel very isolating. This is my hard 
journey that I'm doing alone day-to-day that people aren't going to be able to carry for you. And I think 
that's something that over time becomes more empowering.

Maggie:

This is my thing, right? Everyone's born with their thing, their thing to carry. And this happens to be my 
thing. And every day, you're going to have a hard thought or a hard moment or a hard emotion. And to 
be able to say, "I can do hard things. I can feel hard things. And I did it yesterday. I'm doing it today. I'm 
going to do it tomorrow." And then, that becomes your thing to carry. And it becomes your superpower, 
is that you're able to do it and you're able to do it day in and day out. And then, it doesn't become as 
isolating. It becomes empowering.

Lindsey:

I'm going to get a new t-shirt now that says, "MS is my superpower because [crosstalk 00:35:56]."

Maggie:

It is. It is. And then, when you connect with other people who are going through the same thing, you can
give them a little bit of your power, right? It's like, "I've done hard things. I do hard things. I feel hard 
things. And you can too."

Lindsey:

What would you tell someone about connecting with a friend or a loved one who's recently had a 
difficult diagnosis? Do you have any resources?



Maggie:

I think people in general have really a hard time sitting with people in pain, especially when it's the 
longevity of it. It's like we're saying it's indefinite. We, as people, we're wired to want to feel good, and 
we want our brains to feel good. And we tend to go towards the thing that does that. And I don't know 
that when you have something like a chronic illness, it doesn't feel good, just that way. And so, I think I 
would suggest people do the opposite action of what they want to do, right?

Maggie:

They don't always know what to say. They don't always know what to do. So, they sometimes don't do 
anything. And so, I would say, do the opposite. Lean in, right? And sometimes, there isn't a right thing to 
say. But there is the wrong thing. And that's not doing anything. That's the same with nothing. Or that's 
the minimizing, right? I often have very well-intentioned friends or loved ones, and they say, "Well, at 
least you don't look sick." or "At least, you don't have this."

Maggie:

Or whatever the thing is, the thing that might make somebody feel better. But really, what they're saying 
is, "I don't know what to say to you. So, I'm going to say this thing because this feels more palpable or 
something, something that I can sit with." And so, I would say to those people, "Say that. Say, 'I don't 
know what to say to you. But I want to support you, and I want to be there for you. So, what would that 
look like for you? How can I support you?

Maggie:

What would feel good? And can I keep checking on you? And how can I show up for you?'" And it's not 
easy. Chronic illness is indefinite. So, how do you show up for somebody constantly and continuously? 
Because that person's struggle isn't going away. And so, I think it's just when you want to lean out, you 
lean in. You keep saying to them, "What can I do? Or how are you doing? Give them a space to talk, like 
we're talking about that safe place.

Maggie:

And it's funny, I often hear from people, they say, "I really, really want to ask you about it, but I'm so 
nervous or afraid that I'm going to make you feel bad, or I'm going remind you about it." And I always 
have a little laugh to myself, because I'm like, "I know I have a MS," right? Like, PSA to everybody, people 
with a chronic illness know they have it. You aren't the one giving me the diagnosis. My doctor already 
gave that to me. And so, now you just have to show up as a friend and just ask. Just ask the hard 
questions.

Lindsey:

I remember when I first got diagnosed. And we gotten home, and our six-year-old was very much like 
that, where she was so afraid about saying the wrong thing to me or doing the wrong thing, or bringing 
up MS and upsetting me. That she would hold in all of her questions all day long until her dad got home 
in the evening from work. And then, she would just unload on him for two hours. And it was so hard.

Maggie:

That's heartbreaking.

Lindsey:

It was. It was. And we finally had to tell her, "It's okay for you to ask questions. It's okay for you to not 
know what to say to mom." And I think that's true for anybody who has a close family member or a 
friend with a chronic illness. It's perfectly okay to address the elephant in the room because it does 
create a wall between you and that person if you don't.



Maggie:

Yeah, and that is the connection, right? And that's somebody else showing up vulnerable and saying, "I 
don't know what to say to you. All right? I don't know the right thing to say. But I want to say 
something." And that I think is more powerful. And then, it allows you to be vulnerable too.

Lindsey:

Yeah, absolutely.

Maggie:

And tell them how you're doing. Or you might say, "I don't know." And sometimes, like you were saying 
to about your friends, it's like, you don't know what would be supportive right now or helpful. But you 
can imagine that you're going to need it down the road, and you sure hope they're going to be there.

Lindsey:

Exactly. Do you have any resources that you would recommend to anybody going through something like
this or that knows somebody going through it? I mean, as a therapist, what resources would you point us
to?

Maggie:

I think it's hard because people need different things. I mean, there's the National MS Society. And I 
think that that's always something that's good just to get the latest research and information. I think that
whenever somebody goes through something like this, they should always get a therapist, because you 
need that person. That's your person. And you can go to Psychology Today and look in your area. You can
go on your insurance and look who accepts it.

Maggie:

And then, I think also, the biggest resource when somebody is going through something like this is your 
care team and getting the right neurologist, and getting all of your ducks in a row with the people that 
are going to be care taking you. Because those are also your mental health team as well. If you don't 
trust them, then how do you survive it, really, mentally and emotionally? But in terms of resources out 
there, I think that's one of the things that probably is really lacking with chronic illness and these kinds of
things, is that they aren't as robust now.

Maggie:

And when I went through this, I was constantly looking for something like the spark group I found 
through UCSF. I asked my doctor, and she was almost everybody's doctor and support. She had a slow 
cult following. Now, we called her the queen bee because she's so amazing. And then, in San Francisco, I 
found a young professional's network of people who either had MS or loved ones who had MS. And I got
involved with that, raising money.

Maggie:

And that really helped me feel like I was powerful in doing something. And so, I think just looking at your 
community chapter for the National MS Society or whatever your thing is, if getting involved helps you to
feel empowered. When all of this COVID stuff is over, you can go back to doing events and fundraisers. I 
think those are things that also help people connect with people who have MS while you also can feel 
like you're contributing towards the cause.

Lindsey:

Definitely. Maggie, thank you so much for being here today. It was lovely talking to you and seeing you, 
even if it's-



Maggie:

For the first time.

Lindsey:

I really should have gotten dressed up.

Maggie:

You look wonderful.

Lindsey:

Oh, you're sweet. You've been listening to Peak Connection with our guest today, Maggie Stagg. Maggie 
is a clinical psychologist in Lafayette, California, where she owns a private practice called, Growing Edge 
Therapy. She helps adults specializing in trauma, couples' relational issues, anxiety, depression, life 
transitions and young adult adjustment issues. She's also a parent coach. She can be reached at 
drstaggtheraphy.com, and that's D-R.

Lindsey:

You can also find her contact information in the show notes and transcriptions, which will be available on
our website, peakconnection.net. Maggie, thank you so much.

Maggie:

Yeah, it was so nice to see you. Thanks for having me.

Lindsey:

And I appreciate you staying up late, but go to bed.

Maggie:

Self-care. I'll talk to you soon.

Lindsey:

Okay. Bye.

Maggie:

Bye.


