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It wasn't supposed to turn out like this.

We had a storybook romance. So why am I hiding in a shelter for battered women?

Especially since he never hit me.

The worst part is worrying about my daughter. Does she know she still has a mommy? Does she have any idea how much I love her?

And will I ever see her again?
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I wasn’t always like this, you know. Wasn’t always such a mess. Back in high school — you might have a hard time believing me — but back then I was this big overachiever. Straight As, college scholarships, you name it. But you’re not here to talk about the glory days, are you?

You asked for the details, the gritty, hideous truth, the shame-filled reality of my past that’s too difficult to speak of. Which explains why I’m writing it all out. You said you wanted to understand better. Figure out why I’ve made the choices I have, as much as it hurts us both. So here I am, baring my entire soul to you.

I’m ready.

I just wonder if you are.

When I asked you what I was supposed to write, you answered with a very cryptic, “Whatever you think’s important,” and I’ve spent the past week trying to figure out what that means. You already know a lot of it. How long ago did we first meet? Time feels a little weird to me lately. I’m never really sure what day I’m in. There’s old Halloween candy on discount in the stores, but I’d have to consult a calendar to tell you if we’ve had Christmas yet or not.

But that’s all irrelevant. It has nothing to do with me or you or the daughter I’ve lost. You asked about the past. About the things that led up to where I am today. I guess you’re trying to figure out how someone like me ended up where I am.

Where did it all go wrong?

I could tell you about the first crash. I mean, when it comes down to it, that’s when it technically began. But that’s like starting Les Misérables in the chapter where Fantine’s already walking the streets and dying from tuberculosis. If you don’t know how far she fell, you don’t care how low she ended up, right?

Anyway, you didn’t ask me about Victor Hugo. You asked about my history. So here it goes.

I’m going to start with school, because you know what? It’s the last time I can remember being truly happy.

Who would have thought it’d be hard to write about those days? Seriously, though, who wants to admit they peaked at the age of seventeen, and everything went downhill from there? Still, sometimes it’s comforting to remember what you once had. Even if the memories themselves are torture.

Which they are.

Chris and I, we met all the way back in junior high when his family moved to central Washington. I guess technically we may have even known each other in kindergarten, because his family used to live here then. But I don’t remember him, and he doesn’t remember me, so even if we might have been around each other when we were just starting out school, I have no memory of meeting him until seventh grade. That’s when his parents moved back to Orchard Grove.

It’s a long, complicated story — his family’s, I mean. His mom was a migrant worker, fell in love or had some sort of fling with the son of an apple orchardist — Montague and Capulet stuff, seriously, except without the poison or the well-meaning albeit horrifically meddling friar. Which maybe explains why both of Chris’s parents are alive today.

Anyway, Chris was born in Orchard Grove, moved away for a while, then came back halfway into our seventh-grade year. I was on the pom squad then. Think cheerleader but it’s more like dance, not standing there yelling and doing a few toe-touches. I was co-captain at that point — the first Chinese co-captain in the history of Orchard Grove, as my mom would always boast. (Apparently she’s forgotten that the only other Chinese-American student who ever walked the halls of Orchard Grove was my older brother who graduated ten years before I did, so it’s honestly not that huge of an accomplishment.) Well, part of my job was to show the new kids around. I don’t know. I guess the guidance counselor thought it’d be a nice way to boost school spirit, which is really what the pom squad was all about. That and the dancing, of course.

So when Chris moved back to town in the middle of the year, it was my responsibility to make sure he could find all his classes, sit with him the first few days at lunch if he was by himself, help him out with his locker if he couldn’t get his combination working right. That sort of thing, and that’s how our relationship started. Call it cheesy if you want. If this were all written out in a book, I wouldn’t read another page. It’d be like those trashy teen love series that do nothing but prepare little girls to grow up and devour bodice-ripping romances. But I’m not writing a piece of literature here. I’m writing my story, so you don’t get to tell me if it’s an overused motif or not.

Chris and I dated officially for five straight years. Six if you count seventh grade, where technically neither one of us was allowed to date, but we were already mushy-gushy at that point, even if the kissing and stuff didn’t come until later.

But that’s just the thing. With Chris and me, it wasn’t the physical. Not all of it. We were both active in youth group at the time. Chris, he was Mr. Sunday School through and through. Knew better than to go messing around too much. A lot of people wouldn’t believe us because it’s not like we made it this big announcement or anything, but we both graduated high school virgins. I’m only telling you this because some folks see a couple where things go bad, and they immediately ask, Well, what did you do wrong? and the whole sex before marriage thing comes up a lot, especially if you grow up in a church as strict as Orchard Grove Bible.

I’m not saying we were perfect. I just want you to know we had something more than hormones between us. Young love gets such a bad rap these days, you know that? Sometimes I think, yeah, that’s probably for good reason. Then every once in a while I wonder if that’s because all the old people are jealous.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. A lot happened those first two years after we graduated. A lot. It’s too much to write about in one sitting. This is going to drain my energy, I know it. Way more so than I initially expected. Just this little rambling introduction, it’s taken me two days, and I swear I could lay down for a five-hour nap right about now.

I’m sure as I keep on writing, I’ll be tempted to skip over some of the more difficult parts. Jump to the good stuff. Because hard as my life’s been lately, it’s been sprinkled with blessings as well. So please don’t start feeling sorry for me. I couldn’t stand your pity on top of everything else that’s passed between us.

Just like good old Robert Frost had to pause where those two roads diverged into that yellow wood, and he couldn’t transport himself to the end of his journey without explaining to us why he stopped there to wrestle with his destiny, I’ve got to tell you everything. Got to be thorough. So help me God because he alone knows how hard this is going to be.

He alone knows all the secrets I’ve been carrying around like that sack on Christian’s back in Pilgrim’s Progress. Except unlike John Bunyan’s hero, I’m still waiting for my Evangelist, my messenger to tell me where to get rid of these burdens. Who knows, maybe that’s why God brought me here to talk to you.

One could always hope, right?

So don’t worry, I’ll tell you everything. Well, at least the parts I’m able to get out. I don’t make promises beyond that. I’m like Tolstoy. He said he could sum up everything he’d learned about life in just three words. I may not be as experienced as some, but I’ve walked through more despair and heartache than my burdened soul knows what to do with. Like Tolstoy, I can also summarize everything I’ve learned about life as concisely as he did:

It goes on.

Life goes on. In spite of the secrets we’re destined to carry to the grave, heavy and cumbersome though our load may be.

In spite of the squalid human condition, the wretchedness that pierces your soul until you imagine you’re staring at some phantom or demon in the mirror and not yourself at all.

In spite of the excruciating sadness, the grief that can consume you for weeks, months at a time, until you don’t just lose track of the days but of the seasons and years, too.

In spite of it all, life goes on.

And all you have to hold onto is the hope that maybe, by God’s grace or some miraculous intervention on your behalf, you’ll find release from your burdens.

You’ll find peace for your soul.

I pray that I will. I hope that I will. Because sometimes, truth be told, it’s tempting to think about giving up. Just like Frost said, the woods are lovely in their darkness and depth. It’s tempting to think of staying here forever, but I have promises to keep.

Promises to myself. Promises to my daughter.

I can’t fail. Not again.

But I’m so tired. So bone-weary, soul-draining tired.

With miles to go before I sleep.

And miles to go before I sleep.
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I’ve found that I have unconventional tastes when it comes to literary match-making. Rhett Butler? Ok, so maybe he and Scarlett deserve each other, but I certainly don’t mean that as a compliment.

And Mr. Darcy? Awkward, eccentric introvert? Umm, excuse me, but exactly what does he have going for him? Other than his fortune, I mean. If I wanted to read billionaire love stories, I’d find them a dime a dozen in the erotica section.

And what’s up with Rochester? I don’t mean that rhetorically either. I seriously want to ask Jane Eyre and her myriad fans what’s the deal with him.

I suppose I’m more of the boy-next-door kind of girl. Which is why when I read Little Women, I rooted for Laurie, the quintessential (and literal) boy next door. And Jo turned him down and married the professor. Seriously? I threw the book against the wall. Still refuse to reread it.

I’m not much of a Lord of the Rings fan, but I worked my way through the entire series. I’d read Austen and Bronte and all the others by then but didn’t experience my first literary crush until I met Samwise Gamgee.

Now there’s a boy next door for you.

So I’ve been thinking about Chris a lot. Not Chris, the reason my entire life’s turned into one giant train wreck, or Chris the man who destroyed my faith in happily ever afters. Not Chris, the reason I’ve been spending my nights in and out of different battered women’s shelters. I’m thinking about Chris as he was back then.

In that time in the not-too-distant past when he was everything.

Chris the football kicker, because he was destined to be a star in our small town, but he wasn’t big enough for defense or fast enough for offense. Chris the homecoming king, because he and I were on court all four years of high school, so it would have been basically an impossibility for us not to get ourselves crowned as seniors.

And maybe you look at all that, you see me with my pom-pons and him in his football uniform, you walk through Orchard Grove High School and see the framed pictures of us in our homecoming crown and sash, and maybe you think we were that shallow, flighty couple you meet in teen romances or whatever.

Maybe you see him as Chris the jock or Chris the kid who probably peaked in high school and wouldn’t ever go on to do anything else of significance in his entire life.

But I see Chris, the boy who sprinted across the street to the gas station in between second and third period to buy me an emergency supply of pads. Chris, the boy who planned a scavenger hunt that stretched across the entire town to celebrate my sixteenth birthday and who graffitied his next-door neighbor’s broken-down shed (with permission) to invite me to our senior prom.

Sure, we were both athletic, but guess what? We worked our butts off on the school newspaper, too. We kept going to youth group, and when he was a senior, Chris even helped out with this junior high Bible study just for boys at his church. When he and I got together Friday nights, it usually wasn’t to party. It was to talk about our AP literature class or to work on layout for the school paper. We even started writing a play together. Never finished it, but that’s not the point. The point is we weren’t just some flaky high school power couple.

That’s why it’s so hard to remember, you know? Remember what we used to have. People say memories are supposed to comfort, but they’re wrong.

Dead wrong.

Chris was my Gilbert Blythe, and I was his Anne Shirley, so convinced, so confident that wherever our future would bring us, we would be together.

He was Count Vrosnky, and I was Anna Karenina, and our love was just as fierce and passionate, except it wasn’t tainted. It wasn’t taboo.

It should have turned out so differently.

Which is what makes it so hard to talk about.

I didn’t just lose a high-school crush. I didn’t just lose my first love.

I lost my stinking soul.
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CHAPTER 3


[image: image]




I’m like a time bomb these days. I really am. Like I can feel the next crash creeping up on me centimeter by deadly centimeter. I look back and think about those days when I was happy, those days when Chris and I would stay up until one or two in the morning, working on the school paper, laughing at our stupid typos, talking about all our plans for college and beyond. That’s the worst of it. I can remember when I actually felt like a person. A person with a life to live. A reason to exist.

At least the suicidal side of it is gone. I know it’s no reason to boast, but I never actually made an attempt, even when things were at their worst. Through it all, I’ve maintained a shred of my dignity. The irony is the only reason I didn’t try to kill myself was because I was too tired to form any sort of cohesive plan. But I did think about it.

A lot.

You don’t need all the details, I’m sure. Even now, I can’t believe how much I’m already telling you. I spent two full months in bed. I didn’t technically sleep that entire time, but I was about as mentally useful as a coma patient. I still remember the way it felt. Heaviness. Brain smog. That thick, pea-soup mental fog. It doesn’t just sap your strength. It feeds on your exhaustion. You’re so sluggish, which is exactly how it wants you. So your thoughts aren’t your own, because you don’t even think anymore in words or pictures, just in primitive sensations. Sensations of tiredness. Of nothing. Of death.

I was still a mess when I returned to Orchard Grove. It was Christmas break my sophomore year of college. Daddy was a saint. Got me audiobook after audiobook, and he’d sit by my bedside listening with me so I wouldn’t feel lonely. Mom thought I had mono. It was easier to explain it that way. Explain why I didn’t just refuse to get out of bed, I literally couldn’t lift my legs off the mattress.

She clucked and fretted. Mom’s like that, you know. Chiding me in English, then muttering to herself in Cantonese. You want to know about my relationship with my mother? I swear all you’ve got to do is read an Amy Tan book. It doesn’t even matter which one. In Mom’s professional opinion, mental illness isn’t illness at all. It’s not caused by a germ, and therefore it doesn’t exist. And on top of all her quintessential Chinese-American mothering tactics, she goes to Orchard Grove Bible Church, so she’s got theology on her side backing her up.

Because of course, God helps those who help themselves. She quotes it so many times she actually believes it’s written right there in red letters. Hers is that old-school, bootstrap sort of Christianity, where you take a little bit of the Bible, a heavy dose of puritanical ideals, and pour out the American Protestant work ethic on top. So you’re constantly pulling yourself up by your bootstraps, quoting Philippians 4:13 to yourself like you’re some heavyweight champion wrestler, and you conquer anything and everything that stands between you and your goal, which is a mix between a traditional family, a comfortable retirement, and eternal security.

That’s why it was so much easier to tell her I was recovering from mono.

Which didn’t keep Chris from stopping by to see me, even though I’d broken up with him over a year earlier.

And then the fog lifted. Gloriously. Miraculously. I was myself again. So much so that I started to wonder if maybe I did catch a virus, and it just took my immune system longer than expected to fight it off. Of course, reconnecting with Chris didn’t hurt. It didn’t hurt that we were talking about the future, even mentioning the word engagement. It was like I’d been asleep for the past year and a half and was just now waking up.

I mean seriously, I looked at the way I was at the start of my first year of college, and I had no idea who that girl was. The girl who called her long-time boyfriend one week after freshman orientation, begging him through tears to understand why she was dumping him. The girl who tossed all his old love letters — five whole years’ worth — into the recycling bin because she was certain that it was in both of their best interests to move on.

The girl who couldn’t get out of bed until Prince Charming swept in and woke up her exhausted soul with his kiss.

That girl was gone, and good riddance to her. Once again the future was promising and glorious and everything Chris and I had hoped it would be when we celebrated our high-school graduation.

He forgave me for breaking up with him. He even said it was good, said that our year and a half experiment of living apart from each other helped us to grow and mature, so now our love was destined to be even stronger.

I wish to God he’d been right.
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I knew writing this out would take a lot of my energy. I’m surprised I haven’t crashed yet. I’ve always dreamed of being a novelist one day. I’ve lived the past decade in that perpetual pre-aspiring author stage. Problem is I either write absolute fluff (the kind that would make even a teen-romance junkie gag), or I create something so real it sends me to bed for a week or two at a time.

Move over, J. K. Rowling, I’m hot on your heels.

As soon as I finish this month-long nap.

Once I woke up from my semester-long sleep, I tried hard for Chris. I’d swear on Gutenberg’s printing press how hard I tried. At first, things were going so well. Looking back, it was the dumbest breakup to start with. I thought we both needed time to focus on our studies. It was difficult maintaining a relationship when he was in Seattle and I was all the way on the other side of the state in Spokane. That was all there was to it. I started to think that’s what my first crash was all about, that after trying to survive without him, my body and mind finally gave up and refused to function anymore.

So Chris and I had a blissful New Year’s together, then I went back to Spokane. Went back to my studies, got more involved in church because I’m always inspired to grow closer to God when I’m with him. And things were so good. I can’t explain it. Can’t explain how the only time I seriously know who I am is when I’m with Chris. It’s like we were together for so long we were the equivalent of octogenarians married for six decades by the time we got to college. I can just picture the way you’re rolling your eyes right now. Don’t think I can’t. But I’ve got to talk to someone about all this, and awkward as it’s going to be for both of us, that someone is you.

Don’t forget that you’re the one who asked for it.

I’ve still got that time-bomb ticking inside me. Still know that at some point, maybe tomorrow, maybe three months from now, my body’s going to wake up, but my brain’s going to decide to hibernate for however long it sees fit. I’m so ashamed of this mess I’ve turned into. I try to hide it well, I really do. I try to make up for my dysfunction by overcompensating the rest of the time. I go overboard on self-care because I know at any moment, I might lose the energy to bring a brush to my hair. Seriously, have you ever been so exhausted that Germ-X becomes your best friend because getting a squirt of soap and having to rinse your hands is too taxing?

Maybe that’s a calloused question for me to ask, and I’m sorry. You know what I’ve gone through. But I think about you, and it makes me feel even more wretched.

We shouldn’t have ever met, you and I. You know that, don’t you? Of course, you’re too much of a gentleman to come out and say it, so I’ll do it for the both of us. I wish you’d never stepped into my life.

Because you’re the reason for that next crash, and all the ones that came after it.
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I’ve heard people say that folks who struggle with mental illness are the strongest out of everybody because what’s scarier than fighting with your own mind day in and day out? And I suppose if I was an inspirational-calendar-quotes kind of girl, that sort of thinking might give me a little perk when things get hard.

The funny thing is when I function, I function fine. You would never look at me and guess that by tomorrow my brain might go on strike for three or four weeks. When I’m busy with life and being productive, you could never imagine the demons that I’ve battled.

Both the demons I’ve conquered and the ones that I’m sure will plague me for the rest of my life.

It’s a curse, really, because when you do that well ten months out of the year, nobody worries about you during the two when you disappear. They just think, oh, I wonder where she is. Probably off traveling and forgot to tell me, or writing that great American novel she’s always talked about.

So, I know there’s this stereotype about authors, and really all artists in general. It’s this idea that depression is the muse of creative geniuses, and without their beloved mental illnesses, they’d never be able to create the masterpieces they do. Case in point: My high-school English teacher had a comic taped on the chalkboard. There’s a black-haired man with a pen sitting at his desk, smiling at the raven who just landed on his windowsill and greeting him with a cheerful, “Hello, birdie.” Caption? Edgar Allen Poe on Prozac.

I’m not knocking Prozac, by the way. My mom does enough of that for the both of us. What I’m saying is that as a culture we’ve got this idealized notion that a mentally stable Edgar Allen Poe would have never penned the haunting cadences in The Raven or the chilling, tragic story of Annabelle Lee in her kingdom by the sea. Tchaikovsky could have never dived into the depths of human emotion and experience to birth his fifth symphony in all its melancholic, awe-inspiring grandeur. Vincent Van Gogh cut off his ear half a year before painting Starry Night. Coincidence?

Not according to the experts in their ivory towers.

So the artists are left to suffer as martyrs because who besides nursery-school kids wants to read a poem about a little birdie visiting a cheerful human in his well-lit chambers?

The problem with that line of reasoning is that for every Van Gogh, for every unstable artist who manages to surface from the depths of mental illness to create such lasting masterpieces, there are twenty or thirty or maybe a hundred artists who die without having the strength to lift up their pens or their paintbrushes and show the world the haunting, spirit-aching beauty that’s in their souls.

I could write. I know I could. If it weren’t for the fact that every time I try to jot something down, it lays me up in bed for weeks.

But I’m done complaining. Really I am. There are some things that if they could be fixed, they would have been fixed already. There’s a grand, universal reason for it all, I’m sure, and don’t try to wax eloquent and tell me what that reason might be. Like I said, if I wanted inspirational platitudes, I’d buy a cheap wall calendar.

You know, I started off ripping on folks who say that people with mental illness are stronger than average, but maybe there’s something to it. I mean, the fact that I’m alive is pretty startling. Not only that, but in spite of everything I’ve got going against me, I haven’t thought of killing myself since the very first crash.

Since I met you.

I guess you could call me theologically eclectic if you were to gauge it by the different churches I’ve attended. Orchard Grove, as you’re well aware, is extremely conservative. Bunch of old, retired orchardists and not too many young folks. And Valley Tabernacle, the one Chris and his family went to across the river, that was something different. Words of encouragement, apostolic testimonies, all that Holy Spirit stuff. Some of it I could do without, like the raising your hands out to your sides and spinning around in circles in the aisle. Or getting slain in the Spirit. Don’t even get me started on that.

I think if I were to look at that strain of Christianity with a critical eye, my biggest complaint would be how they make everything boil down to spiritual attacks. You get a bad case of indigestion — the devil must be fed up with you. You can’t find a parking spot at the post office, and all of a sudden you’re wondering if you invited demons into your life through some unconscious sin or other.

The problem with that demon-behind-every-bush theology, at least as far as I see it, is it takes responsibility away from the Christian and thrusts it onto the shoulders of Satan and his legions of minions. Kind of convenient if you want to look at your own sin patterns and offer up that all-too-common the devil made me do it excuse, but that’s about all I see going for it.

But I certainly won’t knock Valley Tabernacle either. Orchard Grove will never come close to creating that experience of deep, intensely personal worship. And it’s because of my time there that I’m free from my suicidal thoughts. I would have never really believed in that sort of immediate deliverance if it hadn’t happened to me firsthand. I’m not into the bells-and-whistles style of Christianity. Give me Jesus, give me the cross, give me Easter Sunday, and I’m ready to call it good. I don’t need a dramatic testimony every weekend, a brand-new belted-out chorus every service.

I’m not saying I was skeptical, but I certainly wasn’t looking for a miracle when I went to Valley Tabernacle with Chris that Sunday. We were both home for spring break our sophomore year, enjoying our last weekend together before we headed back to our respective campuses. It was hard because I hated the thought of being far from him, but we had so much future to plan, I was hopeful that the days would pass quickly. We’d both be back in Orchard Grove again by summer, and we were already in that pre-engagement stage where there’s no ring yet, no date, but you’re still walking through each day knowing you’re going to end up together.

I honestly thought my depression was gone for good. I’d been stupid to break up with Chris to start with. I could see that now. Best I could figure, my body and brain eventually decided to conspire against me to prove what a dumb decision I’d made, and now that the two of us were together, there was nothing but joy waiting ahead.

Ok, so maybe I wasn’t that naïve. I knew our future wouldn’t be without obstacles, but seriously, when you love as deeply as we did, you feel completely invincible against whatever the world may throw at you.

I already mentioned how the times I’ve been closest to God are when I’m with Chris. And even though it would be hard to say goodbye, I felt more hopeful that Sunday, more alive than I had since my high-school graduation. So I was at Valley Tabernacle, and who do you think it was who showed up as the new pastor? You know, I’m one of those old-school types who gets used to one preacher’s style of teaching, so if I hadn’t wanted to spend every possible minute with Chris, I might not have bothered to even show up that day. No offense, but I remember feeling antsy because I was in the middle of rereading The Grapes of Wrath, and it’s one of those books I like to finish in as few sittings as possible. That’s why I hoped your sermon wouldn’t last all that long.

And you got to talking, and it was deliverance this and Holy Ghost that, and I was half paying attention to you and half thinking about Ma and Pa Joad. I’d just gotten to the part where they bury Grampa, so I wasn’t even that far into it yet but really wanted to finish up before I headed back to campus.

But then something you said caught my attention, and I couldn’t help but sit there mesmerized, and you were all Holy-Spirit-fired up, shouting and even spitting on the congregants unfortunate enough to sit in the front row. And you were up there with your hands raised high, shouting, “My God is a God of DELIVERANCE!” and I was surprised you didn’t thump your fist onto your Bible at that point, but Valley Tabernacle’s the kind of church that doesn’t really see the need for a pulpit, so it wasn’t nearly as dramatic as you might have liked it to be.

And you were hollering, “My JESUS will heal every wound you bring to him,” and women in front of me were swaying, and folks were clasping their hands to their chests, and you were going at it with, “In JESUS’ name, we banish strongholds,” and “In JESUS’ name, we tear down barriers,” and something told me to leave. Told me to get back home, pick up my book, and forget about the screaming preacher in his thousand-dollar suit.

But there you were, spraying us all with your holy spittle, yelling at us to be washed clean of our infirmities in JESUS’ name and declaring the blood of JESUS over the whole lot of us, and something started quivering in my core. This shaking, trembling feeling I hadn’t experienced before and haven’t since. And you said in that booming voice, “SOMEONE here is tormented by a demon of suicide.” I’ve already told you my general thoughts regarding that demons-in-the-bushes style of Christianity, and something in my gut was prompting me to get out of there, but some weight on my shoulders was keeping me planted in my chair, and I’m not kidding when I tell you it was like a hand was holding me down.

And you said, “Someone here is in need of God’s DELIVERANCE,” and that word sent this icy chill down my spine, like whatever monster was trying to get me to leave was terrified of even the suggestion that I might find my freedom. I remember it vividly. You were shaking your fist, and our eyes met, and I was certain at that minute that something was going to happen between us. I couldn’t say what, I couldn’t even have told you if it would be good or bad. I just knew that this one, single look would make all the difference, like old Robert Frost would put it.

It’s bizarre because just as soon as your eye caught mine, I couldn’t look away from you. It was like my whole soul was being drawn to you one word at a time. Then you started to pray. You didn’t shut your eyes, and I didn’t either, but you prayed and asked God that “the person here looking for their deliverance would find it in JESUS’ name.” You were so bold, that’s what I remember most apart from that look. None of the typical if it’s your will, Lord, or anything like that. You gave God an ultimatum that Sunday. You gave him an ultimatum to deliver me from the spirit of suicide, and I’m way more conservative theologically than the typical Valley Tabernacle congregant, but I still can’t explain what happened to me. You said the word suicide, and something ripped out of my spine. That’s the only way to put it. Just ripped right out. Excruciatingly painful, but freeing, too. Like that boy in Voyage of the Dawn Treader who has to peel off his dragon scales to become human again.

That’s what was happening to me. Peeling off, removing that old self, that suicidal self, that part of me that had whispered that the world would be better off without me, that I would be better off without it. All those self-destructive tendencies of mine, the same self-loathing that made me break up with Chris when we started our first year of college. Those lies. I could see them now so clearly for what they were. Lies from the pit of hell. Lies telling me I was wretched, I was unlovable, I was unworthy of any happiness.

And in a few seconds, because that’s all the time your thundering prayer took, I was free.

Since that day, I’ve never — not even once — thought of ending my life. Even those times when I’m at my lowest. Before there was always that little whisper, that quiet voice telling me I should just end it all because what was the use. But you silenced that deceiver forever and freed me from my chains.

Free at last.

Free at last.

Thank God Almighty, I’m free at last.

You should have left it at that.

I should have left it at that.

My life would be so much better off now if you had.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


CHAPTER 6
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Spending the next summer back in Orchard Grove with Chris was as marvelous as I expected it to be. I think we averaged about four hours of sleep a night. I told him all about my deliverance experience. He was more open-minded about that sort of stuff than I was, and he was happy for me. Even then, he didn’t really know how far I’d sunk that fall. I really glossed it over when I explained it to him because remember, in my head the only reason I crashed that hard to start with was because the two of us weren’t together. So now that we were a couple again and even more in love than before, I was certain I wouldn’t crash again.

You know how it is when you step into the sunshine after being shut up in the dark all day? As glorious as the light is, it’s painful, that much brightness. That’s what it was like for me coming out of my crash. Spending every minute of that summer with Chris. Looking forward to an entire lifetime together with him. To dream together. Laugh together.

Love together.

My grades had slipped, obviously, at the start of my sophomore year, but second semester turned out fine. I had just declared my major in English literature with a minor in creative writing. Chris was doing well in his pre-law stuff, too, and we were engaged in lively discussions about whether it would make more sense for him to transfer from Seattle to Spokane for our junior year or the other way around.

We acted as though we had all the time in the world. We acted as though nothing lay ahead of us except more togetherness, more romance, more joy.

We fully expected to spend the rest of eternity together, rejoicing in our love, indulging in our passion, dreaming of our future.

Neither of us could have foreseen all those catastrophes that would ultimately destroy us.

You know, the Bible gets a bad rap sometimes. People call it outdated. Archaic. I wonder how many folks realize the depth of romance that pours out of some of those stories. So Jacob served seven years to get Rachel, but they seemed like only a few days to him because of his love for her. Seriously, how can you not read the romance, the passion, the longing glaring at you so overtly in the subtext?

And don’t even get me started on Song of Solomon. I mean, I don’t read erotica as a personal preference, but how can you say God is anti-sex when it’s his Holy Word that has verses like I have come into my garden, my sister, my bride? Can someone say euphemism? Or here’s one that should make all the boys in youth group chuckle. I will climb the tree; I will take hold of its fruit. You ever wonder exactly what fruit he’s talking about there? Oranges? Grapefruit? Maybe some melons?

Anyway, we’ve all heard those folks who say there’s nothing in the Song of Solomon but allegory, how it’s all this big, platonic metaphor for Christ and the church. I don’t buy it, but if that’s your conviction, all the more power to you. What I mean to say is if God’s in all the details of our lives, that includes the romance, too. And the sex. And everything else that goes with it.

So anyway, like Jacob serving those seven years for Rachel and it seeming like such a short time, that’s how life felt for Chris and me once we started our junior year in Spokane. Seriously. I remember how thankful I felt those days, how many times I dropped to my knees (figuratively at least) to praise God for his deliverance. It’s like when you’ve been fighting a cold for a few weeks, and then one morning you wake up perfectly healthy and don’t realize until then how poorly you’d been feeling. I was a totally new person, spirit, mind, and body. A new person ready to take on the world, ready to join my life with Chris’s, ready to give God the glory for freeing me from my depression, for healing me from whatever horrible mental illness had hooked its talons into me when I was foolish enough to think I could live without my only love.

I walked through life with the conviction that my mental health was perfectly restored. Perfectly healed.

But apparently not quite as healed as I had hoped.
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CHAPTER 7
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Do you ever feel guilty at times for being happy? When with the brutal assistance of hindsight, you realize you were just setting yourself up for misery? I think about that sometimes. Or how God feels when we’re about to destroy our lives, but we’re so excited about it. Like Chris’s parents. They had that storybook romance going on, the whole Romeo and Juliette thing with her being the daughter of migrant workers (undocumented, by the way) and him being the son of the largest orchard owner in the county. The pictures from their wedding day are absolutely stunning. I’ve never seen two people beaming at each other with so much love.
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