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      For anyone who’s been through, or is going through,

      an all-consuming heartbreak—keep going.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “There is a crack in everything. That’s how the light gets in.”

        –Leonard Cohen

      

        

      
        “Everything is copy.”

        –Nora Ephron

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR AND A BRIEF LIST OF DISCLAIMERS

          

        

      

    

    
      First, and most important: thank you so much for opening this book. This isn't a story I ever wanted to write, but (like so much of my writing) it refused to let me go until I wrote it. And then it refused to let me go for another decade, despite my best efforts. I just hope all that nagging is good for something; if you're going through heartache, I hope this book brings you comfort or self-compassion, and if not I hope it brings you entertainment of some sort. As for me, it's bittersweet being “finished”—it’ll be nice to shift my focus to a new project, but I also suspect I may always wish I could keep tinkering with this one, in the relentless and futile pursuit of closure.

      Now, on to the disclaimers! Because, as you'll learn when you read this story, I can never resist explaining myself.

      

      
        
        A note about the structure:

      

      

      This story takes place in two timelines. The main arc is continuous, which is to say that each scene in that timeline follows on directly from the previous. The other timeline is less straightforward—it jumps back in time, yanking the reader (as the flashbacks yanked me) out of the main narrative, sometimes violently. Those scenes don’t always follow a chronological pattern, although sometimes they do. It’s meant to be a bit disorienting, but I wanted to give you a heads up so it’s not too confusing. Hang in there—it gets clearer as the healing progresses!

      In case it’s helpful to have a reference while you read, I’m putting the main events of my heartbreak in a footnote. (Skip it if you don’t like spoilers!)⁠*

      

      
        
        A note about the truth:

      

      

      As a memoirist and memoir reader, the truth I’m most interested in is rarely factual: I want to dig into the emotional experience and perspective on offer, and hopefully come away with a better understanding of the writer and myself (in this case, one and the same). In order to make the story more readable and get across core emotional truths, I sometimes take liberties where facts are concerned, specifically: changing names, creating composite characters, and writing representative dialogue or even scenes. 

      In other words, while this book is nonfiction, it’s far from a perfectly accurate portrayal of reality (to whatever extent reality can be portrayed in a way that everyone agrees upon—certainly the political situation in the States right now would indicate that it’s an impossibility). The details and timeline and events presented here have been checked against photos and digital calendars and emails wherever possible, but anything that doesn’t have a footprint in my smartphone hasn’t been fact-checked.  

      The other people who appear in this story will have different perspectives on—and likely contrasting narratives about—the interactions I portray. All I can tell is my own story, and I’ve tried to tell it with as much emotional honesty and grace as I’m capable of. Anyone I write about is entitled to their own version of the story, and I can only hope they’ll tell it if they feel compelled to do so. 

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
* Met Adam April 6, 2006; got engaged February 2, 2013; broke up June 29, 2013; moved back to the US end of July 2013; started therapy August 2013; planned wedding date October 13, 2013; first visit back to London May 2014

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        London – January 10th, 2013

      

      

      

      I’m standing next to a pile of books with my name on them, in the basement room at Truckles, a laid-back wine bar tucked away on a little cobbled square near the British Museum. I’ve come straight from work, and my office clothes are in a canvas tote under my chair; the sleeve of my favorite gray cashmere sweater flops out onto the floor, and I quickly scoop it back in and stuff it down to safety.

      Friends will be joining me soon to celebrate my book launch. It’s been a year and a half since I got my first email from an agent, responding to the anthology my graduate school had put out of our work (which I’d been certain would go right in the recycling bin). Two more agent emails followed, then two offers of representation. A few rounds of revision, a brief, tumultuous submission period, and another year of edits and proofs and cover design back-and-forth later, and this is it: the culmination of everything I never thought would happen to me.

      Including him.

      Adam is coming down the stairs, having finished his day of med school classes at UCL, a few blocks away. He looks a bit anxious until his eyes land on me and a massive grin breaks across his face. I can feel my expression mirroring his, my heart swelling with the thrill of knowing that this tall, broad, besotted Brit is mine. And he’s here to celebrate me.

      I can’t believe this is really happening. The book I wrote as my master’s thesis is actually out in the world, in 3-D. When I was sharing pieces about my weight and body image issues with my classmates in workshops, I never truly expected anyone outside of my cohort or social circle to read it. When I was a kid and people asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up, I said, “English teacher,” or maybe “editor” if I was feeling ambitious. It never occurred to me to even hope to be a published author at twenty-eight. That phrase “don’t quit your day job” was for people with more confidence, who didn’t count themselves out ahead of time.

      This room is perfect for a literary event: dark enough to feel private and a little moody, while the exposed brick walls and soft lighting lend it a cozy, welcoming vibe. My nerves have been so intense all day that I’ve barely been able to eat, let alone focus on work. I kept running to the bathroom to check my eyeliner—it loves to fall down onto my eye bags and make me look like a raccoon, especially in the cold dampness of January in London.

      Now, though, as my gaze sweeps the small crowd of smiling people chatting and clinking glasses of prosecco, the tightness in my chest is morphing from the very familiar (worry that no one will show up, fear that I’ll fall on my face, general anxiety) into something so foreign that I almost don’t know what to name it. I know it has some recognizable elements, including the warm gratitude that rushes over me whenever people support my writing, and the disbelief that this is actually happening, that I’m really a published author. But there’s new stuff there too… is it pride? Am I actually… proud of myself?

      It’s not like I’ve never felt proud of myself in ordinary ways; I pat myself on the back plenty for things like completing a challenging task or making a funny joke at the right moment. But where my writing is concerned, I’ve always struggled to access the pride in my work that other artists seem to have. I know it must be there, because if I thought I wasn’t a good writer I wouldn’t keep writing—or maybe I’d still write, but I wouldn’t feel compelled to show it to anyone. And, in fairness, I have spent a lot of my life only sharing my writing with those who either have a responsibility to critique my work or who actively seek it out: teachers, classmates, blog followers, friends who ask where they can read more. It’s rare that I make the first move, and when I do, I usually couch it in a request for feedback. It’s much less scary for me to solicit constructive comments than it is to ask the big, open-ended, extremely vulnerable question: “Do you like it?”

      Do you like me?

      I didn’t even have to submit Navel Gazing to agents; that was the first stroke of luck, and the first way I got to dodge “selling myself.” When we went out on submission, nearly everyone said no. Bloomsbury, my own employer, said it wasn’t literary enough, which was hilarious because my agent got that email at our meeting with Sarah Savitt, the Faber & Faber editor who eventually bought the book. It only takes one yes, and in a second stroke of luck mine came from a wonderful editor at an incredible publisher. Then came more revisions, talking about the work with Sarah for months, keeping my nose right up against the words. Even the publicity side of things was mostly writing-related, drafting essays for various periodicals. It all felt similar enough to school and my normal writing life that I didn’t really register what was happening, at least not on a cellular level.

      But suddenly, now, here I am. The friends around me are holding books in their hands. My book. They’re coming over and cheers-ing and congratulating me, and my cheeks feel like they might fall off my skull. And all the while, there’s Adam, his big warm hand on my lower back, his grin even wider than mine.

      You did it, his blue eyes say every time I look at him. I knew you would.

      And he did. For as much as this pride in myself is unfamiliar to me, his pride in me is like a perfectly aged pair of jeans: warm, soft, and infinitely comfortable. He’s played such an important part in this book—not just supporting my writing process, but for years helping me with the body image battles it describes, and always, always, believing I’d be published one day. There’s a reason I dedicated Navel Gazing to him. I lean into his shoulder and turn my head to kiss his scratchy jawline.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, and his beard scrapes my mouth gently as he turns to kiss me.

      “For what?” he asks when he pulls back.

      “For believing in me. I don’t know if I would ever have done this without you.” I smirk, unable to fight my instinct to cover my vulnerability with snark before adding, “And not just because I only applied for this master’s program so I could get over here, back to you.”

      Like a cat kicking dirt over its shit. Protecting myself from predators.

      But Adam isn’t a predator; he’s safe. I’ve always been safe with him. I’ll always be safe with him. His strong arms wrap around me, and he squeezes me so tightly that I lose my breath for a moment. As a claustrophobe, I hate being confined, but Adam’s arms are the forever exception.

      “You would,” he murmurs into my hair. “But I’m glad I get to be a part of it.”
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            THE BEGINNING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        San Francisco – August 2013

      

      

      

      As I stepped inside the therapist’s small, quiet office I felt more anxious than I had in weeks, which was saying something. Maybe that was because this appointment represented the possibility of healing, right as I was beginning to think my best bet for survival would be acclimating to my own destruction. The thought of hoping, of setting myself up for another fatal fall, was terrifying.

      The room was neatly decorated, cozy without being kitschy; framed diplomas hung behind the desk, the sheer scale of qualification humanized by the colorful abstract art on the other walls. I sat on a pale blue loveseat, assuming the modern wingback chair was reserved for the woman closing the door behind us. The sofa felt expensive, the plump cushions giving just enough beneath and behind me, the fabric soft and nubbly where my hand fidgeted on the armrest. If I’d been at home, I would have taken my shoes off and curled my legs up beside me, but another person would sit here later, then another, so I kept my feet down and crossed my legs, ignoring the loud swish of denim as my thighs slid past each other.

      It had taken weeks, and plenty of nudging from my friend Emily, to get me here. When my engagement ended, I’d been researching affordable London therapists—for Adam alone, or for us to work on our relationship together. I had a line of Firefox bookmarks longer than the screen, but I was barely able to bathe or eat, let alone make an appointment. During the final month of our relationship, he went first to his father’s house in France and then to his mother’s in the Cotswolds, in search of “clarity,” while I stayed within the four walls of our flat and disappeared further and further into myself. Only my closest friends were aware of the threatened end to the only adult life I’d ever known.

      Now that his indecision had finally ended in our demise, I didn’t know how to venture back out. But Emily wouldn’t take “I can’t stop crying long enough to call” for an answer. She sent me a curated list of therapists in San Francisco, where I was now living with my parents, and followed up with me regularly until I finally called the first one.

      As the therapist lowered herself into the chair across from me, I felt a brief moment of satisfaction at having chosen the correct seat. She smiled broadly at me.

      “So, Anne, it’s nice to meet you in person! I’m Dr. M. First of all, I want to say, yes I am pregnant. People often don’t want to ask and I don’t want you to be sitting there wondering.”

      Her belly was so round and high I wondered how anyone could not know, but her easy manner was disarming, and I appreciated that she was already being considerate of my anxiety and distractibility. I wondered how old she was—she didn’t look older than 35, but I was always terrible at that game—and whether this was her first child. I tried to smile, the corners of my mouth heavy, and thanked her for letting me know.

      “Why don’t we start with what brought you in today? I know when we spoke over the phone you told me that you’re dealing with a breakup, but it might be helpful if you walk me through what happened and how you’re feeling in a bit more detail. Does that sound useful to you?”

      I nodded, took a deep breath, and launched into an attempted long story short.

      “Okay, well, I was in a relationship for seven years—almost exactly, actually, because things had already started going wrong on our anniversary…” A memory flashed in my mind: standing in a dressing room in borrowed heels and a bustier, stepping carefully into the pile of white silk puddled in a circle on the floor. I stopped talking, swallowing against the tightness in my chest as if to force it to release.

      I tried again.

      “We were engaged. We had—he had proposed, but we had also planned to get married before that because he was—is—British. I lived in London, moved there to be with him…” I had to stop again as his “silly voice” invaded my inner ears, the way he’d shriek “SPEEEDRE!” when he saw a spider in the flat.

      She was watching me, and I was aware of the clock ticking down, sloughing my parents’ money with every minute.

      “We lived together for five years, off and on, depending on my visa status. I did my master’s over there, got a job, even published my first book, although that’s been ripped away from me like everything else…” I shook my head as if I could clear the warring priorities from my mind and focus on the main story. “He was my first serious boyfriend, and I never thought it would last beyond a year or two, but we… and once I was getting to the end of my last visa it seemed like getting married was the best way—and he had been wanting to get married for years, since our first anniversary…”

      His sheepish face looking at me over the remains of his hot dog as we exited Central Park, his confession that he’d “very nearly proposed by the lake back there.”

      I was trying to get across as much as possible in the shortest time, but it was backfiring; I wasn’t even communicating the bare bones of the story. There were too many other elements to it: my strained relationship with my family, my once-budding-now-truncated writing career, geographic distance, money… I couldn’t figure out how (or whether) to fit them all in. My frustration only made the tears press harder against the back of my throat. When I finally stopped struggling and took a ragged breath, the therapist spoke.

      “Take your time, Anne. There’s no rush. I’ll hear all the details eventually. For now, focus on telling me what you can comfortably get through.”

      I laughed—a dark, self-deprecating snort.

      “I haven’t even told you his name. It’s Adam. That was one of my favorite things about him when we first met—he was supposed to be a random hook-up, and I liked that his name was, like: I don’t know him from Adam. But then he kept pursuing me, and I was confused. He was so young—he’s three years younger—and he was definitely better looking than I was. Why would he want me, across an ocean, instead of someone skinnier in his own country?”

      Another memory, this one ancient: Adam, eighteen and eager, sitting on a high stool in a dark bar in Rome the night we met, his firm hand on the top of my soft thigh, his face close to mine, his goofy smile turning serious as he leaned in to kiss me, my heart racing with possibility…

      I bent forward on the pale blue loveseat, collapsing my shoulders to stifle the streak of pain that flashed across my chest.

      The therapist watched me, her eyebrows knitted above her dark eyes but the rest of her face impassive, as I hiccoughed and snurfled, mopping up the mess as best I could with one of the many tissues I kept in my pockets. I couldn’t believe how little I’d been able to tell her—did any of that even make sense? I felt trapped inside the layers of my despair, flexible walls I could move but never break through.

      Finally, she spoke.

      “This is obviously really difficult, Anne. I’m so sorry.”

      It sounded like standard therapy talk, but I found it surprisingly comforting. Something about how genuine she sounded, mingled with the calm delivery—all my friends had been much more sorry than she was, but their concern and sympathy were tinged with understandable fury at Adam and panic in the face of their helplessness. This relative stranger, on the other hand, seemed concerned, interested, but neither shocked nor horrified. I supposed she’d heard much worse, but oddly that didn’t make me feel unimportant; I felt like she’d seen this before and might actually know how to help me. That possibility was enough to help me take a deep, shuddering breath in and try to gather myself.

      I made a concerted effort to prioritize my end goal.

      “It’s really complicated, what happened between us. I mean, there’s an uncomplicated version, which is that he cheated and that’s what ended us, but that’s an oversimplification. The thing is, for me, it’s less about the sex”—I shudder at the word—“and more about the emotional affair he had with her. Like, he only had sex with her a few times over one weekend (if he’s to be believed), but there were all these emails and professions of love, and the way he talked to her was exactly how he talked to me, like he’d just picked up our relationship and pasted it onto this one… and meanwhile in our actual relationship he was torturing me for months, in love with me one minute and unsure about me the next, and putting it all on me, making me feel like I wasn’t good enough, and lying the whole time… It’s hard for me to go over what happened without jumping around. I don’t even fully understand the timeline myself. And my relationship with my family is also heavily involved and extremely difficult. I’m living with my parents right now because I have nowhere else to go but before the breakup, we weren’t even speaking…”

      I took another deep breath and reminded myself to focus.

      “But the main thing—the reason I’m here—is that I can’t seem to move forward, or even figure out which path to take. Either I decide it’s over for good and move on or I decide to forgive him, which is what he wants, and we work toward mending the relationship together, right? But how can I make this”—I gestured at my wet face, my surely visibly aching heart—“stop long enough to find forgiveness?”

      She didn’t say anything, only looked at me, her entire body still except for her hands, which were making tiny circles over her crossed knees.

      “I can’t… I don’t even know how to make myself face the fact that this is my life now. I can’t live here, in this reality. I have these flashbacks, violent ones—one minute I’m here and the next I’m, like, ported right back to some moment in our relationship, some time when he made me happy or an argument we had that I didn’t understand at the time and now all I can think about is how he could possibly look me in the face and accuse me of not being supportive or stressing him out…”

      I was panting a little, rushing past all the memories flashing across the backs of my eyes, trying to untangle all the thoughts that were fighting to come out of my mouth first.

      “This life I’m living now feels wrong, like a nightmare or a horrible parallel universe, and somewhere out there he never did any of it and I’m still with him, still happier than I ever thought I could be, preparing to get married in two months…”

      And with that last admission I was undone. The pain was so acute—how could speaking ever be worth it again?

      “Anne, I want to take a moment to validate your feelings: seven years, during a formative period of your life, and an engagement. When a relationship of that magnitude ends it’s not a normal breakup. In fact, it’s much closer to a divorce than the average breakup.”

      I cringed inwardly at “validate.” That word had always carried a sarcastic edge in my family, and it was jarring to hear it used so earnestly now. Nonetheless, my heart eased a tiny bit, the edge taken off the sear.

      Thank you, I wanted to shout. It hasn’t felt like a normal breakup! This can’t be what everyone goes through—nobody would ever fall in love again!

      But I still couldn’t talk.

      “You should know that as much as I wish I could give you a timeline for healing, there is really no standard for how long it will take. It could be years.”

      I moaned. I couldn’t bear the thought of living like this for another week, let alone years. I remembered one friend saying he’d heard it takes half the length of the relationship to get over its loss. My reaction then had been to shriek, “three and a half years?” I felt even worse imagining it now.

      “But,” she continued, “you’ve made a really important first step, coming here. I know how hard it feels sometimes just to make that initial call, let alone get dressed and come downtown, when you feel this much hurt. I want to acknowledge that act of self-care and validate it. Okay?”

      That word again. I blew my nose, wincing at the horrible sound as air tried and failed to get through my swollen sinuses, and then I nodded. Even moving my head that much took enormous effort. I was more exhausted than I had been in weeks; I supposed that made sense, since most days I barely left my bed, let alone gave airtime to the confusion and heartbreak I’d been working to suppress with sleep and wine.

      She cleared her throat.

      “There’s something else I want to tell you. I’ve worked with a lot of different people during my career, including others who have been through betrayal. I’ve also worked at the VA, and one thing I’ve found from working with those two groups is that—and I don’t want to liken what you’ve been through to combat or minimize the effects of war—but I have found that the effects of the kind of deep betrayal that you went through are often similar to symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder.”

      She was looking intently at me, as if worried I’d be offended on behalf of veterans, but a combination of relief and profound trust had flooded my brain. On a recent page of my journal, I’d written something along the lines of: “I worry about this coming across as dramatic, but I almost feel like I have PTSD.”

      I managed a genuine smile; it felt foreign. This therapist—my therapist, I’d right now decided—had offered up as an acceptable feeling the very thought I’d been too afraid to share with anyone else. For the first time since I’d made the appointment, I thought maybe she really could help me, but I was still afraid to hope. Look where that had gotten me last time.
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            THE END – ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        London – June 29, 2013 – 7 p.m.

      

      

      

      My intuition is off.

      It’s been almost five months since we got engaged on a freezing, rainy night in Paris. And although it feels like years, it’s actually only been two weeks since I slid the diamond ring off my hand, placed it in its blue velvet box, and nestled it among my winter scarves in the bottom drawer of my dresser. I remember Adam’s face going slack, the intermingling of hurt and satisfaction in my chest—maybe this was the visual cue he needed, I thought then, to know how reckless his behavior was. Now he would finally stop tormenting me.

      But tonight, chatting with a friend in the pub garden, I replaced desolation with anger, and even laughed a few times. After six days of deep depression and weeks of barely getting by at work (not to mention how little attention I’ve given to book publicity), I’ve accessed a level of normality in these past few hours that had previously seemed unattainable.

      For the first time in ages, it actually seems possible that I’ll get through this rough patch and make it back to my normal life. It’s also the first time all week that I haven’t carried a sense of dread as I approach the door to my flat.

      Then I step inside and see Adam’s backpack on the floor, and all my cheer and comfort drop to the soles of my feet. He comes around the bend from the bedroom, the evening sun streaming through the wall of windows and catching his blond hair. It was thick and straight, and when it was cut short it had the close-knit spikiness of a tennis ball.

      His body is tall and broad and slow-moving; he’s exactly as he always has been, even though everything is different. I stay put, glancing around the flat and noting the tulips in a vase on the dining table. He takes long strides toward me—those huge feet always so carefully placed—then he reaches out and finally I move, backing into the doorframe and putting my hands up.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      “I came back. For you.”

      My body wakes from its stunned torpor and my face flushes, contorting into an expression of pure contempt. I surprise myself with how little I’m comforted by his return; isn’t this everything I’ve been wishing for since I took off the ring?

      But it’s taken him so long to register the seriousness of that action, and with seemingly no understanding of how much he’s made me suffer. He’s spent the past week staying with his mum and “sorting out his thoughts.” In other words, deciding whether he can own his erratic behavior and tell me what’s really going on. Or whether we should call off the wedding.

      Now he’s back, a day early and a mere eight hours after I told him not to call me again.

      “Oh, you did, huh? Decided you want me after all?”

      My skin is burning with rage, but I’m desperate for him to say the right thing, to soothe my fury and convince me in a sentence that he understands what he’s put me through and it will never happen again. Really, this time, never again.

      “Anne…” He reaches out, and again I pull away, shaking my head. “Anne, I came back for you because I love you. I want you. For good.”

      I don’t know what to say. He’s grinning like he’s delivered the best news of my life, and all I can think about is how badly I’ve wanted this. But then I think about the torment of these past few months, and how newly torn apart I’ve been for the past six days. Every time I think I’ve hit the center of the earth, he redefines rock bottom.

      But if you don’t forgive him now, all that will have been for nothing.

      “Anne. Angel⁠—”

      “No. No, don’t you dare talk to me like nothing has happened.” That’s all I can get out before my throat closes.

      “Oh, love, I’m not saying nothing has happened.” He steps closer and this time I don’t move away, although I stay rigid when he touches my arm. “I know I’ve put you through hell, and I’m so, so sorry. I want to make it up to you, and I know it’ll take more than flowers and dinner out, but I am a silly, hopeful boy, and I made a reservation…”

      God, I hate him. What the fuck am I supposed to do? My thoughts are a tangled mess of he owes you a million expensive dinners and you should order lobster every time and going out in public with him means you’re forgiving him, at least on the surface. He’s hugging me now; he smells so familiar and his strong chest is so warm and steady I nearly burst into tears. Instead, I shove him off me.

      “I need to think about it. You can’t just walk in here and take me for an expensive meal and expect⁠—”

      “I don’t expect anything,” he’s grinning, clearly assuming this tiny crack in my emotional wall means he’s been forgiven already, “but we have to eat, right? So we may as well eat somewhere nice.”

      I want to tear his face off with my fingernails, scream at him that actually we don’t have to eat, that I’ve barely eaten all week. Instead I go into the bathroom, lock the door, and sit down on the closed toilet with my head in my hands.

      This is what you wanted. This is all you’ve wanted for so long: he’s telling you he’s committed, for good this time.

      I hear him trying the door handle and sighing heavily as he considers breaking in. He’s done it in the past; all it takes is a butter knife.

      But he’s said all this before, and then he’s made it a lie. Over and over again for months. And what if it’s too late? Only last weekend he talked wedding colors with you at brunch and packed his bags in the evening.

      He knocks gently. I put my hands over my ears.

      If he had “decided” this a month ago everything would be back to normal by now, but at what point has he run out of chances?

      He’s calling my name—I’m out of time.

      I stand and open the door.

      “Leave me alone. I need to think about this, and you don’t get to push me for an answer. You’ve had a week to decide whether or not you want me, which is humiliating enough, and now you can’t just come back and expect me to act like you never left me here like this.”

      My anxiety rises into tears again and I push past him, striding to the other end of the flat, where I sit cross-legged on the bed and try not to look at my closet and think about what I might wear to this dinner date. He follows me.

      “What’s different this time? You’ve said this before, that you’ve decided, that you love me, that you want to make it work. So what’s new about this time? Why should I believe you?” I glare up at him, challenging him to say anything remotely useful.

      “When you told me last night never to call you again…”

      Fuck, of course.

      My married friend from work has been advising me to cut off contact since the day he left. “If he has access to you, he won’t understand the severity of the situation.” I fought her on it all week, certain she was applying a stereotypical male psychology to my sensitive, non-stereotypical partner. But last night, after I told him not to call again, I knew she was right. Not waiting for the phone to ring was new territory, and at first it left my heart wide open to the wind, but today I’ve felt a bit more like myself, barely strong enough to get by.

      Until I walked in and saw his bag on the living room floor.

      “I hung up the phone and I was so upset,” he continues, “and for the first time I really pictured my life without you in it.”

      I nearly laugh, but that would require breathing.

      I haven’t had a choice. I’ve been forced to picture my life without you over and over for months, but I’m still not sure how it looks.

      He kneels by the bed and puts his big, warm hands on mine, which twist around each other in my lap. He tucks his face under my gaze, forcing me to look at his blue-gray eyes, see how genuine he is.

      “Anne, I couldn’t bear to imagine life without you. I know I have a mountain to climb to regain your trust, and I’m ready to do that. I love you so much.”

      He kisses my hands, and I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to block him out. It all felt so clear and within my control for those few hours at the pub, and now here I am again, my heart dragging across shards of glass every time I breathe, my mind stretched beyond possibility between pride and self-respect and intense need for this person who’s been the center point of my life for seven years. I want to ball myself up as tightly as possible, as if the only thing that might take away the horrible emptiness inside me is intense external pressure.

      Of course, I know what I’m going to do—I’ve spent too long loving him to give up now, and if being together hurts this much, I can’t imagine how much it would hurt to be apart, to never know what we might have been.

      I take a deep breath and look up at Adam, who looks like he’s debating trying to hug me again. I shoot him a warning glare and say: “Okay, I’ll go. But I’m not okay, and we’re not okay; you need to do a lot more than take me to dinner. Right now, I need you to give me some space so I can try to stop thinking and get dressed for this fancy place.”

      He nods, grinning again in that presumptuous way that makes me angry and swimmy at the same time. God, how can I still be so easily charmed by him?

      “And I’m not wearing the ring. Not until I trust you again.”

      His face falls, but he quickly gathers himself, pastes on an expression of understanding, and backs out of the bedroom with his hands up.
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      We were only fifteen minutes into our first session, but I was already completely wrung out. I had no idea if I’d explained my situation even half-sensibly, and we hadn’t even gotten into the rest of it—my family, my career, Navel Gazing, the whole life I’d left behind when I’d fled London. The room was quiet for a couple more minutes, and then, as if she were reading my mind, Dr. M. spoke.

      “And your family… I know you said it’s complicated, but are they at least supportive? You’re living at home with your parents, you said—how is that, emotionally?”

      I found my voice, gravelly and cynical. “Ha, well, it’s a fuckin’ mess. It’s always been hard with them, not that they even seem aware of ninety-five percent of that (they just think I’m a mess and they’re doing fine). But this past year… I haven’t… I went through all this stuff with Adam alone, because we had a huge fight during the wedding planning process…”

      I flashed back to the living room in my parents’ second home in Napa—my body flooding with adrenaline as my father’s red face, mustache trembling with rage, screamed at me to get the fuck out—my throat constricting with the memory of standing in the driveway, Adam packing the car with our things as I shrieked at my drooping, pinch-mouthed mother, “He always talks to me like that!”

      My nervous system flared, but the reaction was more muted than it had been when the memories of Adam came unbidden. It was angrier and more familiar, almost ancient.

      I didn’t know how to tell my therapist the story of that blowout argument, especially without taking time we didn’t have to fill her in on the backstory, the decades of fights between my dad and me, the horrible things he’d said to me, and the fun, loving father he could be when he was in a good mood. The way I’d called him “Jekyll and Hyde” since I’d first heard that story in elementary school. The way my mom’s smaller cruelties—her weapons of choice disinterest and judgment rather than aggression—slipped by unnoticed while observers only saw her steadiness, her reliability, her consistent logistical care. The way my investment banker father had always “made up for” his verbal abuse with financial generosity, but after the recession in 2008 he’d stopped making enough to maintain his lavish lifestyle and that had only made him more volatile… I’d need a whole other weekly session just to drip-feed Dr. M. the lifelong context for my current mental state.

      But now was what I had, and it was relevant enough to at least try to give her an overview, so I inhaled and tried again.

      “The short version is that we were supposed to get married at their vacation home in Napa but right before we came over for a wedding planning trip, they told me they might have to sell the house if they couldn’t scrape together enough to pay the overdue mortgage. I tried to be cool about it—I’ve always maintained, and still do, that their finances are their own business and they don’t owe their adult children anything—but I dared to show some sadness at the possible loss of my wedding vision, the memories Adam and I had in that house, and my mom got pissed. Which, given her WASP background, meant that over the next twelve hours she was weird and distant, then said shitty things about Adam and me behind our backs (but in a way we could hear), and then semi-apologized in a really brief, cold email… and then after like twenty-four hours of that, my dad (who’s like the loudspeaker for her suppressed emotions) lost it on me, and called me an ungrateful little shit, and I decided that was it. They could be mean to me, but once they were being mean to Adam too, that was my line in the sand, apparently. I left the house and broke contact.”

      A flash of fury crossed my ribcage at the memory of my defensiveness of Adam, and the depth of his betrayal increased yet again. I was panting from rushing through the story.

      My therapist’s brow was creased with concern.

      “Does your father call you names often?”

      I puffed air out from my dry lips in a semblance of a dark laugh.

      “That’s nothing, and he’s not even smart enough to keep it solely verbal. I have emails I could show you that would curl your toes.”

      I didn’t think those brows could knit any tighter, but I was wrong. I needed a whole therapy session to give her the background on each of the fucked-up relationships in my life. And to untangle my dad I needed at least seven. But this was about my immediate survival, and I didn’t have time to waste on my parental wounds. I looked at the clock and tried to rush us back to the point.

      “Anyway, after that I wasn’t speaking to them, really not speaking to them, for the first time in my life. I mean, I would have, but only if they’d made the first move and shown any remorse, neither of which is their strong suit. So I just stayed away and let communication die; they had to find out my engagement was over from my brother. My mom did reach out then, but she didn’t acknowledge the past, just offered to come to London and help me pack, which… having her with me was the last thing I wanted, but it was also the only reason I got anything done. So we reached a kind of détente, but we also never really addressed everything that had happened.”

      I closed my eyes in frustration as I articulated my family’s avoidant dynamic. Something else, some pressing everyday matter, always got in the way of any conversation about a conflict. And everyone seemed to like it that way. I certainly didn’t relish the idea of continuing a confrontation (and playing into their narrative about me as a grudge-holder) but I was beginning to get sick of the same patterns playing out over and over again, as if there wasn’t plenty of history for all of us to learn from.

      “A different family might fight even worse than we did but then actually discuss it later; our dynamic is more let’s pretend this never happened, which I fucking hate. My dad loves to say stop living in the past, as if remembering the harm he’s done is the problem, not the harm itself. So of course he never apologized—nobody ever holds him accountable—and now we’re in a weird place because he keeps acting like everything is fine, being all affectionate and cheerful around me the way he does when he’s Hyde, but I can’t be normal around him. I can’t forget, or pretend to forget, the way I used to when I was younger. It went too far that time.”

      I paused, gulping air. How could I sum up nearly thirty years of… what even was it? Some of my friends had called my dad abusive, but that felt like an exaggeration—the most he’d ever done was grab my arm way too hard. And my mom? I felt certain she didn’t mean to make me feel worthless, and the level of everyday care she’d always shown was too high to call her neglectful. Plus, I had so many good memories of my childhood with them, and even now sometimes my mom and I would sit on the couch with our coffee in the morning (she always made coffee first-thing, making sure there was enough for me when I was home, and it was like a steaming jolt of love language) and have such a nice, normal conversation, and it was almost like I’d forget all the hard parts of our relationship… It was all a jumble. There was too much to explain—they defied summary. Still, I kept trying.

      “Anyway, I’m sure you’ll hear plenty about them over time, but for right now suffice it to say: my parents have always given me more than I needed financially, and for that I’m grateful, whether they believe it or not. But they… well, I know they love me, because I hear it from other people, but they’re not very good at showing it, or I guess from their perspective I’m a bottomless pit of need. And if that’s true, if any emotional effort would only be wasted in a bottomless pit, then why even try?”

      I took another shuddering inhalation; my throat was sore from talking more in half an hour than I had in the past two days combined. She didn’t say anything, only waited, and I took the bait, despite my determination to be done with the subject of my parents. I swallowed hard and shoved past all the things I wanted to say to get to the most pertinent point.

      “Look, I have to live there—there’s nowhere else to go—and they’re paying for these sessions… But I don’t trust them, and they don’t really care about what I’m going through. They seem excited that I’m finally going to therapy, like my emotions are being outsourced to you.”

      “Wow.” My therapist gazed at me sympathetically.

      I fidgeted. Was that bad? Had I miscast them somehow? I hated talking about my parents to outsiders—I’d always said I wouldn’t write about them until I could do it with the grace of David Sedaris. People never seemed to understand the full picture. Either they thought I was being abused and should cut contact permanently or they thought I was being too hard on people who loved me in the best way they knew how. I suspected the truth was mired somewhere in the muck between those two extremes, but, unlike Sedaris, I had no success putting words to that muck. And my siblings were no help: my brother would just oversimplify, say our dad was an asshole and our mom was a WASP, and my sister was like our mom’s toxic bestie and our dad’s direct competition for his wife’s attention. It was all a tangle and I seemed to be the only one who was ever interested in trying to straighten it out.

      “Yeah, well, at least I have somewhere to live.” I knew I should mean that, but I didn’t. The last thing I felt about my situation was gratitude, even as I could see logically how much worse it could be.

      “What about your mom? I know you said she apologized for her part in the initial argument, but has she apologized for the ways she’s hurt you since then, or before?”

      “Ha!” It came out as a low, sharp bark. “The only apologizing anyone in my family does is passive-aggressive or sarcastic, like ‘sorry you feel that way’ or ‘jeez, sorry I’m such a terrible person’ when you ask them to change their behavior.”

      She cocked her head and this time I waved off her sympathy; I was tired of wasting our precious session on my deeply fucked-up family dynamic. This was emergency surgery, not long-term care.

      “Like I said, you’ll hear more about them, I’m sure. Right now I’m just living there without interacting unless I absolutely have to.” I paused, realizing something that felt more relevant to what I was actually there to talk about: my heartbreak. “You know, it’s weird—up until the breakup, those arguments and dramas with my family were the only thing that made me feel crazy, physical levels of anxiety, and now they feel so… almost irrelevant. Like, I know those moments are awful and the relationships are deeply fucked-up, but I just don’t have any anxiety or depression to spare right now. It’s almost… a comfort? Decades of misery around my parental relationships and now all I care about is avoiding them because I don’t have the energy.”

      It felt strange to be glad of the intensity of my devastation, almost like I was looking for a silver lining. I fucking hated silver linings. So I shook my head slightly as if I could clear the thought and tried one last time to get back to the matter at hand.

      “Listen, this family shit is the Mariana Trench of issues. There’s no end to the depths, at least not one we’ll reach today, and I’m more concerned with my immediate daily nightmare.” I gestured vaguely to my chest, where I imagined the tiny shards of my heart scattered beneath my sternum. “It’s more important to me that I fix what happened with Adam, the one person who does show me how much he loves me—or did, until he didn’t, and now he does again, but…”

      The room was quiet; my therapist watched me, and I took deep breaths, picked at my neglected cuticles, and tried to will the redness out of my face.

      Finally, she spoke.

      “That is certainly a lot to be dealing with all at once, and I’m sorry to hear that your home is not the safe space I’d wish for you right now.”

      “Hey, at least I have friends,” I said, offering a fake look-on-the-bright-side shrug. “Now if only they didn’t have lives of their own and I could have all their attention without feeling guilty about it…”

      I tried to laugh, but it came out as a choked sob as my accidental honesty bumped up against the ragged emptiness in my chest, the place where Adam had been my go-to, for good and bad and everything in between. I had never in my life felt more alone than I did now, which was surprising for someone who grew up harboring a deep-seated emptiness.

      “Anne?” She’d noticed my reddening face and liquid eyes. “What’s happening?”

      The discussion of my family had briefly replaced my sadness with anger and exasperation, but now it was back with a vengeance. I leaned forward over my crossed legs and breathed into my stomach as the tears spilled onto my cheeks, paused for a moment to cling to my chin, then dripped onto my knees. Dr. M. stayed quiet while I got to the end of the wave. Eventually I straightened up and apologized.

      “No need to be sorry,” she said.

      “I just, I was thinking about how… bereft I feel. Like I’m missing actual pieces of myself… and that’s crazy. But it physically hurts, and I don’t know how to keep breathing…” I dissolved.

      “Anne? I’m going to ask you a question that might come across as somewhat dramatic, but I need to ask it, so please answer as honestly as you can.”

      I nodded, wiping my face with the heel of my wet hand.

      “Have you been having suicidal thoughts, or thinking about harming yourself?”

      I started to scoff something dark, like “I wish I had the willpower,” but I stopped, realizing the truth was more complicated.

      “I don’t want to live, but I don’t necessarily want to die, if that makes sense.”

      She looked uncertain, her head tilted and hand frozen at the top of her ear, midway through tucking back a strand of thick, dark hair. I tried again.

      “I’m devastated every day when I wake up and realize that, first of all, this is my reality, and secondly, I have to keep living through it, for lack of a better option. If there were a button I could press that would erase me from this earth, I’d press it. Everything hurts too much, and I know logically that I probably won’t feel like this forever but I don’t believe it here.”

      I pressed my hand hard against my chest, as if to stanch the heartache.

      “But I also don’t want to die, to do the work of dying… for one thing I lack the energy to do anything, but even if I could plan and execute my own death I don’t think I would do it. Does any of that make sense?”

      “It does.” She nodded again. “It’s common for people who undergo an emotional trauma to feel paralyzed, unable to go on. And, honestly, I prefer paralysis to planning.”

      She smiled a little; I liked her more and more. Then the smile dropped as she advised me to keep a careful eye on my feelings and let her know—or, if necessary, call an emergency number—if the inability to act wore off and the depression didn’t.

      “And you’re not harming yourself in any other way?”

      I was silent, trying to figure out what she meant. Certainly I was riddling myself with excruciating flashbacks and texting Adam regularly in the worthless hope that he’d make me feel better instead of worse, but…

      “Not physically, no.”

      When she raised an eyebrow I explained.

      “I came really close to cutting in high school. I was obsessed with the idea of a physical manifestation of emotional pain, but somehow I knew that if I started I’d never stop, so I never started. I mean, I dig my nails into my skin when I’m stressed, sometimes deep enough to draw blood, but mostly… Right now, my attitude is: if I’m going to do myself physical harm, I may as well go deeper and spare myself this life. So, no, I’m not hurting myself, physically.”

      She looked like she was battling with this response, and I wondered if it was weirder than any she’d heard before—maybe I really was the only person who circled around like this instead of answering the fucking question—but she seemed to decide that it was essentially a no. Which it was. She asked me to let her know if I did begin self-harming, or considering it, and I agreed.

      I was considering asking her for anti-depressants, and this seemed like a good opening; she was a PhD, not a psychiatrist, but I figured she had a way to prescribe, some kind of partnership. I wasn’t sure pills would help, but I wanted to find out. I was trying to think of a non-drug-seeking way to ask when she spoke again.

      “Anne, I want to thank you for sharing all of this with me. I’d like to help, and I think I can. Normally I would schedule our next session before you leave this one, but given that this was our first session and it was a really tough one, why don’t I send you a follow-up email in a day or two and you can let me know if you’d like to meet again?”

      I nodded again, and managed a quiet “thank you,” even as I was desperately wondering where the hour had gone and struggling to convince myself that I could make it through another week without medical intervention.

      “Of course, my pleasure.” She stood, and I gathered myself and did the same. “I’ll reach out to you later in the week. In the meantime, take good care of yourself, okay?”

      She peered at my puffy, blotchy face as if she really meant it.

      I made a sound that was half dismissal, half assent, and waved goodbye. In the waiting room of the office share, the receptionists were laughing and a guitar teacher was cheerfully greeting his student. I felt it again, that deep and abiding shock that the rest of the world went on about their lives, that the sun still shone and people still smiled easily, when everything I’d believed to be true about myself and the landscape of my life had splintered into more shards than I could ever gather and glue back together.

      When I got home and found the house blessedly empty, I curled up in my bed and allowed my emotions to escape unfettered until I was out of breath. Everything hurt: my eyes, my nose, my lungs, and my heart most of all.

      But buried deep in the center of it all was something new: a tiny, glowing nugget of hope, the first I’d felt since my own little apocalypse.

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/title.jpg
A Breakup Memoir

Mend

ANNE H. PUTNAM







