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An interview with Cathy Rentzenbrink




Introduction


Life hurts. Now, I’m not sure why we all find that so surprising but once upon a time I had a happy childhood and expected that things would get even better as I grew up. I was full of hope and an almost arrogant certainty that real life was waiting for me. I wanted to learn and live, and was hungry for experience.


Instead my heart was broken when my brother Matty was knocked over by a car on a dark road a mile from where we lived in Yorkshire. I was seventeen and he was sixteen. He was thirteen months younger than me and nine inches taller, full of jokes and laughter, a lovable, cheeky boy who shone in the classroom and on the football pitch. The customers of the pub our parents owned said he was too clever for his own good, but then they said that about me, too.


What happened next was complicated because he didn’t die outright. Emergency brain surgery prevented his death; he was in a full coma for ten days and then his eyes slowly opened at the rate of a millimetre or so every few hours. Weeks turned into months turned into years, as we poured love, hope and work into his rehabilitation but he never made any further progress into consciousness. He lived on in a Persistent Vegetative State – ugly words for an ugly and terrible condition. It was another eight years and a complicated legal process before he finally, properly left this life, before we could have a funeral and try to mourn the loss of him.


After that I did what people often do when they’re in pain: I created chaos for myself and others. As the years passed, I tried to get over my sorrow, to get on with life. Good things happened – I sobered up, learned to enjoy work, made friends, got married and had a child – but I always had this feeling of being stuck, that whether I wanted to or not, I just couldn’t get past what had happened. My heart would always ache.


I wrote a book about it all called The Last Act of Love, and that helped. I felt a sense of pride that I had managed to wrestle this complex story on to the page and I loved that my brother’s friends thought I had captured his strength, warmth and wit.


Perhaps the thing I was most grateful for was the way people came to talk to me at events or wrote me letters about the griefs and losses in their own lives. It was by listening to others that everything became clearer for me and I began to feel part of a community of damaged people, which sounds gloomy but was immensely reassuring. I realized how many of us look as though we’re navigating life in an apparently successful or even happy way, yet are weighed down by burdens and exhausted from the effort of hiding our sadness.


Lots of people thanked me for showing them they weren’t alone in their feelings and I came to see how much we all have in common, that all loss – from the untimely death of a loved one, through to the loss of innocence, all the way to having a bag stolen – feels as though it is specific to us, but is actually universal. I began to see that in sharing our suffering and acknowledging the pain of being human, we not only ease the burden on ourselves, but also help those around us to see themselves as part of the same whole.


After the book was published, people often asked me for advice about what to say to someone when the worst has happened, or what might help them. They asked me whether I thought it would be OK to give The Last Act of Love to someone who had suffered a terrible loss. They worried, as I did, about imposing a sad and difficult story on someone already struggling under the weight of their own experience.


At around the same time, I came across the notion of ‘content and process’, a term used by therapists. Content is the thing that has happened, process is the attempt to work out how to accommodate it. I thought about how content is the thing specific to us – our own story – but process is what we have in common. We are all just blundering through, trying to work out how to live in a world that doesn’t behave the way we want it to.


Could there be a way of sharing my process, of writing something with the specific purpose of consoling someone? Perhaps heartbreak is what happens on impact, and heartache is what we are left with as time passes, once the dust settles, when we are able to look up and around us but are still shrouded in sadness. What would have been useful for me to know as I navigated these states? If my first book was content, then perhaps my second would be process. I could spare the reader the agonies of the sad story but hope that lessons from along the way might be useful to someone, no matter what their own situation might be.


This is the book I wish I’d had when the worst happened, full of the advice I wish I’d been given. It’s also the book I’d like to have beside me for whatever the future may hold. I wanted to pull all my thoughts together in one place, to have something to refer to when life took another twist, or started to look bleak around the edges.


I’m not a doctor, a therapist, a philosopher, a priest or an expert on anything. I’m just a human being who has thought a lot about how to be alive in this world. I don’t want this to be difficult or sad. I poured the details of my anguish into my first book, but this is one that I hope you could safely give to someone without worrying about pushing them further into the abyss.


There were times in my past when I didn’t want to be alive. I thought my heart couldn’t bear the pain of the world and might one day just refuse to beat. I don’t feel like that now. My heart still aches and I still pass through times of depression but I have learned how to manage it. I now know what to tell myself so that I can hold on. Even at my very worst, I still want to be alive, I just want to feel better. And there are lots of times when I experience joy beyond anything I thought possible.


I’m sharing my way through. I think of this book as a verbal cuddle, or a loving message in a bottle – tossed into the sea to wash up at the feet of someone in need. Take from it what you will.


I hope that nothing I say is in any way irresponsible or unhelpful and would encourage you to seek help from your GP, talk to someone you trust or call the Samaritans on 116 123 if you are distressed, depressed or otherwise concerned for your mental health.


Please, if it doesn’t resonate with you then just put it down and read something else. I expect it to be chucked across the room a few times. ‘A book?’ I can hear you say, in your anger and grief. ‘What use could a book possibly be when my heart has been ripped out?’


I’ve thrown a few books across the room in my time. I’ve hated people who have tried to offer me hope and I sullenly turned my nose up at lots of the advice I now offer here because I wasn’t ready for it. But, despite the throwing, I have always trusted and relied on books and found them a source of both wisdom and comfort.


This is my far from perfect guide on how to be alive in this cruel but beautiful world. Something that always consoles me, that never fails to throw a chink of light into a dark day, is remembering that others have walked this path before me. I wrote this for myself, but also for you, so that even as your heart breaks and aches, and you can’t imagine how you will ever feel better, you can know you are not alone.




What’s Your Story?


Everyone has a backstory. From the moment of our birth, we are accumulating experiences and those experiences will be many shades of light and dark as we learn the meaning of both joy and pain. Most people have a defining thing – sometimes a death or a loss, but not necessarily – that is a source of grief, and often of guilt and shame. I didn’t always know this. I used to think a talent for appearing OK and showing a false front to the world was specific to me. I’m glad I know now that I am far from alone in hiding my heartache from other people.


Here are just a few stories that have been told to me by friends, or by people who have come to speak to me at events or who have got in touch with me after reading my book. What these people have in common is that they all appear to be on top of things. You would look at them and envy the apparent ease with which they stroll through life.


M was abused when she was a child. In every relationship she has ever had, she has worried about what point to share her difficult story. Once, she confided in a boyfriend and that was the last time she saw him. He just couldn’t cope.


G’s baby boy died inside her and she had to go ahead and give birth to his body. She was never able to conceive again. She tells no one about this but regularly has to field questions about why she doesn’t have children. Often people speculate aloud that she cared more about her career than having kids.


F had a sister who died. Her parents made a shrine out of their house. As F grew older she escaped to university and never admitted to being anything other than an only child. She never took friends home. Years later, about to introduce her fiancé to her parents, she knew she’d have to tell him but couldn’t bring herself to say the words so she wrote it down on a piece of paper and gave it to him on the train on the way there.


P’s brother was knocked down and killed in front of him when he was twelve. As the oldest, he still feels somehow to blame.


At a book event, a smartly dressed man in late middle age lowered his voice to tell me that he had never forgotten being sent away to school when he was seven. There was such pain in the childlike eyes that looked out at me from his grown-up face.


One of my favourite conversations was with a beautiful woman who asked me if it was OK for her to use the lessons in my book to get over splitting up with her boyfriend. ‘I know it doesn’t compare to other people’s problems. I know it shouldn’t matter to me so much, but it does,’ she said. ‘I thought I was going to have his children. I thought I knew what my life was going to be like and now I don’t.’ She helped me see how the way we try to impose a hierarchy on pain is really unhelpful for people who are suffering, making them feel they are less worthy of society’s sympathy.


The truth is, it’s not just about the big, dramatic stories. So many lives are full of difficulty. Having children can be fraught with pitfalls: there’s the disaster of an unwanted pregnancy, the heartbreak of being unable to conceive, the realization that life with the cherished, longed-for child is so much harder than you could have imagined. Perhaps you have a baby who won’t stop crying, a stubborn toddler or a teenager who appears to hate you.


I’ve often thought we underestimate the effects of work, of unexpected redundancy, say, or the impact of feeling bullied. Often people live with pain and illness, or simply – though, of course, it’s far from simple – the feeling that they are not living life as it should be lived, that something is missing or has gone awry.


We have a tendency, us humans, to do almost anything in pursuit of distracting ourselves from our pain, so chaos and destruction often follow in the wake of the first wound. Lots of people have a toxic story that weaves itself around them like a particularly virulent species of poison ivy and is hard to hack off.


Sometimes I think I’ve done it. I have a new bit of therapy or a new insight and I feel free. But then I discover more tendrils have taken root in bits of me I didn’t even know existed. At some point, often kicking and screaming, we have to accept that our experiences are part of who we are, whether we like it or not.


What I have learned is that almost everyone is struggling – whether they know it or not – with how to cope with their backstory. I do some prison visiting and find it humbling to be with people who are laden with big burdens. The saddest stories are found here: people who were not loved as children, for whom neglect was better than attention, who grew up with more pain than kindness, with no love, not even of the tough, undemonstrative variety.


Recently I discussed the idea of backstory with a prison reading group. They were of mixed ability, as is often the case in prison, because if you are struggling to survive as a kid, if your home is not a safe place, then education almost always takes a back seat. For all of the men I met, the library was a refuge and a comfort, a place where there is as much peace as it is possible to find inside.


I told them about Maya Angelou, how she said that there is no greater agony than carrying around an untold story. I explained backstory, asking everyone to imagine a new character arriving in a soap opera. What do we know about them at the start? How will we find out more? We had a bit of a laugh about the fact that on telly there is always significant signalling, those exaggerated stares that people pull to make it clear someone will turn out to be a baddie.


Everyone got it and I could see they were full of thoughts of their own backstories. One man said, ‘Yeah, you’ve gotta be able to tell your own story. Else everything turns to chaos.’


And there, in that little room, it felt like the truest thing I’d ever heard. How can we explain our lives and our actions to others when we can’t acknowledge them ourselves?


It’s the most important thing about us, surely? What has caused us pain, and how we have learned to carry on and – maybe, one day – find joy. That’s what we should be talking to each other about on blind dates, not whether or not we have a good sense of humour or enjoy reading the Sunday papers, but what has hurt our hearts. For us to truly know one another we must be able to share our heartache.


This is hard to do. It’s exposing, and we are frightened of revealing too much about ourselves. We all feel a desire to be understood that runs alongside a fear that no one will care. We worry that if people knew what we were really like, they’d run away.


Often I want to disassociate myself from my backstory. It doesn’t seem fair or real. I’m too jolly, too happy, too funny to have been cast into such a sad story. ‘No,’ I want to say, ‘there’s been some mistake. I’m supposed to be over there having carefree times and telling jokes. I’m not supposed to be here.’
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