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To Louise Shimron



AUTHOR’S NOTE

In this book I use numerous case studies from my private practice. When doing so I have made efforts to disguise any identifying information. Consequently, the names of my patients as well as those of their significant others (both human and animal) have been changed. I have also tried to back up my assertions with empirical scientific studies published in top-notch scientific journals with blind peer-review acceptance procedures. I provide a select list of these texts in the References section.



INTRODUCTION

The storm of heartbreak strikes like a hurricane. At times, we are alerted to its arrival by an early forecast of ominous signs. Often it catches us by surprise; a conversation that takes a startling turn or an unexpected text as we busily go about our day. Either way, when the storm touches down, it lands hard. The wind batters our sense of security and certainty. The icy rain soaks every nook and cranny of our being, from the part of us that is a capable professional to the part that’s a devoted parent or a passionate artist or a weekend partier. We squint at the world through glasses tinted by emotional pain, fearing the dark clouds will never break. Unlike real hurricanes, heartbreak has no eye—it offers no reprieve and it leaves no place to take shelter. We thus remain exposed, drenched, and miserable until it passes.

These feelings and perceptions are familiar to most—virtually every one of us has or will have our heart broken at some point in our lives, whether by romantic love or by loss. Given how ubiquitous heartbreak is, it is remarkable that we know so little about how to heal it. Even more remarkable, given how personally familiar we are with the emotional devastation it causes, is that our societal attitudes toward heartbreak are so downright dismissive.

We tend to associate having a broken heart with something that happens to the young, the naïve, or the inexperienced—teenagers and young adults who have not yet felt the full weight of adult responsibilities on their shoulders. Real adults are supposed to handle such occurrences as they might any other setback or disappointment—with maturity and stoicism. Heartbreak resides firmly in the category of baseball and spilled milk—it is simply not something one cries over, or so we believe.

That is until our own heart gets broken.

For then, we will swiftly be reminded that heartbreak hurts just as much later in life as it did when we were teenagers—it evokes just as much paralyzing emotional pain and it impairs our thinking and functioning in all the same ways. We will also have to confront the unfortunate reality that unlike with our teenage experiences we had received in high school, the understanding, support, and compassion are likely to be noticeably absent.

Mirroring the lack of seriousness with which we regard it, the term heartbreak has itself become diluted. We declare ourselves “heartbroken” when our favorite sports team loses an important game, when the crystal vase we inherited from our grandmother slips out of our hands and shatters on the floor, or when we discover the heroine in our favorite novel fails to choose the supernatural teen suiter we hoped she would. As disappointing and upsetting as such events are, none of us would confuse them with the anguish we feel when our hearts are truly broken.

Real heartbreak is unmistakable, from the intensity of the emotional pain it causes, to the totality with which it takes over our mind and even our body. We think of nothing else. We feel nothing else. We care about nothing else. And often, we feel as if we can do nothing else except sit with the immense pain, grief, and loss.

Broken hearts come in many forms, but in this book, I have chosen to focus on two types of heartbreak that have much in common: romantic heartbreak and the heartbreak that ensues from the loss of a cherished pet. I have done so because these experiences involve a complication that is particularly difficult for the brokenhearted: They are accompanied by severe grief responses yet they are not deemed as important by society as, let’s say, a formal divorce or the loss of a first-degree relative. As a result, we are often deprived of the recognition, support, and compassion afforded those whose heartbreak is considered significant.

Indeed, when a parent, child, or sibling dies, we are likely to get an outpouring of support and compassion from institutions as well as from individuals. Employers will offer us condolences, understanding, and bereavement leave when our parent dies. But they will do no such thing when our beloved dog dies, even though for some people the latter is just as profound if not more. Similarly, our boss is likely to be much more understanding of our lackluster performance once we explain we are going through a divorce than if we confess to mourning the loss of a short-term relationship, however intense and important.

Further complicating matters, the lack of empathy we receive from others is often reflected in our own attitudes. Too many of us ache with emotional pain only to then criticize ourselves for hurting. We falsely believe we should somehow stay calm and carry on—that we should be able to function normally, when psychologically speaking something very abnormal is going on. Now, new scientific studies are confirming what many of us already suspected: Heartbreak impacts our brain and our behavior in dramatic and unexpected ways, and that it does so regardless of our age.

One of the most unfortunate realities of heartbreak is that our “natural” responses often do us more harm than good. Many of the behaviors and habits we typically adopt to cope with heartache are likely to deepen our emotional pain, delay our recovery, and even damage our long-term mental health. Sadly, most of us have no idea what these behaviors are, how we might avoid them, or how we might break free of them once they are already ingrained. This same body of research has also illuminated effective techniques we could use to accelerate our healing. Most of us do not know what those are either.

As a psychologist who has had a private practice for over two decades, I have had a front-row seat, or rather, armchair to hundreds of heartbroken people and their struggle to heal and recover. Since my office is in the melting pot of New York City, my patients come from all over the world, and have a range of ages, gender identities, and ethnic and cultural backgrounds. And yet I learned early on that when it comes to heartbreak, these kinds of demographic factors matter not a whit. Cultural differences might influence how we react to heartbreak outwardly but what we feel inside, the pain and anguish we experience internally, is very much the same.

As most psychologists, I entered the field because I was motivated to ease the emotional and mental suffering of others. Looking back at the most dramatic and painful moments I’ve witnessed in my career, heartbreak was responsible for a majority of them. Yet, graduate school taught me very little, if anything, about how to fix a broken heart. So I turned to academic journals for enlightenment and advice.

Researchers have been studying heartbreak for years and their findings, albeit often written in dry and “academic” terms, have offered many insights and techniques that have helped my heartbroken patients recover more quickly. I present the best of them here, along with the stories of the patients who needed them, their unrecognized struggles, and the journey of healing on which we embarked together.

This book is an effort to bring heartbreak out of the shadows; first, so we recognize its devastating impact on people of every age, and second, so we have effective tools for self-healing.

If your heart is broken, it will definitely take time to heal. But, as you’ll soon discover, how much time is now up to you.
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1 How the Brokenhearted Are Abandoned

In my years as a clinical psychologist I have worked with hundreds of people whose heart was broken by love or loss. Anyone who has experienced a broken heart (and that is most of us) probably remembers the feeling well: the shock, the haze of unreality that makes us feel as though we must be in an alternate universe, and how disconnected we feel when we see those around us go about their lives as if nothing has happened, oblivious to the earthquake of emotional devastation that has shattered our world.

But by far, the most pronounced aspect of heartbreak is the paralyzing emotional pain it causes. Indeed, our very understanding of what it means to have a broken heart is so tightly bound to the incredible anguish it causes, the two are practically synonymous. In many ways they should be, as the story of heartbreak is a tale of emotional pain, our responses to that pain, and our efforts to recover from it.

When a patient’s heart gets broken my heart always aches alongside theirs. The training and defense mechanisms that typically shield me in my daily work often fail in the face of such raw emotional agony. Perhaps I allow my defenses to fail—my way of letting the grief-stricken person before me know that I see their pain, I feel it. Because unfortunately, many people in their lives do not.

Our journey through heartbreak is determined by multiple variables: the specific nature of the relationship or loss, our fundamental character and coping styles, our individual and familial histories, the current context of our lives, and how we manage or mismanage our recovery. The last crucial variable that impacts our recovery is also the one most likely to disappoint us—our available support systems: friends and family, communities, schools, and places of employment.

How Support Systems Fail the Heartbroken

Support systems typically play a pivotal role in recovery from loss. Consider what happens when we lose a first-degree relative. The outpouring of concern around us provides emotional validation, reassuring us the emotional pain we feel is a normative and reasonable response to our loss. Friends and family offer compassion and empathy, as well as both literal and metaphorical shoulders to cry on. Neighbors and community members bring us food and encourage us to eat if we are in too much anguish to register hunger. Our workplaces offer us time off to grieve and receive the support we need and many also offer counseling services to aid our recovery.

However, when our heartbreak is caused by a romantic breakup or by the loss of a beloved pet—which are not considered sanctioned forms of grief—our support systems are likely to respond very differently. As we shall see, this lack of support impacts us in significant ways. Not only are we robbed of an essential curative ingredient, we are often faced with additional stresses that compound our suffering, increase our emotional distress, and complicate our recovery.

What makes this lack of support even more impactful is that we don’t exactly have a quiver full of therapeutic arrows to deploy when our heart is broken. We have been experiencing broken hearts for millennia and yet most of us know of only two healing agents: social support and time. Losing the former leaves us with only time as a remedy, a variable over which we have no control whatsoever, which is why heartbreak often makes us feel so helpless. This is also why so few of us seek the counsel of a therapist when our heart gets broken. We assume the only significant thing a therapist could offer in such situations is support, and most of us hope to receive that from our friends and loved ones, at least initially.

Therefore, it should not be surprising that the vast majority of my heartbroken patients came to therapy to discuss other issues entirely (dating and relationships often among them) and their heart happened to get broken during treatment. The patients we will meet in the coming chapters represent a variety of heartbreaks and circumstances. Their stories reflect the various ways we are impacted when our heart gets broken, the mistakes we make that set us back, the roles our support networks play, and the different roads we can take to recovery.

Heartbreak is painful enough when there are signs of its impending arrival, when it comes upon us slowly. But when it assaults us suddenly and unexpectedly, it can be as shocking as it is devastating. Therefore, when I see heartbreak coming from miles away, I always sound a warning. Some of my patients heed these warnings, many do not. Such is the lure of hope and need when infatuation teases our heart with the promise of deeper love. And then every once in a while, I am as blindsided by the heartbreak that befalls my patients as they are.

•  •  •

Kathy was in her late twenties when she first began psychotherapy for issues that had nothing to do with heartbreak. Raised in a small town in the Midwest, she had moved to New York for graduate school, fell in love with the city, and decided to stay. An excellent student, she had no trouble landing a corporate position as soon as she graduated. When I met Kathy for our first session she was well-groomed and well-dressed in a crisp pantsuit and heels. With poise and confidence that matched her firm handshake, she sat forward on the couch, legs folded and hands on her lap, showing no signs of nervousness about having to tell a complete stranger her life story, or highlights thereof.

I was still settling into my seat when she smiled and said in a rich, smooth voice, “Shall I tell you why I’m here?” Kathy’s body language conveyed patience and self-control yet she was clearly eager to get down to business.

“Please do,” I said with a smile.

Kathy took a deep breath and began “I was that girl who plans her entire life in middle school, wedding scrapbook and all.” She ticked the steps off on her fingers. “I’d go to college then graduate school, land a good job, and start dating my future husband by age twenty-seven, twenty-eight at the latest. We’d move in together after a year, get engaged a year after that, and marry before I was thirty.” The obvious distress on Kathy’s face told me her life had not gone as planned.
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