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For all those with broken hearts





contents



author’s note


introduction


despair


hi—a test run


on a plane, leaving NYC


portrait of a young man through a telescope


enchanted


special boy. invisible girl


dissociating


the letter


golden


existential nightmare


treading in hell


in between worlds


maelstrom prison


answer me. please


the map: guidance for despair


shifting


delivery status notification (failure)


where are you?


human confusion


unraveling


only human


grasping for the sky


i will rage i will rage i will rage


feeling the invisible


can we dance like everything’s alright


waking up | reclaiming the will to live


mining gold in hell


second year anniversary blues


swimming at the bottom of the ocean feels like—


the map: guidance for shifting


beauty


best valentine’s day of my life


fishin in the rain in Texas


shadow and light polarities


string of moments


destiny


longing to go home


letting go. or not


arguing with fate


i don’t have to say goodbye


the map: guidance for beauty


epilogue: the path of the broken-hearted


appendix a: transformational practices


appendix b: resources


acknowledgments


about the author





author’s note



The writing of this book spans the course of nine years, from 2009 to 2018. I wrote large chunks in the first three years after my boyfriend, John died. Early on, an editor commented that with the gravity of this kind of tragedy, the book might be better if I had time to mature and sit with the experience, and then write about what I’d learned in hindsight. Her comment stuck with me, but I still pursued my writing during those early years. It was imperative that I release my raw, unpolished emotion and memories onto the page, with or without aged wisdom. Eventually, however, I stepped away from the manuscript. I needed a “vacation” from the heaviness of suicide and grief. I took such a long break, in fact, that I gave up on writing and wanting to share this book. I was more interested in living in the “light,” as is often the case in Los Angeles, and experiencing the fun I’d missed during my years of darkness.


It wasn’t until recently, in seeing how many people—especially public figures—are committing suicide and overdosing, and recognizing the unbearable despair these deaths are inevitably leaving in their wake, that I felt a beckoning to complete this book. The world has become a much harder place to live these past few years, and many are seeking an exit, a return to a more innocent state. This book is for a new generation of survivors; I hope it will help them navigate trauma and suffering from a more spiritual, self-aware perspective.


As the ten-year anniversary of John’s suicide approaches, I recognize that this story is no longer my own but the collective’s. It’s about how far we’ve come from our original innocence and how, through our heartbreak and loss, we can find our way back home without having to literally, kill ourselves.





introduction



When I was twenty-nine and a third-year doctoral student in psychology, my beloved boyfriend of two and a half years—the man I intended to spend the rest of my life with and my fellow psychology student—took his life by throwing himself beside the train tracks in our small town of Mountain View in Northern California. John had turned thirty-six days prior.


In the wake of his death, I sank so far into darkness that I could barely muster the will to get through another day. I wanted to die. The pain of missing him was unbearable. The thought of living the rest of my life, years upon years, without him filled me with hopelessness and despair. I didn’t want to do it. I couldn’t do it. Yet I had no choice. I could never kill myself and inflict the same kind of pain and suffering I was now feeling on my own loved ones. I was trapped. I knew, though, that if I was going to be alive, I had to try to make the most of it, find some reason for my loss and why I was going through what I was going through. I knew I needed to heal, but I didn’t know how. I felt alone and alienated from my friends, family, and peers. They’d never experienced this kind of loss—the death of a partner. Nor had they experienced a death so tragic and shocking before.


In the first year after John died, very little helped ease my pain. Nothing anyone who hadn’t experienced this kind of death did or said could help me. I needed guidance from others who had gone through it. I needed to know how others who had been in a similar situation were carrying on with the rest of their lives without their beloved. How had they made peace with their own mortality and the choice made by their partner? How had they kept on living with their hearts damaged as they were?


I searched in vain for books about other women in existential agony over the death of their husbands or beloveds. I found how-to guides for suicide grief and a couple of memoirs about becoming a widow but no memoirs about surviving the suicide of a partner or books that voiced the longing I felt to join John in death. None of the books I found mirrored the depth of my pain or offered me a concrete roadmap for navigating this kind of existential hell. None of the books provided believable assurance that my life would ever feel better without John.


From within my despair, I found no relief in how-to manuals and other self-help books. They did not empathize with my loss. I felt talked to and coached at, not joined with. The authors’ words of hope felt dismissive and minimizing of my pain. As a spiritually oriented person, I also found that these books did not provide relevant answers on how to help me carry my heartache through all the hours, days, weeks, and years ahead of me. I wanted to read a book that voiced the desperate, soulful longing of a being separated from a soul mate by death. I wanted to learn how to reconnect with John in spirit.


Eight months after John died, I started writing emails to him. In them, I told him the story of us, his death, and my grief. I sent each email to his former Yahoo address, knowing I wouldn’t get a response but needing to send them nevertheless. This book is a compilation of those emails, plus some blog posts, written from within the eye of the storm of grief and not from an outside perspective looking in.


I’ve organized these writings into three categories that reflect the organic unfolding of my healing process within the first three years following John’s suicide: despair, shifting, and beauty. (Because of this organizational decision, the emails are not all in chronological order.) At the end of each section, I provide more professionally based psychological guidance on how to navigate the grief I’ve been exploring. I call these “The Maps.”


At the back of the book is a section on transformational practices, as well as a list of resources I found helpful for self-healing and reestablishing a life after John’s suicide. The resources have a spiritual bent to them. Pick and choose what resonates for you.


This book is meant to serve as a companion in grief for any survivor left behind without his or her beloved. It’s also meant to help anyone suffering from deep depression or suicidal longings. My hope is that in reading about my journey of wrestling with John’s suicide—and my own mortality—you will find a way to make sense of your own loss.


May my loss and self-healing process encourage and facilitate your own healing. Please know that even though you feel alone, you are not alone in this. Others are going through this darkness right now, and others have gone through it before you. I have been in your exact location of hell, and I have gotten out. Just know, perhaps in some vague distant way, that you will too.





despair






Despair is about the intensity of my grief, and this section may be too heavy for some readers. It may, however, sit just right for others who can relate to a sudden, tragic loss and possibly their own feelings of suicidal ideation.


This emotional rawness is a reality of the pain that most people in the throes of this kind of grief, or the friends and family of those grieving, often gloss over, minimize, or avoid because of how disturbing and uncomfortable it can be for other people. In our culture, we don’t quite have any socially accepted, healthy, normalized rituals and grace periods for authentic mourning. Therefore, collectively, we don’t know how to support each other through grief and raw emotion. Despair emphasizes and acknowledges the pain and existential agony of losing a loved one to suicide and, hopefully, gives you, the reader, permission to feel these feelings and have your experience. These feelings are a natural product of the grief, shock, and trauma we experience when a loved one dies. And they facilitate the healing process.


When we avoid despair, we shortchange our mourning process and minimize what has been lost. Speeding through despair and not giving it its due diligence can cause unresolved grief later in life. So the invitation here is to take some time and connect deeply to your feelings, no matter how painful they are.





DATE: JULY 27, 2009


SUBJECT: HI—A TEST RUN






Dear John,


I want to tell you the story of us, from my perspective, before it fades into the memories of all the years to come. Given that you’re in spirit form, you already know my version of the story—every nuance of emotion and every thought that’s ever washed through me. But I want to write it down. I need to put it into words and send it to you. I can’t let myself forget a single moment. I have to document it all. I know not to expect a reply from you. I’ve no hope for that. Yet still I write.


Hard to begin. I started writing two weeks ago—thought I could mimic something akin to Joan Didion’s The Year of Magical Thinking. Not quite. As I sat in the Rose Reading Room at the 42nd Street library, the process of reliving that day at the hospital had tears streaming down my face as I continually blew my nose with thin crispy toilet tissue. When I left the library, I immediately bought a pack of cigarettes and smoked. It was raining, but not hard enough to require an umbrella. I felt broken again, drained, like a pile of wet laundry. The cigarette was a weak comfort for all I’ve lost, and all I’d just dragged myself through emotionally. I know you wouldn’t like me smoking. Remember when we were at a party at Dan’s house and I had a couple of puffs of his herbal cigarette? You thought it was a real one and looked at me like I was a leper. Your condemning look, however, with your wide eyes and upper lip curling into that boyish smile, still looked sweet and loving. You were surprised more so than judgmental. And it was darling, as usual.


I don’t even know if your email address still works. I guess I’ll find out when I send this out into the void of cyberspace.


I love you always,


Love,


Sarah





DATE: JULY 30, 2009


SUBJECT: ON A PLANE, LEAVING NYC





John,


Yes. Your email account still works. The first email didn’t bounce back. I’ll continue to write to you, if only for myself.


I’m on the plane heading back to California. Been a vitalizing trip home, and I’m sad to leave, yet couldn’t possibly continue pumping myself through the city. Manhattan’s my hometown, but it’s intense. I’ll miss the energy, the creativity, the humor, and my dear friends and family. I was sitting at JFK, waiting to board, and that old, familiar, melancholy ache began . . . the missing of you. Why do airports stir up such grief? I search for you. I imagine your light blue jeans, catch a glimpse of your striped polo shirt as you round the corner, see the edge of your sneaker, your blond curls . . . and then there you are. Walking towards me. I search you out and search and search . . . and my eyeballs strain. Like if I stare long enough I can materialize you from thin air. I only have this false hope at airports. You don’t appear. Disappointment. Again. I turn my head from the crowd and resent my life for not being a stupid Hollywood film where these things could maybe just happen.


The ache moves up into my throat and waits impatiently to come out through tears. I can feel it building. Something’s building, waiting for release.


Traveling with you was always warm and delicious—encapsulated in our own bubble, floating through arbitrary space. Like the time we sat on the floor in a corner at the noisy Vegas airport and read Eckhart Tolle together, our bodies folded into each other like liquid. Or when we passed through security in Amarillo . . . I put my sneakers back on and noticed the tiles sparkling. I stood up, looked at you standing behind me, and felt completely at home. The terminal was cold and air-conditioned. You were warm as you lay your head in my lap and sprawled out on the empty row of seats and napped. We’d almost always miss our flights because we’d get so comfortable and absorbed in our own world. We often forgot the very reason we happened to be at the airport.


I cried through takeoff and floated back in my seat, eyes closed, surrendering to the pressure. Only once we were in the air did I open my eyes.


I’m seated between four couples, each one cuter than the next. I’m alone in the aisle seat and watch them from the corner of my eye. The couple on my immediate left is from Spain and they’re watching the in-house movie, some Julia Roberts flick. The couple to my right is working quietly on a crossword puzzle while she nurses a glass of wine and he sips an Amstel Light. The woman in the row in front is wearing a winter hat and curled up in her husband’s lap. I feel orphaned in my aisle seat. The other night at a bar on the Upper West Side comes back to me.


“Do you have a boyfriend?” Israeli Girl Number 1 asked.


“Are the boys in California cute?” Israeli Girl Number 2 asked.


“No, I don’t have a boyfriend. And, um, yeah, the boys in California are cute.”


“How old are you?” they both inquired.


“Thirty,” I said. They gave me a strange look, and stopped asking questions about boys.


I’m devoted to you still, even though others in my life won’t be happy to hear this. They want me to get on with things, be angry at you, blame you, let you go. I can’t do that. I try and pretend I’m moving on, letting go of you by not talking about you so much and by engaging in social activities so the outside world doesn’t see the constant burn in my heart, my ever-present connection and dedication to you, even now. But nobody understands.


I miss you, baby. I’m in your space, meeting you halfway in the sky.


Where are you?


Sarah





DATE: JULY 31, 2009


SUBJECT: PORTR AIT OF A YOUNG MAN THROUGH A TELESCOPE






John,


I woke up this morning and stayed in that in-between state—not quite awake and not quite asleep. It was there that I saw you. You were fuzzy and your outline blurred and shifted like you were out of focus. I wish I could’ve held on to your image longer but you slipped through my consciousness and were gone in seconds. I live for those dreams, for those moments where I can see you. They get me through the days.


Have you ever wondered about the countless twists and turns of our lives that brought you and me to the same place at the same time? I think about that often.


Our graduate class consisted of twenty-eight aspiring psychologists, divided into two cohorts. On the first day of orientation, we all sat in a circle and in typical California spiritual-psychology-school-fashion, went around and shared about ourselves. I scoped out the room for cute guys but didn’t really see any, so that was sort of a disappointment. You weren’t there yet. As I came to find out later, you always ran late since you juggled three jobs.


During the snack break in the courtyard, I hovered around the cheese plate, talking to Mary and Ashley about housing. I looked up briefly and saw you across the way. You looked sunny. Your dirty blond, shoulder-length curls, warm smile, and that astonishingly bright orange T-shirt . . . even your goatee made you seem boyish, like a hippie and a jock all rolled into one. You looked my way. I avoided eye contact and pushed a lock of auburn hair off my face. I know you saw me. I remember thinking you were cute and feeling grateful for at least one cute guy in the program, but then talking myself out of it by saying you really weren’t that cute and besides, nothing would ever happen. The New Yorker in me was also secretly critical of that fact that you were late to our orientation. I mean, we were embarking on our PhDs . . . what could be more important than showing up on time for that? I’d had so many heartaches in New York with men who were often late (foreign men who operated on foreign time). So, without my consciously being aware of it, you immediately lost a point in my book. I also secretly resented that I hadn’t gotten to hear your introductory spiel about how you came to our school but had to sit through everyone else’s.


The next day was our two-day cohort orientation retreat in the Santa Cruz Mountains. We sat on pillows and BackJacks in a light-filled, octagonal room in the middle of a redwood forest. Our first icebreaker was to take an hour and collage or draw our “spiritual autobiographies”—which was an eye-opening way of considering my life story. When we were done, we presented them to the group. Yikes. The room was filled with silent excitement as we got lost in our own worlds and contemplated the major ups and downs, the pivotal life events, and the transformative people who had influenced our journeys and informed our sense of self in relationship to something greater. How had we stumbled and fallen or assertively marched toward the place we were in? It was definitely quite the revealing icebreaker. After we each shared our work, we felt bonded, like we’d found a long lost family. I had wandered through my life feeling like a spiritual outsider, and now I had finally found a place where I felt seen and understood.


You and I didn’t talk much that weekend. Maybe some chitchat once at lunch, I don’t really remember. Your autobiographical presentation showed your many experiences with fundamentalist Christianity: bonfires of the spirit at Jesus Camp (I hadn’t known that was actually a thing) and your education at Oral Roberts University in Oklahoma (apparently a well-known fundamentalist Christian institution I’d never heard of in New York). I couldn’t relate to you as yet and convinced myself you were strange and definitely not for me. But I do remember taking a walk through the woods and seeing you sitting by yourself on a hidden ledge overlooking a stream. You looked beached. I admired your ability to be quiet and alone while everyone else seemed compelled to socialize and do things together as a way of alleviating the anxiety and newness of the situation. This was attractive. I quietly walked on by and let you be.


We sat in class together, six hours a day, and your cuteness called to me despite my efforts to avoid it. I stared at your back as you sat in a straight, easy posture. You had the strong, lean build of someone used to working out. I could tell that underneath your collection of striped polo shirts your body was chiseled, sexy. Oh no. This wasn’t good. I couldn’t let myself be attracted to you or think of you as real dating material. I was looking for my life partner. I didn’t necessarily care about getting married, per se, but I wanted to find my “teammate,” ya know? I was serious and ready. You were in my cohort at grad school for god’s sake (too incestuous), and with your defined jaw, perfect lips, slightly tanned skin, and huge, cerulean-blue eyes you were so classically gorgeous you had to be a player. At twenty-seven I was too old to play games or get played. I did my best to ignore your cuteness.


But I have a thing for men’s hands. I always check them out. And yours caught my attention right away. They were simply the most beautiful, sculpted, strong hands I’ve ever seen. The hands of Michelangelo’s David. I couldn’t help but discreetly stare (all day) at the intricate sculpture of your languid wrists, large, rugged palms, and tapered fingers as you held your hands together with care or slowly lowered your middle and ring finger into your palm as you spoke. Your hands I couldn’t deny.


It wasn’t until the night before Halloween at our school talent show that I became fully aware of my attraction to you. Our Harry Potter–like Hogwarts school of psychology was cheesy, with its talents shows, no-desk-or-shoe policies, and the guitars and teddy bear in the lounge. I twiddled my Japanese stone earrings and waited impatiently through sword-wielding belly dancers, magicians, and over-enunciating poetry slammers. I was really only secretly there to see you. Finally, at the last act, you came on stage wearing a shapeless dark green velvet dress a grandma might wear, with a Christmas stocking on your head and an oven mitt on your hand. We laughed at your grandma-drag, of course. And later you told me you wanted the audience to laugh at you to alleviate their anxiety about assessing if you were talented or not. You were always trying to lessen the burden of others. On stage next to you, one of your housemates, an older woman named Jean—in her fifties, with a short bowl haircut— played a honky-tonk saloon version of “Somewhere Over the Rainbow.” Despite your efforts to distract and entertain us with your drag, our attention was immediately drawn to your voice, which made any judgment of your talent completely irrelevant. You sang in tune, fluid and clear. Your voice was a smooth baritone sailing straight from your core and filling up the room like you’d done this a thousand times. The song was clearly dear to your heart and your smile shined as you flirted with the audience in your dress. Wow. I had no idea you were so talented. It was like being among greatness. As if an undercover celebrity was coming out of hiding. Something in me melted. And just like everyone else in the room, I was smitten and couldn’t take my eyes off you.


I lingered after the show, hoping to talk to you and compliment you. I wanted you to come to the bar with Sophie, Brandon, Ben, Lisa, and a few others. But you were busy giving out hugs, like you usually did. I hadn’t noticed before how many people at school you seemed to know. You hugged faculty, administration, upperclassmen, and randoms I’d never seen. Apparently, I was the latecomer to the John fan club. I watched you from the corner of my eye as I chatted with our friends, hoping you’d be as magnetically compelled to come over to me as I was to you. But you weren’t. Did you even notice me that night? So I took off, and as I pulled out of the school parking lot and turned my head, I saw you hold the door open for a woman and then hug her goodbye. A stab pierced my chest. I turned my gaze back to the dark road and headed to meet everyone but you.


Writing this pulls me closer to you and keeps you near. My act of devotion.


Your greatest admirer,


Sarah





DATE: AUGUST 3, 2009


SUBJECT: ENCHANTED






Dear John,


I’m ridiculously shy when it comes to men I like. Did you know that about me? It doesn’t come across that way and friends say I always appear confident. I don’t know how I look on the outside, but I’m most definitely not confident when it comes to the guy I’m crushing on. I can barely make eye contact or string a coherent sentence together without stumbling. If something’s gonna happen between me and a guy, I depend on my friends for wing support. I’m that shy. And this is weird, considering my past as a player in New York and the number of men I’ve been with.


The more I resisted you, the more my attraction grew. From Halloween on, my crush grew daily. In the mornings I’d blast my music and dance as I got dressed, feeling curiously energized and excited to go to school and see you. I was happy to simply be in class with you all day long and observe you. We tended to sit at opposite sides of the classroom, and since our classes were held in circles, we’d typically end up facing each other. I felt this line of energy between us, and the current was strong. If we happened to sit next to each other, the current grew even stronger, and I could barely keep my eyes off the side of your body. I tried balancing the number of times I looked at you with the number of times I looked around the room, just to play it cool. It helped a lot when you spoke up in class because it gave me free rein to look at your face.


You became everyone’s favorite. How could we resist your white Mickey Mouse hoodie no grown man should ever wear and your big, innocent blue eyes, so light, like the sky? Or your warm hugs and that low, rumbling Texan-Midwestern drawl, or the day you showed up to class fifteen minutes late wearing mismatched sneakers? Sometimes in class, your eyes fixed on someone, you’d randomly get the giggles and let out this long, sweet, full-bodied laugh that ended with you wiping tears and saying, “Ooohh that’s so good,” and then giggling some more. Your movements in our (mandatory) Aikido class were graceful. You were so light on your feet, even us ladies could flip and drop you. Our sensei loved to use you for demonstrations, of course. Everything about you was light, bright, and sweet. People came up to you all day for your hugs. It became a thing. I was shy about going up to you directly for one, or going up to you in general for that matter, so I’d creep up with someone else, they’d get a hug from you, and then I’d piggyback after them and say something lame like, “Hey, I want a John hug too.”


Your charms were grounds for me not to like you. If I didn’t put a check on my feelings, I knew, I’d probably get hurt. (Fuck was I right.) So I made up a “cons” list about why I shouldn’t like you:


1. With a body and looks like yours, you were definitely a player, and after my years in New York, I was tired of the games.


2. You probably had girls clamoring for your attention, like most pretty boys do, and therefore wouldn’t lift a finger to get to know a woman.


3. You most certainly weren’t into me.


4. You proselytized the teachings of your spiritual teacher, Byron Katie, way too much.


5. You came from a heavy Christian background; mine was orthodox Jewish. We would not be compatible, and fundamentalist Christianity was just too weird for me.


6. You had attended a fundamentalist Christian college in Oklahoma. Once again, weird.


7. You spent summers as a teenager at Jesus camp. Enough said.


8. You weren’t intellectual (like my New York background). You were more of a spiritually abstract thinker. Some classmates thought you were Jesus-like. I didn’t understand yet why they thought that.


9. I had a hard time following your thought process as you spoke.


10. I couldn’t figure you out.


11. If I didn’t end up with a Jewish man or a man who converted to Judaism, my parents would disown me (so they’d said).


You spoke of abstractions of consciousness as if from another dimension, trying to translate something that couldn’t be put into words. You’d often start a sentence and then stop midway because a new thought would come through your mind. You’d glance off, as if questioning its mysterious arrival, and then follow its train of thought out loud. And you spoke slowly. Very slowly—too slowly for my fast-talking, New York, stream-of-consciousness mind—and you paused often to get clear on your thoughts. You frequently talked about yourself in the third person, as if you were separate from yourself and observing what you were doing and saying as it was happening. Your deep, rumbling voice was soothing, but I’d often get entranced and lost, unable to follow you as you began. “I have the thought that, um . . . I notice fear—I watch for . . . sometimes in class when fear rises in me—this body-mind . . . [pause] . . . and gets expressed . . . the fear, um . . . my desire to step back, uh . . .” You paused and looked intently into the space in front of you, trying to hold on to your thoughts. “And uh . . . I wait to see . . . what the don’t-know-mind has to . . . [pause] . . . when I trust someone else or more silence to give me . . . I have the thought that . . . there’s confusion when I’m believing I . . . [pause] . . . when there’s the belief that this me has something really important to say—and I notice I can continue doing what I’ve always done or not. Until I don’t.”


Your speech took getting used to, and it felt like you were talking in koans or riddles where both sides of the point were expressed and then negated. During our first year, I didn’t know that the reason you spoke this way was because of your narcolepsy, because the medication you’d been on for over fifteen years, Provigil, a heavy stimulant to keep you awake, had this unfortunate, confusing, and mind-bending effect. About nine months later, when we were working on a paper together, I tried half a pill to see if it would help me focus. Within half an hour, my thoughts started to race. In order to speak I had to grab a thought by the horns as it ran by and hold it tightly, because if I didn’t, the next thought appeared so quickly I’d drop the old thought and rush to pick up the new one. I couldn’t get anything done. I also couldn’t stop talking and gazing listlessly around the room. Only then did I gain any sense of what it must be like for you.


Your speech required me to be patient. During your long pauses, no matter what our conversation was about, I often lost track of what you were saying and drifted away into the vastness of your eyes. Their lightness was enchanting. But still, I used the fact that your speech was confusing as evidence for why I couldn’t like you and why we’d never match. And besides, you were so not interested in me; you hardly talked to me.


Things changed on your birthday like some kind of magic. I know you remember. It was the point of no turning back, where I couldn’t hide my feelings behind my lame excuses anymore. The night started at the creamery in Palo Alto. Because you loved breakfast, our classmates celebrated your birthday with a “breakfast dinner.” Twenty of us sat squished around a long table. You ordered a chocolate and peanut butter milkshake —your favorite —and passed it around the table so we could each taste. Delicious. You and I exchanged a knowing look about how good it was. At the end of the dinner-breakfast you stood up and raised your empty milkshake glass. (Your speech somehow became clear and smooth in front of an audience; perhaps this had something to do with your acting background.)
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