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For all of us who have been broken open.


The Thing Is

To love life, to love it even

when you have no stomach for it

and everything you’ve held dear

crumbles like burnt paper in your hands,

your throat filled with the silt of it.

When grief sits with you, its tropical heat

thickening the air, heavy as water

more fit for gills than lungs;

when grief weights you like your own flesh

only more of it, an obesity of grief,

you think, How can a body withstand this?

Then you hold life like a face

between your palms, a plain face,

no charming smile, no violet eyes,

and you say, yes, I will take you

I will love you, again.

—Ellen Bass








INTRODUCTION


Once there were brook trout in the streams in the mountains. You could see them standing in the amber current where the white edges of their fins wimpled softly in the flow. They smelled of moss in your hand. Polished and muscular and torsional. On their backs were vermiculate patterns that were maps of the world in its becoming. Maps and mazes. Of a thing which could not be put back. Not be made right again. In the deep glens where they lived all things were older than man and they hummed of mystery.

—CORMAC MCCARTHY, The Road
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Not until we are lost do we begin to understand ourselves.

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU






I hear the sound of paper tearing, ripping.

It is the sound of an old map being torn, an opening created for me to walk through.

I am suddenly thrust into a new landscape, a new map.

I feel I am drowning, though the new landscape is barren, hot, arid, scorching.

I am lost here. And alone, or so I believe.



We have all felt this. Someone we love has betrayed us, a kind of death. Or we’ve betrayed someone. Or our child has been arrested. Or we’ve lost our job. Or a friend has slept with our husband. Or we’ve slept with our husband’s friend. Or we have experienced a heart attack and suddenly feel horribly mortal. Or a lover has died. Death itself, gone, gone.

Our eyes feel swollen in the new air. We have no familiar landmarks to guide from. They have disappeared—all of them, gone. People have become strange to us. We hate them as they stand in the comfortable landscape we’ve just left.

And as we stand in this new desert, it is hard to imagine that others in our lives—and in the world—are still standing on the edge of a brilliant, beautiful river, lush and full of what now look like superficialities to us. They go on—how is this possible? They keep arguing about petty things, they keep making appointments as if the planet hasn’t tilted on its axis, they keep eating dinner like nothing happened. The anniversaries—a week, a month, a year, a decade—pass by without their noticing. How is this possible?
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I remember first being in this barren desert when both my beloved grandfathers died within a week of each other; I was nine years old. And there again ten years later when my father lay in an intensive care unit after a seventh heart attack and suffocated in his own blood, his heart muscle a pile of mush unable to pump it out. As hard as it was to imagine that he was gone—and how unfair to him that he was only fifty-three—it was more unfathomable that the world kept right on turning the next morning while my eyes were scorched to the point I had to go to the ophthalmologist for an emergency appointment before the funeral to get artificial tears, mine were so gone.


Men go abroad to wonder at the heights of mountains, at the huge waves of the sea, at the long courses of the rivers, at the vast compass of the ocean, at the circular motions of the stars, and they pass by themselves without wondering.

—SAINT AUGUSTINE



So I was standing there—or, more accurately, crawling there—at the edge of this new barren land. Nothing to hold on to, no familiar landmarks by which to gauge my location, just knowing he was gone, gone, and unable to reconcile that reality with the fact that I knew deep inside me, even at that age, that he wasn’t gone and never would be, in a much deeper sense. But what I wanted then was him, the him I knew and could see and who cooked me pancakes and made me laugh. And that him was irretrievably gone.

I remember the sound of my mother throwing up in the intensive care waiting room bathroom as the news became clear to us. I will never forget that sound, that very human, visceral reaction to loss in an alien environment, one too public and too antiseptic and too divorced from real life. The real loss would show itself at home, in the chair at the dinner table that would be forever empty. Her vomiting in that waiting room bathroom was to me then, and now, a full expression of the ways in which our body rejects loss, pushing it out of us like an alien food, something spoiled, curdling inside us.

We are only immune from that kind of loss for a short time in our lives. And then it comes.

When someone we love dies, we suddenly walk alone into new territory without them. We become strangers in new lands, places where the landscape is unalterably changed, where the center of gravity has somehow faltered and become weak, making us feel as if we might fall off the surface of the Earth. Sometimes that moment of loss defines the rest of our lives, becoming a center to our compass forever.
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This book is born of loss and explores that journey into grief, providing map points for the new landscape in which we find ourselves when we experience great loss. Of death, certainly, but not only death. There are other forms of change that involve loss as well as joy: the panic that sometimes accompanies aging, the ways in which childbirth signals both a beginning and an end, the heartbreak that comes with the demise of a relationship, grieving a friend who violates our trust, filling the hole left by a child leaving home, people revealing themselves in ways we can’t reconcile with who we thought they were, losing our jobs or careers, or losing our homes. All these are losses. All these create new, fiercely intimate geographies we must navigate.

The kinds of loss that will be addressed include the loss of love, of certainty and assuredness, of knowing where we are, of identity (who we are), of beauty and youth, of health, of life itself, of privacy, of roles, and of knowing.


I’m not sure we ever recover from loss, though that’s what all the books about grief and loss seem to tell us we should do, must do. And quickly.

Instead I believe loss is a dark, fearsome place we go to and emerge from—but the journey out is different, the terrain has shifted, and we are no longer the same person who made the journey in. We are different. And that is okay. We have learned awful, fearsome things, lived through barren, hard moments, and are no longer the same. In that sense we don’t recover—ever. We return, but we don’t recover. But we can emerge from that dark cave, changed in ways that enhance our understanding of what it is to live, and live fully—to love, and love well; and to let go, and let go deeply. We embark on a new journey when we experience loss, one in which—as Leonard Cohen has said—the cracks let the light in and illuminate our way forward. The loss is the learning, the thing that moves us forward in our lives. As much as we may regret the losses we experience, they are a core, fundamental part of living. We cannot live without them, paradoxically. And, it seems, we have a hard time living with them as well.


There is nothing like returning to a place that remains unchanged to find the ways in which you yourself have altered.

—NELSON MANDELA



As I undertook this project, some suggested that unless I had lost a spouse, I couldn’t write about loss. While I understand the sentiment behind that, and am deeply respectful of the writers’ grief, I believe we can’t create such a hierarchy of loss; it negates the individual and very powerful ways in which loss is felt, regardless of the nature of the loss itself. As philosopher Roland Barthes wrote, “Each of us has his own rhythm of suffering.” We all experience grief; mine is not more potent than yours, regardless of the circumstances. Nor yours mine. It is all deeply, hotly felt. We all suffer, and our own rhythms of suffering are powerful, potent, and real.

We grieve for all of these losses, in different ways, to differing degrees. This book explores them all, providing maps and tools for walking into them—and through them. You are the navigator. This book is the atlas of maps you will make your own. They are for your journey, and we know every journey is unique.



While this book is intended to help you navigate through different kinds of grief and loss in your life, and the stories are intended to spark your own memories, it will be of more help if you identify particular losses to work through as you read and map, in order to make the mapping processes more concrete. In that way, you can go through the book as many times as you’d like, focusing on a different experience of loss, and each “atlas of experience” you create will have great meaning and specificity attached to it. What losses have you experienced that you would like to explore as you read this book?



This is a guidebook, an atlas of those experiences of loss and grief, a map for living through and into change and impermanence, to moving on anew, forever changed. You are the navigator through three main actions that help us live with and learn from the loss that is inevitable with living:

Embrace what is: Walk into your new landscape.

Honor what was: Be grateful for your old landscape.

Love what will be: Live into your future landscape.

Illustrated throughout with art submitted from around the world, this book helps you create a written and visual atlas of experience, utilizing map imagery and the richly metaphoric, evocative, and functional language of geography to help you place yourself in your own journey.

GENESIS OF THIS BOOK

This book emerged from loss, it is true, but the image for it as an atlas of experience or series of maps came from a quote that I used in another book of mine called Life Is a Verb.

Lucy Lippard wrote of walking in a straight line to measure rage: “An Eskimo custom offers an angry person a release by walking the emotion out of his or her system in a straight line across the landscape. The point at which the anger is conquered is marked with a stick bearing witness to the strength or length of the rage.”

Then I asked the question: How far would your rage get you, St. Louis, Cheyenne, Taipei? What if you walked in a straight line to measure your love; would that take you farther? How am I in relationship to this walk that I am taking? What shadows am I casting and what direction am I moving? Can I slow down enough to see what’s right beside me? What if we mapped these walks and charted their path through our changed and changing landscape? In this way I see this book and this journey into and through grief and loss as a series of maps that we create.


There are … things which a man is afraid to tell even to himself, and every decent man has a number of such things stored away in his mind.

—FYODOR DOSTOYEVSKY



It might be a map of our skin. It might be a map of our heart, a map of undone things, of regrets, of things we didn’t say but wanted to. There are many maps to be drawn. This central image of walking and walking and walking until we move through and into a different appreciation or a different relationship with grief or loss is the central grounding for this work.

I’m also reminded as I began this project of the fact that I’m not an expert in grieving. I’m an amateur even in living my own life. My qualitative research over the past thirty years as a professional is in human dynamics, how we interact with the world and one another in those landscapes into which we find ourselves thrust sometimes and sometimes into which we thrust ourselves.

Ken Robert (kenandpaper.com) has written about not wanting to be an expert, an essay I keep going back to as I think about my own work in the world (his statements are in bold, my thoughts follow in italics):

“Experts tell you how to do things, examples show you how.” What you’ll find in this book are stories of my own losses, of my own vulnerabilities and fear—examples to show you how.

“Experts hand you things, friends offer a hand.” My hope is that these stories can be a friend to those who need a hand, when the opportunity arises. We share grief and loss and shame as humans, but we don’t often voice them.

“Experts promote themselves, advocates promote others too.” We have much to learn from one another.

“Experts have all the answers, explorers have all the questions.” As poet Rainer Maria Rilke so eloquently told us, it is the questions that matter. We are explorers in this most human journey into loss and meaning.


“Experts give instructions, collaborators give suggestions and welcome yours.” This needs to be a collaborative conversation, which is why I’ve created an online portal for our continuing conversation and sharing (GeographyOfLoss.com).

“Experts distribute, artists create.” Working through loss and grief is a co-creative process, not a handout.

Finally, Robert writes, “I’d rather be a human being. Experts are often found on mountain tops, human beings are everywhere you are.” Loss is a universal phenomenon; we all experience it at various times in our lives, and we all have stories to tell. Very human stories. Fully human stories of the fear, vulnerability, and anger that arise with loss.

My hope is that seeing your emotional journey as a physical one, as maps, will give you something to hold on to. A toehold. Imagine that you’re at a climbing wall and you need something, something to hold on to. My hope for this book is that it becomes that toehold, that place where you can rest for a moment as you make the climb.

[image: art]






HOW TO READ THIS BOOK


My mind’s terrain has become exceedingly rough. Emotional scars are changing my internal geography faster than the mapmaker can keep pace. Wrong turns and dead ends abound, and I’m afraid someday I’ll drown in a river I didn’t know was there.

—D. H. MONDFLEUR



This book is designed as a “working atlas,” a collection of different kinds of “maps” that you create while you take the journey through its pages. The types of maps you will encounter and engage with include:

Satellite maps: Looking at your loss from a great distance.

Climate maps: Plotting your internal temperature, rainfall, humidity.

Geographic maps: Getting the lay of the land, finding the ground truth in your new place on the map of your life.

Topographic maps: Measuring the peaks and depths of your new landscape as a way through them.

Geologic maps: Revealing the strata inside you, of joy and of sorrow.

Bathymetric maps: Sonar maps of the ocean floor, mapping echoes of losses.

Maps of currents: Documenting the ebbs and flows of grief you are experiencing.

Thematic maps: A literary or emotional map of your heart, of your anguish, of your joy, of sunshine, of sorrow, of your migrations toward wholeness.

Body maps: Projecting loss onto the map of your own body to see where it burns and where it releases.
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“The map they are using does not indicate the village of Orce, how very inconsiderate on the part of the cartographers, I’ll bet they didn’t forget to indicate their own hometowns, in future they should remember how vexing it is for someone to check out his birthplace on a map only to find a blank space, this has given rise to the gravest of problems for those trying to establish personal and national identities.”

—JOSÉ SARAMAGO



Why maps? Because as Reif Larsen wrote in The Selected Works of T. S. Spivet, “A map does not just chart, it unlocks and formulates meaning; it forms bridges between here and there, between disparate ideas that we did not know were previously connected.” Maps are metaphorical architecture.

Our maps unlock and formulate meaning. By creating them, we can bridge what was and what is and what will be. We can make concrete our states of being, find where their edges rub against one another. In the pages to come, you’ll find exercises in each section that will lead you to create your own personal maps. For example, in Section 1 you will be asked to create a body map of your heart before and after the loss you’ve experienced, and compare the two. In Section 2 you will create a geological map in which you can see the beauty of the strata of what was before. In Section 3 you’ll create maps of where you’re going—and who else is on that journey with you. These and other maps will reveal where you find joy even in your grief.
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Regular maps have few surprises: their contour lines reveal where the Andes are, and are reasonably clear. More precious, though, are the unpublished maps we make ourselves, of our city, our place, our daily world, our life; those maps of our private world we use every day; here I was happy, in that place I left my coat behind after a party, that is where I met my love; I cried there once, I was heartsore; but felt better round the corner once I saw the hills of Fife across the Forth, things of that sort, our personal memories, that make the private tapestry of our lives.

—ALEXANDER MCCALL SMITH, Love Over Scotland
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“Grief can be a burden, but also an anchor. You get used to the weight, how it holds you in place.”

—SARAH DESSEN, The Truth About Forever



I believe the shortest distance between two people is a story, and that story is the primary mode by which we make meaning of the world around us. So you will find stories of loss as the catalyst for each map. These are not tidy stories; they are shadow ones—the ones that exist in the gray area behind our public personas, the dark stories that don’t often get told. These are intended only to spark your own story- and sense- and mapmaking processes, and I hope though our stories will be different, you might find an echo of some part of your journey in mine—and in the ones I’ve included from the Geography of Loss website (GeographyOfLoss.com). As Ellen Bass has written, “Everyone has the right to tell the truth about her own life.” Those truths, voiced, will heal us. Those truths, mapped, will reveal us to ourselves.

About Maps

For many of us, maps offer different ways of looking at the same (known) data, a new way of seeing things, like going from visible light to wider spectrums, seeing the vast electromagnetic world outside the visible spectrum, which forms just a tiny part of experience. My husband, John Ptak, is a dealer in antiquarian books, maps, and prints. As I wrote this book, he offered these thoughts to augment my (and hopefully your) understanding of “why maps.” My notes are in italics, relating his encyclopedic knowledge to my metaphorical intent:
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Geographic maps are at the base of all maps. Long ago they were also accumulations of supposition and wish, fantasy and frenzy. Cartographers in the early days were faced with decisions about what to do with unconnected bits of data—the few pieces of information about sightings of islands and such were drawn into a vast continent, a frigid zone, a sort of underworld, which today would be Antarctica, only an order of magnitude bigger. The coastlines of faraway places like the Americas and Australia were supplied with connecting lines from best-guess estimates. California was represented as an island on many maps as late as 1749, simply because of incomplete data. The data just were not there, but it didn’t stop cartographers from supplying their own. As must we all, as we venture into new territory. We cannot know everything we feel we must know. And so we create a working map from sometimes unconnected bits of data—and that’s okay. This is our map, and it need only serve us at this moment. We work with what we have, and in moments of loss what we have and know often feels incomplete.

Blank spots on early (pre-1650) maps are rare, even if there was no known info with which to fill them. Some were filled in with imaginary cities, others supplied with fantastical animals or giants that filled in the blank and thrilled at the same time. Blank spaces were more welcomed in the eighteenth century, when there were more data along with a greater expertise for dealing with the unknown. As we move through this landscape of loss, we will explore the blank spaces—whether they thrill or frighten us, and whether or not we can learn to lean into them. We will fill them—or we can learn to welcome the spaciousness of those blank areas, places we don’t yet know. Sometimes we fill them up with fearsome things that simply aren’t there.
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Geological maps showed for the first time the stuff under the ground, the structure of the Earth, which was a profound new understanding of the physical world. Most of the earliest geological maps begin to appear in the very late eighteenth century; they remained uncommon until the mid-nineteenth century. That a map showed what existed underground would have been a phenomenal and probably incomprehensible idea to the pre-1725 mind. Being able to show the components of the Earth, distinguishing attributes of what was mostly an unremarkable sameness, was an enormous advance. Corollaries of cross-section maps—giving an understanding of the 3-D underground—were fantastic advancements in structuring human knowledge. After time, but mainly in the nineteenth century, depictions of heights of mountains and depths of valleys and aridity of deserts and depths of rivers and lakes all came into being, replacing what had formerly been simple placeholder marks showing only where these things existed. We will use geological maps to explore what is beneath the surface of our sense of loss, to bring it forward, and to not only acknowledge it but also learn to know it in a way that will, like the maps of the nineteenth century, advance our very human (and very personal) understanding of loss itself.
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Topographic maps came into play in earnest only in the early nineteenth century, though their origins reach back to the 1740s. While these maps often show physical and cultural landmarks, they are mainly concerned with “the lay of the land,” and give a dimensionality to the sticking-out stuff on the surface of the Earth. They had a military beginning with the UK Ordnance Survey, begun as a strategic initiative to show what the ground looked like between England and Scotland during a time in which the two were fighting. Knowing the elevation of a battlefield or of a defensive position in relation to its surroundings is of enormous military importance. Our own topographic maps will help us explore what that “sticking-out” stuff is, those mountains we feel stopped by in our journey forward, those peaks and valleys.
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Thematic maps show sameness and variation among points on a single map or between two different maps. A thematic map can show something as simple as the relative size of cities by representing population via dot sizes; this can then be made into something greater, showing population density and distribution. The thematic map can relate where certain crops are grown, or the divorce rates of counties, or religious practices by city size, and other sociological, political, cultural, and economic (and any other) aspect of human civilization that can be imagined. Thematic comes from “theme,” and gives a base map a life of its own, something that can tell you the story of a place. John Snow constructed a thematic map of cholera in London, which helped to distinguish the places in which outbreaks of the disease were rampant. He then was able to determine the features common to each of the hot spot areas. We may use thematic maps to explore where in our bodies we feel loss most intently. We may use these types of maps to pinpoint the relative size of our “lostness,” and to determine our own hot spot areas.
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Bathymetric maps are fascinating things, giving understanding and depths to a previously little-known area of the Earth—the undersea world. The widespread use of these maps did not exist until the latter part of the nineteenth century. Matthew Fontaine Maury, perhaps this country’s first oceanographer with his groundbreaking Physical Geography of the Sea, 1855, published the first substantial map of the previously unseen world, mapping part of the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean. We will use bathymetric maps to chart what is unspoken.
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Sonar maps (sonar is an abbreviation for “sound navigation ranging”) are a more modern development in mapping the ocean floor, accomplishing this task in an elegant way—with sound. The pinging sounds from one ship to another are deflected enough to create an audio signature of any unexpected obstruction between the pinging ship and its receiver: These can be mapped. We will create sonar maps of the sounds of grief and loss.
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Satellite maps are perhaps the most stunning of all maps displaying physical data. Not only can satellites capture things more clearly and in greater detail than just about any other cartographic method, they can also do so over a broad range of the spectrum of invisible light. And given that the data accumulation is taking place aboard a satellite, these maps can also be images of extra-terrestrial locations, and so can be put into service in places that have no imminent possibility of direct human observation. We will create satellite maps of loss as seen from a great distance, including landmarks unrecognizable by those who have not experienced the same kind of grief.
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All of these maps are born of necessity, and ours will be as well. They serve the explorer in the moment—but also serve others, now and in the future, as our maps may well do, too. In this book the primary intention in our creating maps of loss and grief is to provide an atlas for ourselves. In that way each map will be particular to each reader—each will have personal meaning that may or may not have universal application to others. That’s okay—this is your journey. Your maps are your own; there is no standard. While you’ll see that I’ve provided sample maps to illustrate the different forms these maps can take, there is no “right” form—interpret the mapmaking exercises in the way that best serves your journey.

Navigating Loss

This “atlas of experience” is divided into three main sections, each exploring one of the three core actions for navigating loss:


“Like world describers before me, those mapmakers in the seventeenth century, I had laid down my first faintly drawn border. With that one tentative mark, my world expanded by a few freeing degrees.”

—JUSTINA CHEN HEADLEY, North of Beautiful



Embrace what is: Walk into your new landscape (Into the Desert).

Honor what was: Be grateful for your old landscape (Through the Forest).

Love what will be: Live into your future landscape (Toward the Horizon).

Each of these sections corresponds to a natural landscape as a way into the mapping, as you can see above: a desert, a forest, an horizon.

In each section you will find stories of loss of different kinds as well as excerpts from GeographyOfLoss.com, a collaborative online site I created to provide a space for people all over the world who have not found an outlet to express their answer to this simple, deep question: For what or for whom do you grieve? The messages left there—many anonymously, some signed—give us a clear and profound sense of the vulnerability and shame and regret—and yes, hope—we face in times of loss. There are hundreds of stories there; I hope inclusion of a few of them in this book will provide a breadth of experience that I alone cannot. Perhaps you will find pieces of your map in their words. I hope so. Community is a space where shared grief can heal. As you make your way through this book, you are also welcomed to share your stories of grief and loss—and your maps, if you’d like—at that site. As Catholic priest Henri Nouwen wrote, “True community is not a place where we dazzle each other with our shared talents, but a place where we acknowledge our shared poverty and see it not as an obstacle to overcome, but as a true source of new life.” Loss is a shared, human condition, and a prerequisite for new life. We have so much to learn from one another.

Mapping Your Experience
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I am using the word map in a broad context—a process of seeing, of charting, of knowing, of journeying into and through.

The map-creation processes include writing and simple art practices, both designed to be accessible to a wide range of readers. As always, you’re invited to adapt the exercises to meet your own needs. Or disregard them altogether. They are cumulative; my hope is that as you walk through this book, you will create your own atlas of experience. Or you may wish to read the whole book and go back through it to create your maps. This is your guidebook—make sense of it the way that helps you best.

What do you do when reading a map? First you have to orient yourself: Write in the margins, scribble drawings of maps throughout it, make this your own journey, an atlas of experience you can read and steer by. To read a map, we must first understand the key. And we must orient ourselves to a mutually agreed-upon direction, usually north. So you will be asked to create your own map keys, and find your own North Star to navigate by.
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