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“Dying to Be Free succinctly delivers what survivors need to know, with sensitivity, help, and insight. This book doesn’t overwhelm, and that’s notable for those in pain who can’t fathom plunging in too deep, too early in the quest they eventually will take for understanding. Survivors of suicide have an instant companion and support network here.”




–PATRICIA ANSTETT, MEDICAL WRITER,
Detroit Free Press






“Dying to Be Free is a succinct, easy-to-read resource for any survivor, although those newly bereaved may find it especially helpful. Health care professionals interested in learning more about how to help survivors may also find this book useful. Dying to Be Free is recommended as a beacon of hope and understanding to those who have suffered the pain and loss of a loved one to suicide.”




–MITZIE MEYERS, RN, MSN


AMERICAN ASSOCIATION OF SUICIDE
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This book includes the authors’ personal accounts of dealing with suicide, as well as others’ true stories and photographs, all reprinted or adapted with permission. In some cases, names, dates, and circumstances have been changed to protect anonymity, but most individuals have requested that real names be used. The photographs on pages xi–xiii depict people who have died by suicide.
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No Resolve


So this is how you leave me


Bleeding where I stand


I’ve tried so hard to figure out


I’ve tried to understand


What could have been so goddamn painful


What it was that made you feel it had to end






[image: ]




[image: ]




[image: ]




[image: ]




[image: ]


From top, left to right: Mary, Tyler, Alex, Dorcus and Jatinder, David






What was that final puzzle piece


You couldn’t get to fit?


Did you take a minute to stop and think


How we would deal with it?


There’ll be no answers to these questions


We’ve got to carry on and try to live
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So goodbye I can’t believe you’re gone


So goodbye somehow I hope that you can hear this song


Was there something that I could have done


That might have changed your mind?


If I told you I love you and I need you here


Would you still be alive?
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From top, left to right: John, Joshua, Robert, Laura, Kurt, Kevin





And though I know it’s not my fault


I still carry all this guilt and shame inside




So goodbye I can’t believe you’re gone


So goodbye somehow I hope that you


can hear this song




To this song there is no ending


For this pain there’s no resolve


Time won’t cover up the wound


When you lose someone you love


If I could ask you one last thing


I guess that I would ask you why


I’d ask you why




So goodbye I can’t believe you’re gone


So goodbye somehow I hope that you can hear this song
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From top, left to right: Tony, Jason, Josh, Scott, Zachary, Mark
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Music and lyrics copyright © 2003 by Dennis Liegghio; recorded and performed by the Student Driver Band, of which Dennis is a member. Reprinted with permission. Dennis was fourteen when his father, Mark Polance, died by suicide. Grief-stricken, he anesthetized himself with alcohol and drugs for years. Now in recovery, he expresses his soul in songs such as this.
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When I met with Bev Cobain and Jean Larch to discuss their forthcoming book, I knew that it was badly needed. As one who has lost a loved one to suicide, I saw that it could be an important healing tool for people like me.


Dying to Be Free is everything I hoped it would be and more, its insights cutting though the silence and stigma associated with this topic. Stories throughout the book leap from the pages to touch the soul. It speaks not only to “survivors of suicide” like me, but also to anyone who may have suicidal thoughts themselves, or who have attempted it, have lived through it, and are still battling agonizing pain.


We “survivors” need all the help we can get. Suicide changes the course of our lives forever. We need understanding and compassion, and if we are to survive and live well, we need education. We need to comprehend what could possibly have led to this devastating act.


I learned firsthand that suicide is a death with repercussions unlike any other. No words, no eloquent description, could ever convey the feelings that racked me while I held the cold, gray body of my beloved. Only another survivor knows the shock, rage, and agony that took me to my knees when I discovered his corpse. I heard my voice screaming, “No, God, no!” I begged God to wake me from my nightmare. But my nightmare was real. Never have I felt so alone. I rocked and cried as I held the lifeless body of the best friend I have ever known.


My mind was consumed with if only’s. If only I had come home a few hours earlier. If only I had seen some warning signs. If only he had told me how much he was suffering. That night my own suffering began as I unwillingly tried to imagine how I could live without this person whom I deeply loved.


That was ten years ago. Today, I wonder how my life might be different if this book had existed back then, but I, like you, can only move forward. You hold a means of moving forward in your hands right now. This book will answer a great many of your questions about suicide and explain the process that clouds the mind of the suicidal person. It will help you make some sense of what you thought was a totally senseless act.


I pray you will let the authors of this book take you by the hand, help you avoid the swamp of misinformation on this subject, and lead you to the truths that enlighten and make healing possible. If you have lost a loved one to suicide, or if you or someone you love has ever considered it, perhaps an angel or some Higher Power has placed this book in your hands. Please, take it home now and read it.




Joel Rothschild
June 2005
Los Angeles, California
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In 1994, Kurt Cobain, twenty-seven-year-old front man for the band Nirvana, shot himself to death. It was a shot heard around the world, and it left an entire generation of young people devastated, reeling, and struggling to make sense of this tragic loss. Kurt’s suicide left his family, friends, and fans feeling rejected, grief-stricken, guilty, and angry.


Why would a talented, wealthy young man with a loving family and a brilliant career already in progress end it all in one moment with a shotgun? Answering this profound question—why anyone might intentionally end his or her life—is one of the goals of this book. But the coauthors have two other goals as well. We want to help you, the reader, begin the journey of healing if you have experienced the suicide of a loved one. And we want to suggest some steps you might take to possibly prevent the suicide of yet another loved one—or even yourself in the future.


It is our hope that this book will offer you more knowledge about this human problem, and perhaps some insight into the dynamics of suicidal thinking that can lead to the act itself.


Much of the material in this book is born of our interviews with “survivors of suicide”—that is, the family and friends of the person who died—and with leading thinkers in the field. We have drawn on our combined forty years of working with, and learning from, suicidal individuals and survivors who have openly shared their innermost feelings and thoughts with us.


About us: Beverly Cobain, an author and psychiatric nurse, is a survivor of three family suicides, including that of her cousin Kurt Cobain. Since 1989, Jean Larch’s “Understanding Suicide” workshop has helped hundreds of individuals gain a better understanding of the suicidal mind. As her workshop became established, it inspired our collaborative writing of this book. This has been a work of enthusiasm, love, and compassion. May it help you, the reader, to find what you need.




Beverly Cobain
Jean Larch




One
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Eery Seventeen Minutes


The telephone jars me awake the morning of April 8, 1994. I croak a “hello” into the phone. At first I don’t recognize the voice that greets me: a quiet male voice, with an edge of excitement. “Is this Bev Cobain?” he asks, and identifies himself as a local newspaper reporter with whom I have spoken on previous occasions. I am distracted by the sun shining in my eyes and I want to go back to sleep. The reporter’s next words change that.


“Bev, they just found a body dead of a shotgun blast in Kurt’s house, but they’re not sure who it is.” He is speaking about my cousin Kurt Cobain, front man for the rock band Nirvana.


I’m stunned into silence, but suddenly awake. My mind searches for meaning in his words. Someone has discovered a body. Someone is dead in Kurt’s house in Seattle. They don’t know who it is. Then I remember something important.


“It can’t be Kurt. He’s in treatment in California.”


The reporter adds a detail new to me. “Kurt abandoned the treatment center a few days ago. Bev, they think it’s Kurt.”


There is silence on the line. I can’t breathe. Maybe it isn’t Kurt. Who could it be? My mind is buzzing with confusion. My eyes hurt. I don’t get it. How can they not know whether it’s Kurt? Everyone knows what Kurt looks like. I feel my heart jumping and thudding against my chest. My brain is trying to tell me something that my mind does not want to know. The message suddenly gets through and the shock of it brings me out of bed and drops me to my knees. They don’t know whose body it is because there is no face!


Oh my God! Oh my God! Oh my God! Now I know it is Kurt, and I know he has killed himself. He has done the very thing I tried to warn his grandfather about. He is twenty-seven, the same age as my son Michael. Young, talented, beautiful, funny, sweet, smart. Gone. Sobbing, I hang up the phone.


I am devastated. I am afraid for his wife and child, his parents, siblings, relatives, and his friends. I am terrified for his fans. The possibility of copycat suicides is very real among the millions of kids and young adults who adore Kurt, look up to him, try to imitate him, and believe they are kindred spirits.


I am afraid for me. Afraid of the anger and of the guilt welling up within me. I pace back and forth in my bedroom, crying and talking aloud. I should have done more to save him. At some level I know this thought is ridiculous, even arrogant. Still, I am a psychiatric nurse, for God’s sake! I knew he was in trouble. I saw his sadness and rage in his antics on television and in media articles, and I heard them in his lyrics. I knew he was at very high risk for suicide, that he was obsessed with guns and kept several in his house. I knew he was addicted to drugs. The two prior suicides in our family raised his risk significantly.


I had felt like an unwelcome intruder weeks earlier when I spoke to my uncle, Kurt’s grandfather, about my fears for Kurt’s life. He said he wasn’t worried. Why didn’t I insist he take me more seriously? Why was I afraid of frightening him? I felt helpless.


Now I remember the white T-shirt Kurt wore onstage and in photographs, the shirt on which he had written for all the world to see, “I hate myself and I want to die.” Could his pain and risk for suicide have been made any clearer? Why hadn’t I done more? Right now all I can do is cry.




Kurt Cobain’s suicide was one of 31,000 reported annually in the United States. According to national suicide prevention organizations, a suicide occurs in this country every seventeen minutes. Sadly, in spite of prevention efforts by researchers, scientists, and other professionals, the rate is not falling. We now have suicidology—the study of suicide—and suicidologists, yet we still don’t know what causes it, how to prevent it, or how to predict it. The statistics available today are based primarily on estimates and conjecture. There is no way to know what the real numbers are.


Nevertheless, several reliable organizations do track reported data and offer estimates. These include the American Association of Suicidology (AAS), American Foundation for Suicide Prevention (AFSP), the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and the National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS), the National Alliance for the Mentally Ill (NAMI), Suicide Awareness Voices of Education (SAVE), the World Health Organization (WHO), and the Yellow Ribbon Suicide Prevention Program. More statistical data can be found at these groups’ Web sites, listed at the back of this book.


If you are a “survivor of suicide”—and here this term means a person who has lost a loved one to suicide—you are not alone. A suicide occurs every seventeen minutes in the United States; eighty-eight each day, according to AAS estimates.1 Left in their wake are about forty new survivors each hour; almost a thousand each day. There are an astounding ten million survivors living today.2


Four times as many males as females complete suicide, although female attempts outnumber male attempts three to one. Firearms are used in about 60 percent of cases.3 Each year, nearly twice as many Americans die by their own hand as by homicide.4 In 2000, suicide accounted for almost half of all violent deaths worldwide.5


Young people are a significant part of this critical public health issue. About every two hours a young American dies by suicide; it is the second most frequent cause of death for college students, the third most frequent for youth fifteen to twenty.6 And even among children ten to fourteen, the rate has more than doubled since 1990; in 2001 there were 272 known suicides in this age group.7


And reported data can only tell part of the story. The actual magnitude of this problem is utterly unknown; the numbers may conceivably be as high as double those estimated above.




“Whenever figures on suicide are presented or discussed, there are always those who question their reliability, insisting that in many places, and due to several factors, suicides are hidden and that the real figures must be much higher. We acknowledge this point and believe it reinforces the gravity of the problem of suicide.”8
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