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      Before my aneurysm, I had taught high school English/writing at an independent school for students with ADHD and learning differences. My first book, a crime fiction novella titled Pavement, had just been accepted for publication. I also turned 40 the week before. The school year had just ended, and I was going to visit my parents. My aneurysm happened at the airport. Fortunately, I hadn’t boarded the plane.

      Although there are some universal experiences, everyone’s recovery is unique. Fortunately, now I only have minor physical limitations (my balance isn’t great, and if I move my head laterally, I need to wait for my vision to settle. It’s similar to the sensation of stepping off a moving merry-go-round. Thankfully, I don’t get nauseated). The challenge had been the emotional recovery, particularly how I was going to adjust to many existential questions.

      I had spent nearly 20 years making writing my primary focus. I had enjoyed elements of teaching, but it had been a means to an end. I expected the publishing of my book to be a life-changing experience, which it wasn’t, and now it was uncertain if I would be able to capitalize on that anyway. Similarly, I had also imagined I would get married and start a family. One of the effects of the aneurysm is that my ability to make emotional connections has been blunted, so after much of the physical recovery had tapered off, I was suddenly faced with a less certain future.

      However, I returned to teaching and the dating world. Those had been my previous goals, but now neither seemed worthwhile. My book arrived, and the event had not been the life-changing experience I had expected. The students I had been working with required someone at 100% capacity, so I always felt out of sync. When I would attend support groups and listen to other survivors mention how they wouldn’t have been able to cope without their spouses and children, it left a lasting impression. I returned to the online dating world, but most of the dates played out like an episode of the television show Seinfeld. Should I address the aneurysm on the first date? “Would you like to split an order of nachos? By the way…” Those and other similar questions were at the forefront of my mind. Not to mention, the difficulty with emotional connections only added complications.

      As I continued to adjust, I got a job at a tutoring center, which was supposed to begin in April 2020. When COVID-19 became a pandemic in March, my job was canceled. As a result, I moved back in with my parents, which turned out to be a silver lining since I could focus exclusively on continuing to recover.

      The following things helped:

      Time: Recovery of any sort is often not linear and doesn’t necessarily happen in a revelatory manner. Typically, perspective is gained on how much progress is made by adding up the inches at a much later point.

      Somatic Experience Therapy: I’m still working with an incredible therapist, and I’ve been able to feel more comfortable with how I currently process emotions. Instead of focusing on what I don’t have or how I think things should be, I’m able to be curious and grateful for what I can experience.

      Attention: While it’s a relatively simple concept, philosopher Simone Weil discusses the importance of remaining open to possibility. For example, if you are invited to a party and you know someone will be there whom you do not like, it might cloud your experience, and you’ll be unable to enjoy aspects of the event that may otherwise have been possible.

      Rather than consider my future as a necessary extension of my previous life, I took a step back and reassessed everything. I realized teaching wasn’t going to provide the fulfillment I sought. Instead, I looked into becoming a Clinical Mental Health Counselor to help others through their brain injury recoveries. I’m hoping to get my degree in the spring of 2024.

      I haven’t closed the door on potential romance, but I also don’t consider it to be a requirement for happiness. I’m fortunate I can still write, but publishing is no longer the driving force. I had hoped to be comfortable with these changes immediately, but it took about three years before I could honestly embrace the uncertainty of this experience. In the words of Ivan from the film Greenberg, “It’s huge to finally embrace the life you never planned on.”Signs

      The week after I turned 40, I had a ruptured brain aneurysm and subarachnoid hemorrhage. Two years later, the world experienced the COVID-19 pandemic. Following that (I’m uncertain of the exact time), my mother was diagnosed with ALS. The film Signs, by M. Night Shyamalan, is about an alien invasion of Earth. If that were to happen within the next five years, I wouldn’t bat an eyelash.

      The film stars Mel Gibson as an Episcopalian priest who has lost his faith after his wife’s death. This won’t be a review of the film’s merits, but I will discuss some of the details. The title of the motion picture could apply to many different facets of the film, but one theory is that it addresses various examples throughout the film of synchronicity—the Jungian concept that “describes circumstances that appear meaningfully related yet lack a causal connection.”

      For example, throughout the movie, Gibson’s character’s daughter keeps asking to drink water, but each time she’s given a glass, she finds something wrong with the taste. Eventually, the house has accumulated dozens of full glasses of water. Later, they discover water is lethal to the aliens. Since there are glasses of the stuff already positioned about the house, the aliens are easy to dispel. Now, the obvious question: why did aliens invade a planet that’s 71% water? OK, I said I wasn’t going to critique the film, and I just did, but come on!

      Regardless, over the first few months of 2023, my mother’s condition has gotten worse, necessitating 24-hour care. After considering various options, it made the most sense for me to move back in with my parents so I could help out. The fascinating element of all of this is how it seemed predestined. For example, I was taking classes, most of which can be attended virtually, and though I’m counseling clients at my internship, that’s also exclusively virtual. I don’t have a spouse or children, and most of my creative endeavors include projects that I can complete on my laptop. Plus, I’m able to ease the burden by being there.

      Most importantly, as a result of my aneurysm, the way I process emotion has changed. I don’t experience joy the same way, but more importantly, sadness doesn’t overwhelm me. It’s a bit of a double-edged sword, but it can prevent caregiver burnout. I like to think of an analogy of a poker game. I’ve been given certain cards. While they may not be the cards I wanted, all I can do is make the best hand possible. There was a very good chance my aneurysm could have killed me, so whatever I do with my life from here on out is a bonus. I’ve already “sucked the marrow out of life” as often
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