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Praise for
 Words Make a Way Through Fire . . .

“Cyra Dumitru has written with profound heart and soul for so many years, and this is her most crucial, personal work yet. With a voice that always illuminates, then heals, she offers her family’s own difficult story with grace and love.”

—NAOMI SHIHAB NYE, recipient of 2024 Wallace Stevens Award for Lifetime Achievement, Academy of American Poetry

“Words Make a Way Through Fire is a stunning testament to the power of poetry to hold and heal the deepest ruptures of the human heart. Cyra Sweet Dumitru has carved a path of exquisite vulnerability and strength, allowing language to be both salve and compass. Her storytelling and poetry unfurl with raw truth and grace, offering a courageous invitation to witness the unthinkable and, through that witnessing, to emerge more whole.”

—SUZANNE ANDERSON, author of You Make Your Path by Walking and The Way of The Mysterial Woman

“When a gifted writer and poet can transform trauma into a triumphant healing of self and others, we can all celebrate! Thank you, Cyra, for helping us remember that, as in birth, so much good in life can come from suffering. We can emerge from the ashes of despair to a deeper understanding of ourselves.”

—ALICIA B. BRIDGELAND, PsyD, Clinical Psychologist
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For David Rockwell Duff Sanborn 
Beloved son, beloved brother 
October 12, 1954–February 9, 1974




For information on suicide prevention or
 to find support when living the aftermath
 of a loved one’s suicide, contact:

American Federation for Suicide Prevention
 afsp.org

If confronting a crisis:

Suicide Crisis Hotline 24/7
 Dial 988

or

Text TALK to 741-741 to text with
 a trained crisis counselor for free 24/7

Veterans Crisis Line:
 Send a text to 838255
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Preface


December 12, 2024

Dear Reader,

I am honored that you are here, that you are willing to travel this journey of memory, forged into poems and prose. Thank you for being open and curious. Thank you for trusting me as your storyteller.

It is my deep desire that Words Make a Way Through Fire serves as a healing presence in the world. This book is unique for how it faces profound human struggle, family trauma, and the aftermath of teenaged suicide by offering an integration of narrative prose, poems, and journal entries that document my gradual recovery from bearing traumatic witness. This interweaving of poetry and narrative prose serves as the body of the book because writing poems and keeping a journal played a crucial role in facilitating my process of psychological integration. Expressive writing has tremendous therapeutic potential and power, especially for individuals living the reverberations of traumatic events.

Because of the healing spirit of this book, I want you to be prepared for a disturbing account you will encounter in an early chapter. This is a story about living creatively with memory infused with the sensory details of seeing, hearing, and smelling my eldest brother David’s suicide—the whirlpool of tangled, confused, charged feelings that accompanied such witness. David chose a method for ending his life that was not immediately fatal for him, nor painless. It was vivid, terrifying, and messy. It involved fire.

It is important that you are not caught unaware of this when you enter the story, especially if you have a history of trauma in your own life. It is important to me that you are informed and take care of yourself as you read.

Chapter 2 is where I narrate thoroughly what I observed and experienced when David, age nineteen, mortally wounded himself on a Friday night in February 1974 at our family home in Cincinnati, Ohio. This way of wounding himself was excruciating for him; it damaged every inch of skin and devastated his lungs. What I perceived, felt, and heard during those endless moments is seared into my body and soul.

In order to function as I tried to help him, I had to dissociate. A split took place within me; a degree of feeling left my body. Waves of helplessness engulfed me as waves of fire engulfed David. My sense of self as whole and trustworthy, tentative at age sixteen, was shattered that night.

At first I was mostly shocked and horrified. Then, guilt and confusion overtook me, along with numbness. It was years before I could grieve.

Writing poems and journaling helped me to find a healing path. I discovered that writing poems, including revision as craft and as a spiritual process that deepened my inward listening and facilitated psychological integration, allowed me to piece a coherent, trustworthy sense of self back together. One poem at a time. Gradually. There were times when I could feel expansiveness and an easing of emotional pain take place as I wrote a poem. This lifted my spirit and enlarged my courage and capacity to feel.

Language, especially stories and poems, have been a source of vitality and connection for me since childhood. I was blessed with parents who read aloud to their children and told invented stories. Their animated voices as they read or told stories stimulated my imagination and inner sight. Their voices created dramatic and hopeful worlds. Wove me into a family circle that I shared with my three brothers. No wonder I have felt called to write since I was a small child—drawn to write poetry, to keep a journal, and to dream-tend.

Thus, this telling is most about rediscovering my innate wholeness with poetry as a lifelong companion. This book focuses on the healing of my heart and soul, a journey centered on learning to trust my instincts—my inner guide, whom I came to call Voice. The more that I attended to poems surfacing in me, the more I heard the quiet, luminous voice alive within, one that intends my highest good. The more poems that surfaced in me, the more I felt befriended by and able to align with healing energies.

Voice was present the night of David’s suicide. Voice made a promise to me then, which became fulfilled over the course of many years. Voice is my word for the creative, loving, sacred reality that holds together my human existence and the larger world that I know. It encompasses the natural world and the cosmos, as well as the realm of those who have died. Voice often leads me to write poems that have powerful, expansive effects upon me.

In this book, I try to explain how particular poems generated such transformative, healing energy. This fascinates me.

As best I can, I want to understand how these healings, these psychological and spiritual transformations, arise and ripple from the wordplay, from the sensory specifics, the lyrical lines, rhythms, and metaphorical frameworks of poems. I want to understand as best I can how poetry can serve as medicine, and how language can cultivate our wellness and our recovery from emotional wounds, especially from traumatic experiences.
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What To Make of Poems That Help Tell This Story


You will find my poems throughout each chapter. They are integral to my creative journey and to my recovery; therefore, they are integral to my storytelling. I couldn’t do this any other way, any more than a swimmer could swim without the ocean or lake, or a basketball player could play without a ball.

If you are not accustomed to poems telling you a story, you might feel a bit unsure. Regrettably, many people in our culture have little exposure to poetry. Please know that we all speak poems often without realizing it: when we describe an experience about which we care strongly, and which makes a powerful impression on our senses. Poems are a natural form of human speech, of human storytelling, an expression of human feeling. It is easy in our culture to forget this. Perhaps you will rediscover this important truth as you read Words Make a Way Through Fire.

Think about musicals that appeal to you—how the songs reveal the inner lives of main characters in the story, reveal where the characters stand and how the ground beneath them feels, how the songs highlight key moments and turning points and profound realizations. Poems are like those songs, sung with only the incredible instrument of the human body.

Think of this book as a musical without an apparent orchestra.

Allow yourself to read my poems aloud! Feel the words vibrate as they move through your mouth. Feel them resonate in your body. Let the vowel sounds have an emotional effect on you. In this way, you can better hear the music embedded within the poetic lines. You will become the singer without a musical score.

Trust that you don’t need to “get” everything in the poem to receive something important from it. It is enough to be aware of the feelings that the poem stirs in you. Try to notice how my poems make you feel. Try to notice the sensations that they create in your body, and the images that they generate in your imagination.

Simply be open to them. Trust yourself and trust them.

For many years, I have carried the persistent need to tell this story. This means that I have carried a need to discern the truest nature of the story working deeply within me. Yes, I have carried the imprint of the night of David’s suicide in my body and soul for fifty years. And I have carried the miraculous vibration of Voice speaking from the mirror that night, and through subsequent years, helping me to write poems that reconstructed my wholeness.

While my ongoing recovery and spiritual growth is not finished, the telling of this story is settled. It has finally found its truest words, its deepest story following twenty-seven years of discernment. Thank you for entering into my journey and for receiving my experiences, my words.

And, if as you read, your own flow of words emerges, alive with memory and feeling, asking to be formed into poems or paragraphs, please stop reading. Listen to what wants to be spoken or written from within you. Let your inner river of images and feelings speak. Write your words down! The pages of Words Make a Way Through Fire will wait for you. Your story too is sacred, necessary, whispering.

Sincerely,

Cyra Sweet Sanborn Dumitru




[image: ]

My Brother’s Cup


Amidst chipped porcelain and stained coffee mugs

stacked in Mother’s cabinet, glints my brother’s silver cup.

I reach for it, follow his engraved name

and date of his birth with my finger, pause—

memory of his self-inflicted death flares. Settles.

It is good to find you here after years of reckoning.

I open the water, rinse away traces of dust, fill

my brother’s cup. The water I drink now is cool and clear.
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Part One
My Brother David and the Dreams
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Chapter 1
The Grounding of Water in Early Childhood



Greenwich Point, Connecticut, 1961


Ocean fills my child-sight
 flows forward, forward
 Waves tumble and vanish,
 fall back into the gleaming—
 surge forward again
 breathing in and breathing out . . .
 Is that my name
 sounding upon the wind?



Constant movement of waves reaches me—splashes over small bare feet, smoothing then unsettling the sand where I stand. The wave ends, the ocean seems to end. But then, the broken wave regathers and slides back, back into the larger shining body that goes on forever, fills all that I see.

Everything before me breathes, cascades, gleams. Breaks and remakes itself.

Feel of Mother’s hand, warm sound of her voice as she calls to my two older brothers running into the waves—swimmers already. They disappear into the glistening expanse then surface, laughing and splashing. My younger brother drops behind me into the sliding foam, clutches a sleek strand of seaweed.

Waves ripple toward me. Can I outrun them as they chase me? Can I turn and chase them back to the ocean?

Sometimes when we arrive at the beach, the sea looks far away, as if considering its depths privately, whispering to itself. I can walk and walk the wet sand without holding anyone’s hand. Other times, the sea roars up the beach, shouting out its story; mesmerized, I watch and listen.

Here is origin, where I begin, within and alongside the ocean, place of momentum and rhythms of language.

Place of wholeness as if the sounding ocean holds the horizon and all of us together.

Place of first knowing that I belong to a body called family.

Here is the imprint of voice—voice of Mother reading stories and poems aloud by summer’s day. At night, there is voice of Father inventing stories around a campfire. Always in the background breathe the unfurling waves along the shore.

Here is power of circle, being part of a family circle gathered for meals, campfires, and listening to stories after swimming the shining, tugging sea.

Here my body discovers pull of tides and currents—learns how to swim.

The ocean is both perfection and danger: alive and summoning me into its depths, where gentleness of current swirling at my ankles becomes stronger, hitting me in the knees and overwhelming me suddenly when the sand falls away.

The world is pure wave carrying me into the distance, away from everything solid and familiar, away from everyone who knows my name. For a measureless moment I am lost. Until another wave sweeps me toward shore, where I find ground again.

[image: ]
These are the days of my early childhood. For three years, until I was six, my family lived in Old Greenwich, Connecticut, spending summer months at the beach. Awareness first rooted in me here, through my body’s immersion in the ocean and through listening to stories.

Because of my parents, poems and stories are deeply linked for me with love and breath, with spaciousness and imagination. They are still a means of connection and survival, a means of receiving and comprehending experience, a means of enlarging awareness.

During these years I began elementary school, learned to read and to form letters of the alphabet with my own hand. During these years I wrote my first poem and understood on a level that couldn’t yet be spoken that writing, like the ocean, was immensely powerful. I recognized that words carefully chosen could bring things to life, not only in my imagination but also in the palpable world. Words changed the world.

Everything that has followed in my life flows from this beach, this listening, this absorption, vibration of words and waves, venturing into watery depth, learning my letters—this brief but vital grounding time.

As I look back from the vantage point of many years, I see that this is where I learned to witness. I learned to watch and behold the sea first by standing alongside it and then by swimming its currents. I discovered the sight inside my mind by listening to poems and stories. I discovered I could become part of the waves and be filled with images made from words.

Waves and words, breaking and remaking, watching and listening, the body’s sensations and powerful inward sight, the human voice merging with the ocean’s rhythm, all became inextricably linked. All became the ground I could finally stand strong upon, years following that reverberating night in February.





Revisiting a Childhood Beach When I Am Fifty


One step into this sand,

and I am water sliding into water,

sliding back into depth

while I hold the sky.

Stories told in my mother’s voice

ride across my shoulders,

tumble at the shore.

I grow legs and follow the words

follow my brothers

to a circle of towels

damp upon warm sand.

This is where the world first opened up

where I learned to listen.

While her voice made visible the invisible,

sand became another skin

became a hand to bear

our growing weight.

When the book closes

there is still the ocean to listen to,

the leavings of low tide

to examine.

As I walk this unwritten expanse,

a single wave rushes forward

sends a current upwards through my spine

dissolves bone

and I am water

spinning upright in the wind.
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Chapter 2
That Reverberating Night in February



Cincinnati, Ohio, February 8, 1974

I am brushing my teeth in the small, burgundy-tiled bathroom connected to my bedroom. Of the four of us, I am the third child and the only girl. This allows me the larger room with private bath—formerly the master bedroom of another household. My brothers’ bedrooms line the dim, narrow hallway just outside my room. At the end of that hallway is a larger, yellow-tiled bathroom shared by my brothers David (age nineteen), Noel (age seventeen), and Peter (age fourteen).

It is a Friday night in February, one of those discouraging gray twilights in Cincinnati. 1974. I am barely sixteen. Tonight, I am making ready for my boyfriend to pick me up in his Volkswagen Beetle and take me to a high school basketball game. I like basketball well enough, although my sport is soccer, and even more so, horseback riding—the peace of riding through wooded trails, hearing the wind rustle the high branches of trees, and feeling my heart’s confusion ease somewhat. In this moment, what I like most is my boyfriend of several months, Brian. Perhaps this relationship might last through my junior year, I think, maybe even into my senior year. The idea of a male person who has room for me in his life feels urgent.

I am just about to turn on the water to spit, when I hear David screaming from outside our house. I spin around and try to see through the wide wavy lines of my bathroom window—an orange, flaring shape the height of a grown man moves through the darkening air screaming.

Oh God. He’s burning himself.

I turn to the mirror, as if searching for a way out. In that pause, I hear Voice.

Cyra, this is going to be very hard! A part of you must hide, a part of you has to deal with what you are about to see. And hear. Smell. I will help you. Remember the dream I sent you a few days ago. Someday, all of you will circle back.

What is this Voice? Why is it calling me by name?

How do I know that my brother is trying to kill himself? That is what he did in my dream!

A presence splits off from the feeling part of me, takes charge, propels me into motion. We run out of my room and out the front door, just steps from my room. David is there—a ball of fire with legs.

“Roll!” I yell, remembering the classic advice. Then I realize its futility, here and now.

David throws himself into a shoulder roll, charring the small boxwoods that line the front walkway. Not a single flame is diminished. Go get help, Voice says. I run indoors, lock the door behind me, fearful that David will enter and set the house on fire. Don’t lock your brother out, Voice says, and I unlock the handle. As my brother enters right behind me, I run down the dark hallway, through the kitchen and dining room and out the back door, yelling for help as I dash across Rettig Lane to the Mitchells.

My body won’t hold still as I speak, “David, fire, burning himself.”

Mrs. Mitchell grabs the phone on the kitchen wall, calls the fire department and requests an ambulance. She pauses to ask our street number. I have to stand still to think. “7480 DeMar Road.” Her eldest daughter Kathy appears and hurries with me back to the house.

What will I find? What will the flames have done to David’s body? Will the inside of the house be burning?

Smoke billows from my bedroom door, and I follow the choking smoke to my bathroom. David had come here first to the shower nearest the front door and extinguished the flames. Large embers smolder in the Oriental rug in my room. I turn and follow bloody footprints down the hallway carpet to find David standing in the lime-green bathtub. Water turned off.

He is alive, standing up, mostly naked and bald—hair and clothes burned off. A few charred strips of clothing hang from his stocky frame. Smoke and scent of gasoline waft in the humid air. He mumbles something about needing his wheat germ.

I allow myself to feel momentarily. I am horrified by what he has done—by the thought of how much pain he has suffered. I slide down the wall to the hallway floor, chanting, “I love you. I love you.” I want so much to comfort him, hold him. He looks utterly alone and raw.

Then Kathy’s voice. “Cyra! Help me put out these flames. We need pots of water.”

I stand up and dash to the kitchen, grab small pots and fill them with water from the sink. Kathy and I pour water onto the small fires that blister the carpet by the front door and in the hallway near my room. A larger flaming gash still erodes the blue Oriental carpet in my room. David had been fully aflame when he treaded there.

Kathy speaks softly to me, “That was good of you to say that to David. My boyfriend committed suicide too.” I put down the small pot I have just emptied into the now smoldering gash, murmuring, “I am so sorry!”

“Have we put out all the small fires?” Kathy asks. The smell of charred fibers fills my senses as we glance around one more time. Then I hear the wail of sirens down the lane, stopping at my house.

A fire truck arrives first, then an ambulance and an Indian Hill Ranger with his olive-green uniform and round-brimmed hat. Some part of me directs the medics to my brother through the kitchen down the hall to the bathroom where he still stands. As they carry David wrapped in white on a stretcher through the kitchen, some part of me floods again with tears while another part of me answers more questions from the ranger, whose calm presence and deep voice keep my feet on the floor.

“I don’t know why he did this! Dad is out of town. Mom and David argued—something stupid about where David should sit at the table. He sat where he usually sits, not eating. Noel called from Earlham. They talked. Didn’t hear what they said.”

The ranger telephones the downtown public library where my mother is conducting literary research and has her paged. He telephones the 20th Century Theatre where my younger brother Peter is viewing a film with Charles, a family friend and Noel’s roommate at Earlham. Dad is ninety miles up Interstate 71 near Columbus; Mother will know how to reach him.

How can ordinary conversation take place in the wake of this horrifying act?

Part of me answers questions. The stunned part of me looks toward the kitchen table where moments ago, David and I had set down our dinner plates. Suddenly David had looked directly at me, his eyes dark with despair. He smelled of doom. Anguish whirlpooled him, sucking the air out of the kitchen.

I felt frightened—vaguely aware that I faced a choice. Do I reach out to him or turn away? I turned away and walked down the unlit hallway to my room.

Standing now in the kitchen, I answer the ranger’s questions, feeling David’s despairing eyes on me. Failure whirls around me—consequence of my refusal to enter further into my brother’s suffering, consequence of walking away, consequence of my fear. I feel ashamed of my selfishness, my need to flee the turmoil of family.

I feel the first twisting in my gut: a huge tangle of guilt, shock, fear, grief, and horror. It was as if, along with the smoke, I had inhaled a giant octopus, its tentacles now wrapped around my heart and lungs and stomach.

The ranger arranges for Mr. Mitchell to drive me to the University of Cincinnati Medical Center hospital where Mother waits. We talk a little about school, my being a junior. He says how sorry he is about the situation, mentions the recent suicide of Kathy’s boyfriend. Everything feels like a blur until I see Mother. We embrace and weep. Soon, Peter arrives with Charles. Dad arrives about an hour later from Columbus. My parents’ eyes look blasted.

A doctor tells us that David has third-degree burns over 90 percent of his body. The gasoline from the gallon can that we kept for the lawn mower that he poured over himself had been well distributed. The insides of his mouth, his windpipe and lungs are severely damaged from inhaling so much smoke. He is not expected to recover. His death feels imminent.

A chaplain enters the waiting area and offers solace, a prayer. We don’t encourage him to stay. Instead, we telephone Noel at Earlham College in nearby Indiana. He is stunned into near speechlessness by the news.

I see David once before he dies. Mother, Dad, and I stand by his bedside in the burn unit; he looks like a mummy, cocooned in white bandages. We tell him that we love him. He gestures to us with a white arm and tries to speak. Taking a breath, much less speaking, is painful.

“Save your strength, my son,” says Dad. Later, we regret not hearing David’s final words to us. Perhaps he would have spoken of regret. Perhaps he would have spoken about love and farewell.

After we speak with David briefly, Dad sends Peter and me home in a taxi. It is well past midnight. We hold hands as we sit silent and shocked in the back of the cab.

A few hours later, David dies in the burn unit. Our parents have a few minutes with his body before coming home to waken us, tell us of David’s death.

Hours following David’s death, Charles drives Peter and me to Richmond, Indiana, to collect Noel. It has snowed recently; ice gathers in patches.

I want to cry hard and unrestrained. I want to cry and shriek this horror out of my system. I want to be cleansed.

I don’t feel especially at home in churches, yet they attract me. “Find me a church, Charles. Any church in Richmond where I can be alone. You can pick me up after you pick up Noel.”

Charles knows of a small church near the outskirts of campus. He drops me off, then drives with Peter to Earlham College. I sit alone in a wooden pew. The air is cold and silent. I long for lit candles but there are none.

I begin to cry, but the tears do not heave from the depths of my soul the way I need them to. Soon I will face my only older brother, the one who has now become the eldest sibling, the one who was not with us at the hospital. I feel a responsibility to be strong and contained. There is still this lingering unreality. I am sitting in an unfamiliar church alone, having only hours ago witnessed my brother screaming and engulfed in flame.

What was that Voice speaking to me? Where did it come from? It spoke simultaneously inside my mind and from the mirror.

It knew me. Spoke my name. It felt connected to that dream I had three days ago. The dream where I saw David riding on my yellow, ten-speed bike headlong into an oncoming car while I stood in Rettig Lane, watching. Its visual story of David harming himself deliberately and me watching felt uncanny.

When I had wakened, I knew that the dream was significant.

I had even told my friend Beverly about it. Now I feel the relevance of that dream like a lightning strike.

Was that dream a warning? A preparation? How did it know?

Why isn’t Voice talking to me now?

Reality as I once knew it feels turned inside out. I am thoroughly changed, yet the surface of my life remains almost untouched, impermeable.

I want to dissolve, but I don’t have time.

Charles will be waiting outside for me with my surviving brothers in the car. I am their only sister, the one who witnessed the self-inflicted wounding of our brother, who feels an unspoken and growing sense of profound guilt.

Charles has just pulled up when I step outside. I slip on a small patch of ice and catch myself as I walk down the stone steps. I have no recollection of what Noel, Peter, and I speak about during that stunned drive home.

Carol, our former elementary school teacher, dear friend of the family, flows out our back door as we climb out of the car, wrapping us one by one in her arms. She and her son Clay have rolled up the scorched rug in my room, removed it from the house. Her presence is comforting.

Later that afternoon we walk to a neighbor’s home where friends gathered to feed and comfort us. After dinner I stand in the driveway with my good friend Connie. I catch a whiff of a neighbor grilling outdoors, and it hits me. Scent of fire on David, scent of smoke lingering inside our house. My face crumbles and I am about to wail. Connie grabs my hand and says, “Come on, Cy, I’ll race you down the street!” I start running, grateful to be rescued from the tidal wave, grateful to have this loving friend.

Our memorial service for David the next evening is attended by friends and neighbors. Aunt Jane, Mother’s younger sister, arrives from New Jersey. She gives me a pretty matching bra and underwear set that I wear underneath my black floral dress. For new beginnings, I tell myself.

My good friend Marie serves as acolyte. At the end of the service at Indian Hill Church, when it is time for Marie to extinguish the candles, one candle resists. From the front pew, Mother notices this first, points it out to me, and I nudge Peter. It feels like a fleeting indication that David signals to us.

After the service, Marie comes home with me to spend several nights.

Monday, I return to my junior year of high school, and Peter returns to his freshman year. Noel returns to Earlham. Mother resumes teaching high school English at Mariemont High School. Dad travels to New York City to offer support to his only sibling, Vicky, who recently admitted herself into a drug and alcohol rehabilitation hospital, following a near fatal incident.

A few weeks before David’s death, Vicky had been rescued from a fire growing rapidly inside her apartment. It had been hard to rouse her, due to her inebriated state. Was that fire suggestive for David? Did the image of fire making its way toward Vicky linger in David’s mind? Was there a magnetism about fire for him?

A week following David’s suicide, I waken to a presence in my room. I am still getting used to sleeping alone again in my highly charged room, now that my friend Marie has returned home. Her gentle presence had been such a comfort to me, especially at night.

I startle awake, sensing David’s spirit standing near my bed, as if he wants to tell me something. I sit up, peering into the darkness. A man-sized body of air ripples. Frightened that he might suddenly burst into flame, I tremble even as I strive to project compassion toward the presence. Perhaps sensing my alarm, the presence slowly fades as first light flickers through the windows.
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