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                “People come and go in your life but they never leave your dreams. Once they are in your subconscious, they are immortal.”

                


                —PATRICIA HAMPL

            


		
			
				everything changed when the man I loved died from a sudden heart attack in the spring of 2005; in that single missing heartbeat I lost my life too. Six weeks after the funeral I left London and moved back to my hometown on the south coast of England, needing to be near my family, old friends, and the sea. The experts tell you not to make any big decisions in the first year of bereavement, but I knew that wasn’t working for me. I needed to be away from the places that only served to remind me that he was gone. Sleeping in the bedroom we’d shared was not a comfort for me—it was torture. So I rented a small attic flat that was a ten-minute walk from the beach, and it was there, finally alone, finally able to let go, that I collapsed into my grief. 

				I made it through the first weeks in a haze of shock, an altered state that made everything excruciating: music played in shops reminded me of him; everywhere I looked I’d see his name; every call on my mobile phone was another one not from him. It was more than I could bear. As the weeks passed I retreated into myself, the outside world too abrasive on my raw skin.

				There were three wise moves I made in the first eighteen months that helped me heal more than anything else. The first was to find a sympathetic doctor and ask for help. As the shock and sensitivity gave way to thick black depression, even I realized, in my numbed-out state, that there was no way I could heal when I couldn’t feel, so I finally reached out to a doctor, and she prescribed anti-depressants. Those small white pills were the lifeboat that helped me reach the shore and find my therapist.
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				I’d always been wary of therapy, considering it the preserve of the neurotic and desperate. Now, of course, I know better, and can honestly say without any trace of melodrama, that working with Jill saved my life. Just the simple and consistent practice of talking to her for one hour a week gave me my life back in ways I hadn’t known I’d needed. For the first year I mainly talked—cried, vented—about my love, needing to go over and over his death, my loss, and what could have been. But as I moved into the second year I began to unravel farther back into the past. Because, you see, when something bad happens that’s big enough to make you question your entire life, all the other hurts that are hanging around, all the wounds you’ve collected during your lifetime, will come out of the shadows and ask to be healed too. It’s entirely possible to squash your pain down and carry on with your life, but one day it will catch up with you. One day a little tear will appear in the blanket and then, with an almighty rip, all your crap comes tumbling out. This is a good thing in the long run.

				Thirteen months after his death I made my second wise move: I started writing a blog. Although I was spending a little 

				


				Unraveling is not a bad thing. It’s not coming undone or losing control. It’s letting go in the best possible way, untangling the knots that hold you back, unwrapping the gifts you’ve hidden for too long, unearthing the potential that’s always been there, finally ditching the labels and should-haves, and letting yourself be what you were always meant to be. 
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				more time out of my house with friends and family, I still preferred to stay close to home. Discovering the blogging community was like finding the most delicious world hidden inside my computer, beckoning me to come out and play. Back in 2006 the blogosphere still felt relatively small and with a little encouragement from friends that I’d made online I jumped in and wrote my first blog post on April 12th. I’d worked as a freelance journalist back in London, so expressing myself through words came easily; soon the blog became my place to talk about my grief, writing first and foremost for myself, but also attracting readers who connected deeply with what I was sharing. The immediacy of blogging—being able to write a post, publish it, and get almost immediate feedback and support—proved to be incredibly healing, as I shared the dips and plateaus of grief, and found support in a community of writers, artists, and people just like me, sharing pieces of their day-to-day life online.

				Despite the public venue, the personal nature of my blog helped me connect with women who were walking similar paths and discovering their own creative voices. I became close to six women in particular, and after months of connecting via our blogs, e-mail, and the occasional transatlantic phone call, we hatched a plan to spend a weekend together in Seattle. The trip was a significant milestone in my recovery—my first visit to the United States, the first time I was meeting these women, and my first big adventure after eighteen months of grieving. Any anxiety I felt was dwarfed by the thrill of doing something that would have been unthinkable just a year earlier.

				The trip proved to be life-changing, from forging friendships for life to opening my eyes to the world around me. What had been growing over the previous months of blogging exploded when I was faced with a brand new city to explore. Walking through the rain with my new friends, I was taken out of my grief and brought squarely back into the moment. I’d borrowed a camera for the trip, and I filled the memory card by the end of the weekend—my eyes were open again.

				The third wise move I made was buying a digital camera soon after I returned home. I’d studied photography for three years at art college and had a well-developed sense of aesthetics, but as I’d always shot with film cameras I had to learn a new way of working, which seemed perfectly in keeping with my new way of seeing the world. I read The Artist’s Way, Julia Cameron’s classic course in creativity, and took myself out on weekly Artist’s Dates, going to new places to take photos and then posting them online when I got home. The dynamic combination of writing and photography reconnected me to my creativity in a profound way, helping me process my feelings as I healed and giving me a reason to get back out into the world. I started taking regular self-portraits as a way to see myself again—a woman on my own, no longer defined by my loss, rediscovering my artistic voice. At the beginning of 2008, I happened upon an old Polaroid camera in a street market and fell back in love with analog photography, the dreamy squares of film transcribing my eye even more accurately than my digital camera had done. My creativity positively bloomed.

				Feeling ready to move on from my healing cocoon by the sea, in the autumn of 2008 I moved one hundred miles away to the historic city of Bath in southwest England. Knowing no one and without a job, I found the re-entry disorienting, but after a few months of recalibration—going out to explore my new home with my camera was essential to my sanity—I discovered exactly how healed I really was. An invitation to teach an evening class at an adult education center in the nearby city of Bristol proved to be a turning point. I’d never taught in a classroom before, but I knew I had something of value to  share. Inspired by my blogging and photography over the previous three years, I pieced together notes from my many Moleskine journals and devised a class that used the camera as a tool to reconnect with the self via photo assignments and journaling exercises. It was exciting to see those first students work through the material, making their own discoveries and sharing pieces of their lives with each other.

				After that first successful run, I knew I wanted to share the class with more women, and as blogging had become such an important part of my life, it made sense to offer the class online. So in January 2009 I launched the Unravelling: Ways of Seeing My Self e-course. That first class sold out in a week. The fourth time I offered the class it sold out in ten minutes. Word was spreading and healing was happening for women all over the world. It still amazes me that my own painstaking unraveling, undoing layer after layer to reach a place of self-acceptance, was the catalyst for something so much bigger than me. It was as if there was a purpose to my partner’s  death and all the pain that came after—that thought gives me enormous comfort.

				When I started writing my blog I made a conscious decision not to use my partner’s name in any of my posts as I felt strongly that what we’d shared was private and not to be plastered all over the Internet. I wanted to build a space that chronicled the new life I was creating while still leaving room for my memories and sadness, and the same goes for this book. This is not a story about grief, although it informs everything I’ve learned about life. This is a book about unraveling the layers of our lives and exploring what we find in order to better understand ourselves, our relationships, and our path. Sometimes it seems easier to go through life holding everything in, wrapped up, breath held, eyes forward, but life will always rub up against us—that’s how the pearls are formed. So unraveling is not a bad thing in this context. It’s not coming undone or losing control. It’s letting go in the best possible way, untangling the knots that hold you back, unwrapping the gifts you’ve hidden for too long, unearthing the potential that’s always been there, finally ditching the labels and should-haves, and letting yourself be what you were always meant to be. That’s what I did and what I continue to do to this day. Living mindfully, appreciating what I have, learning to let go of what I no longer need, and practicing kindness as often as I can—especially toward myself. Every layer I unraveled during my recovery taught me something new, and this book explores each layer in turn: how grief reshaped my life, how I found new meaning in the world around me, how I reconnected to my creativity, how I began to understand my past, and how I faced down my own reflection to try to accept the body I live in. Unraveling also helped me learn to appreciate my own company and nurture my important relationships. It is how I found my place in the world and the work I feel compelled to share. 

				So this is a guidebook of sorts, a collection of my thoughts and theories, illustrated with my beloved Polaroids. At the end of each chapter is a reflection—a small creative exercise to help you think about the ideas and stories presented in the book. I hope these pages let you see that you are not alone, that your struggles are my struggles too. I don’t have the answers—I’m not sure if anyone really has the answers—but I do have a hell of a lot of questions and perhaps you do too. Some days I wake up and realize that I know absolutely nothing and that my birth certificate must be wrong because I am, in fact, still a child. But I know more than I did at twenty-one and I know more than I did last year. By the time these words are published I will know even more still; but for now, I’m going to record what I know today. As life is one long tangle of todays, this plan should work just fine. I don’t worry too much about tomorrow anymore. All we have is today.

				


				      this i know for sure.

				Susannah  Conway
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                CHAPTER 1

                an ending, a beginning

             


                “How could one person, not very big, leave an emptiness that was galaxy-wide?”

                —SHELDON VANAUKEN, FROM A SEVERE MERCY

            


		
			
				i am standing in my mother’s kitchen, dressing a green salad with vinegar and olive oil. It’s a gorgeous sunny day and we’re celebrating my stepfather’s sixtieth birthday with a barbeque for friends and family. I can smell the sausages cooking as the smoke winds its way through the open window. I take the salad out into the garden and leave it on the table with the bread rolls and relishes, picking up my glass of beer and heading for the chair beside my sister. It’s been over eighteen months since I left London and moved back to the coast—I’m now working with a therapist and writing a blog, doing little bits of work here and there and slowly feeling like I have a life again. There are still excruciatingly raw days when I shut myself away, but today is a special day, and being with my family has buoyed my mood.

				Midway through the afternoon a colleague from Mum’s office arrives with his wife, and I watch as they mingle with the friends they recognize, though the smiles they wear are slightly off. I know that Roger and Christine’s twenty-year-old son died in a car crash three months before I lost my love, and I often ask after them, wondering how they are coping, knowing what I now know. Mum says Roger asks after me too—I feel a connection to them, though we’ve never met before.

				They stay for half an hour and then make their way to their car. As my mother talks to Christine, I go over to Roger to say good-bye. There is no awkwardness as I reach out and give him a hug and though we are easily twenty years apart in age, in that moment we are the same.

				“It’s just really awful, isn’t it,” I say, meaning death, meaning grief, meaning everything I know he is feeling.

				“Yes,” he simply says, his shoulders dropping. His eyes tell me everything.
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				To be writing about grief so many years later is not painful but it is hard, because I belong to a club that I wish I didn’t. If you live long enough you will lose people you love. Your grandparents might go first, then eventually your elderly parents, perhaps a colleague or friend will succumb to cancer, an acquaintance will die in a car crash abroad, your beloved pet will leave to run through the fields in the sky. Death touches all of us at some point along the way—it’s in the natural order of things to lose people we love—but nothing had prepared me for the death of the man I had given my heart to. In the weeks after the funeral, I was shuttled between my mother’s house and my sister’s, to be looked after. The first morning I was on my own I typed the word “grief” into Google. Still in shock and not having eaten in days, I became the curious observer, wanting to know what I was dealing with—what were the symptoms of my impending illness and how could I cure it? I ordered ten books about grief that day and sat reading online definitions of the different stages: Denial—Anger—Bargaining—Depression—Acceptance. These five words seem so inadequate. I remember asking my therapist how long it would take me to “get better,” to not cry on the bus, to sleep without the help of a bottle of wine. She said for some people it might take six months, while others may never get over it. Looking back, I’m grateful for her honesty. Some days I experienced all of the stages of grief at once, while other days I felt nothing at all, a complete void. 

				Grief is the brain’s way of dealing with loss, and it is wretched. It took me a long time to understand that my love was no longer on the planet; he wasn’t in another country, he wasn’t at the office. He was erased off the face of the earth, permanently—my head could not accept it. Grief is like drowning; the tide pulls you under and the shock leaves you paralyzed. You sink down, lower and lower until you’re lying on the seabed. You’ve given up the struggle; it’s easier to lie there, drowning slowly. And then your survival instinct wakes up and you’re suddenly kicking with all your might to pull away from the deadweight of the water, to save your own life. You kick to the surface and crash through into the air, gasping and spluttering, your lungs heaving. When you’ve calmed down, you remember he is dead, and your body goes limp as you slide back under the water, back down to the seabed. You don’t get over grief—you move through it as you learn to live with the loss. You have to learn how to swim with it.

				All and none of the books I bought during the first months were useful. I would read passages that brought tears of recognition, and seek out tales of loss in autobiographies, but found the detached tone many of the authors used left me feeling alone, their matter-of-fact explanations barely scraping the surface of how I felt. Often I found more comfort in novels, escaping into any story I could lay my hands on, the fastest way to get out of my head. It was around that time I discovered the headaches I’d been getting weren’t just from the wine I was using to self-medicate; I needed reading glasses. Looking at my bespectacled reflection, all I could think was: “He’ll never see me wear these.” The smallest changes brought such pain.

				Words were precious to me back then. I reread his cards and e-mails and returned to the bookshelf again and again to open books with his inscriptions inside. In the first year I wrote my pain out onto the page, filling my journals with letters to him, letters to myself, letters to the universe. I bargained, and raged, and remembered, and regretted, just as the books had said I would, a tsunami of emotion that flowed unfettered and bloody, filling my throat and nose, drowning me. Days were lived minute-by-minute and it was a conscious act of will that kept me alive, that kept all the cells of my body sticking together. I felt I would simply disappear as he had done, if I didn’t pay attention to every breath, every blink, every tiny movement. I only wanted to be with him, but it soon became very clear that there was no connecting flight to where he’d gone. 
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				For months I watched the world and its inhabitants rush past me, a woman in a glass box, motionless, stilled. I envied my friends as they carried on with their routines: taking their kids to school, getting engaged, earning their living. I couldn’t work for months. My family became increasingly worried as I sat at home all day, reading and writing, then staring into space until I noticed the room was dark, and even then I didn’t bother to turn on the lights. When the pain downshifted into numbness, and my thoughts turned to ways out of the mess, some shrapnel of survival instinct must have kicked in, because I found myself in the
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