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The Sun

She saw herself like a small creature

Laying in the sun, needing to keep warm to sustain herself.

And she moved with the light, never wanting to find

herself alone in darkness, shivering and cold.

She never realised … in the fog of her

confusion, in her concentration on keeping it

all together, in her fight to stay warm …

She never realised that even alone, she was never cold.

Because she was The Sun.

Radiant and burning from infinite reserves.

Nourishing small creatures and life for millennia

Powerful beyond all measure.

– Ani Aladegbami
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Introduction

– Devastation

You thought it was one way and it turned out to be another.

Heartbreak hits us so completely, almost violently. It is known and felt in an instant, as if we have been punched. Yet it takes a slow and painful journey of months, sometimes years, to restabilise ourselves and integrate the awful truth of it; the paralysing tiredness that follows is testament to just how much our bodies take the blow. Heartbreak is not just emotional, it’s physical, concrete, experienced by our bodies. In heartbreak our bodies temporarily lose their structural and emotional stability and we become vulnerable to everything and everybody around us.

Heartbreak, betrayal, deception, perfidy, treachery, duplicity, faithlessness, abandonment, infidelity, an emotional or physical act constituting a breach of trust; these words represent a violation of safety and a shattering of the core belief central to intimate relationships – trust. Gone is your emotional security, your trust in the appearance of things and the future as you imagined it. The one you trusted has done you great harm, sometimes irreparable harm, and it feels truly awful. It’s like being shoved into the Large Hadron Collider and left there indefinitely, or being thrown overboard and – while the waves crash around you and you’re struggling to breathe – you look up to your loved one for help, only to realise it was they who chucked you in.

And it’s not just the intimate relationship that has been blown apart, but often the entire social and emotional ecosystem that surrounded it and to which you both belonged. The shared friends, the new family, the stories, the history, the favourite haunts – all gone as you find yourself adrift not just from the person you loved but from the network of people and places that glued you together.
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Anger, rage, confusion, nausea, sleeplessness, anxiety, sadness, helplessness, dread – replaying and reliving what happened and fantasising about revenge and reconciliation leaves the heartbroken utterly exhausted. It’s like being strapped to a knife-thrower’s wheel and kept there day after day, going round and round, sharp objects coming thick and fast. It’s no wonder that a staggering 67 per cent of betrayed partners meet the criteria for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).1 There have been various attempts to describe this experience more precisely: post-embitterment disorder2, post-infidelity stress3, moral injury.4

So grave and heinous is the sin of betrayal, the poet Dante reserved the most awful place in his vision of hell for those who committed it – the ninth and final circle. Next stop, Lucifer himself. In this terrible frozen wilderness, those who commit this ‘sin of the heart’ are condemned never to feel the warmth of love again. Immersed up to their necks in ice for all time, they lie in grotesque positions, ears frozen off, eyes blinded by icy tears of despair, and with no prospect of reprieve.

Let’s leave them there.

Betrayal most often comes to light in a sudden and catastrophic moment of discovery – a graphic sexual message on a phone, a bank statement revealing undisclosed trips, a text message sent to the wrong person. And only then do you see the lies that led up to it, only in retrospect is the web of deceit revealed. Most humans are surprisingly bad lie detectors (something that proficient manipulators exploit), and we tend only to spot their duplicity when it’s right in front of our eyes.5 And being duped feels both painful and humiliating. Added to this is another nasty feeling that lurks in the ashes of the betrayal – contamination. If you discover that your partner has had sex with someone else, you can be left feeling polluted, dirty and contaminated. And, much as an OCD sufferer washes their hands compulsively to rid themselves of germs, the betrayed get locked into an obsessive cycle of rumination in the hope it will rid them of the feelings of humiliation, violation and degradation that accompany the betrayal.6

In terms of the magnitude of loss, there is much that heartbreak shares with grief, but with one central difference. Unlike the bereaved, the heartbroken must contend with the feeling of personal rejection, a feeling that cuts right to the place where we are most vulnerable, to the quiet voice inside us all that asks, ‘Am I lovable?’ And the very person you would usually look to for reassurance is the one who has made you feel that you’re not. Heartbreak relegates you to a place of the seemingly unwanted and unloved and with it goes your power. Old pain, sometimes stretching back to childhood, can rear its head in times of rejection, further diminishing your sense of worth and self-esteem. Given this context, it’s no wonder that you’re spending heroic amounts of mental energy trying to rectify the situation, trying to make it stop by ruminating on all manner of possible scenarios in an attempt to restore a sense of self-worth, punish your heartbreaker, or try to make them love you again.

Love is such a powerful motivator that it has been likened to the rush of taking cocaine. Love releases a flood of dopamine, and the loss of it can leave the heartbroken behaving like drug addicts in search of their next fix.7 You think you’re done with them, but then they throw you a bone (or a crumb) and you’re back where you started, grabbing the car keys and driving right over. And the hit is all the stronger if the crumbs are thrown intermittently. The fluctuating dopamine hits of early courtship – ‘Do they, don’t they love me?’ – are mirrored in the torturous dynamic of heartbreak. One unexpected text message in the dead of night saying they miss you and the dopamine rushes in, compelling you to cling on.
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Heartbreak has long been the subject of songs and novels, but science has largely ignored it in favour of examining the process of falling in love. The lack of guidance from the psychological and scientific community has left the heartbroken to deal with a catastrophic experience of epic proportions with pat phrases like, ‘There are plenty more fish in the sea,’ or, ‘You’ll find someone else,’ which are completely off-key. When you are betrayed and heartbroken, the last thing on your mind is getting back in the saddle or falling in love again, yet never in human history has it been easier to do just that.

The social revolution of internet dating has created a fast-paced, casual approach to romantic relationships. Take the dating site Ashley Madison8, whose tagline reads, ‘Life is short. Have an affair.’ They have an estimated membership of 75.90 million worldwide9 with nearly 400,000 new accounts opened every month, indicating a mind-blowing amount of infidelity. There is some consensus that infidelity occurs in approximately one quarter of all marriages and monogamous relationships10 and is the biggest predictor of relationship breakdown and divorce – ahead of incompatibility, falling out of love, addiction and abuse.11 And the fallout doesn’t end there …

In 1990s’ Japan, doctors in Accident and Emergency noticed anomalies in some patients who were presenting with heart attacks but showing unexpected patterns of injury and recovery. Scans showed an odd shape to the heart, which doctors noted was similar to the shape of pots used to trap octopuses. This led to the condition being named Takotsubo Syndrome (tako – octopus; tsubo – pot).
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Brought on by stressful and sudden events, such as hearing bad news, financial disaster, unexpected loss, a fierce argument, or even a surprise birthday party, Takotsubo Syndrome (aka Broken Heart Syndrome) has no biological root cause. Its symptoms, however, are indistinguishable from a heart attack: chest pain, shortness of breath and electrocardiogram abnormalities. Yet, beyond the octopus-pot shape-shift of the heart, there are no other physical signs or arterial obstructions, and unlike the more life-threatening cardiac arrest, recovery is usually quick.12 Takotsubo Syndrome has since been reported in almost every part of the world. Thousands of people are affected by it every year, and in the UK alone it makes up at least 7 per cent of all heart attack admissions.13 Furthermore, 90 per cent of those cases occur in women between the ages of fifty-eight and seventy-four.14 Read that again.

In the West, the leading explanation for this is hormones (feeling hormonal again?) – the depletion of oestrogen during menopause makes women more susceptible to Broken Heart Syndrome as their heart muscles have lost the natural protection against stress that oestrogen provides. But, if this was the whole picture, you’d expect boosting oestrogen through hormone replacement therapy in menopausal women to solve the problem, and yet it doesn’t.15 Similarly, once women reach their mid-seventies and have the least amount of oestrogen – if any – you’d anticipate rates would go up. But again, this is not the case.16

In South Korea, the term haan describes a feeling of unfairness and helplessness combined with a deep urge to right the wrongs of unresolved injustice. ‘Haan-full’ experiences can lead to what the South Koreans term Hwa-Byung – ‘fire disease’. Clinically similar to Takotsubo Syndrome, but extending the scope of possible causation, Hwa-Byung is thought to be brought on by injustices and breaches of trust, including infidelity. For the South Koreans, Hwa-Byung is about gender inequality and the suppression of women. Living within narrowly defined roles with little agency and influence over their lives, South Korean women find their anger piling up and up until their hearts give in.17 Could it be that a lifetime of being in service to others has worn women out? That simply being a woman in this world is enough to break our hearts?

Researchers in Sweden explored more deeply the link between life experience and Broken Heart Syndrome and included men in their study.18 The interesting thing about their results is that the life experiences of men with Broken Heart Syndrome map almost perfectly onto the women’s. Both male and female participants spoke of being ‘worn down to the bone’ with never ending demands and responsibilities, of being treated unjustly, of not having their own needs met, and, all the while, protecting, helping and worrying about others without sufficient agency to change their situations. Hormones? Maybe. But what the Swedes have found points towards socio-cultural frameworks of power. Far beyond the endocrine system lies the systemic betrayal of those with the least power by those wielding the most.

The truth is that women are still living against a backdrop of marginalisation, disenfranchisement, objectification and subjugation. Embedded within the ecosystems of our relationships, families, social groups and cultures are deeply held values and beliefs. When it is revealed that shared values of equality and justice serve some and not others, we experience not just a personal betrayal but an ideological one. The tendrils of the dominant agenda reach right down into our souls, infusing us with messages that hurt and demean. When we are repeatedly told that we are not enough, that we are worthless, that we lack value, we start to believe it and these messages become internalised. And what’s worse is we blame ourselves, as a psychological survival strategy to keep ourselves safe against forces more powerful than us.

Women all over the world are coming alive to themselves, and are fed up with being defined and treated in ways that are diminishing, invalidating and harmful. The #MeToo movement showcased the mighty power of taking a stand together and made public what women have always known – that their lives are not a commodity and that their bodies are not for others.

When women are told it’s all because of their hormones; when women are seen to be worthy of less respect and dignity than others; when domestic work done by women all over the world, imperative to their family’s survival, is not valued through pay or status; when those in power make legal decisions about women’s bodies without consent or adequate consideration; when gender-based violence is tolerated; when women who bring charges of sexual misconduct, assault or abuse are sued for defamation …

… it is a betrayal.
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Ruth and I, a coach and a psychologist, have been friends since university, our conversations through the years often turning to our many heartbreaks: bereavement, betrayal, mental illness, rejection, loss of one kind or another and more often than not finding something to laugh at in the face of terrible darkness.

Therapists aren’t always that proficient at vulnerability, although our business hinges on being able to help others navigate theirs. In fact, it’s not uncommon for therapists to enter the profession precisely to manage and even avoid their own fragilities. Psychological understanding of the kind therapists digest helps create an illusion of structure and understanding around experience and an attendant sense of control. Yet, despite the comforting frameworks, experience and vulnerability always breaks through.

Just as being a doctor doesn’t protect you from illness, neither does being a psychologist protect you from pain. I too have succumbed to thoughts of, I should be over this by now, and, No one wants to hear about this anymore. I can’t count how many times I’ve counselled against this kind of inner talk – holding the flag for loss and heartbreak needing time, and lots of it – and criticised the cultural and societal mores that tell all of us to ‘get back up on your feet’.

We have both learnt through personal and professional experience that when we are in pain we need care – intensive care – and that we also need space and time, connection, deep empathy and kindness. This is what you need now, too. To offer you that sense of safety and wraparound care, we’ve recreated the experience of being on retreat with us, as if you were a guest at The Heartbreak Hotel, searching for answers in the embers of your loss.

Together with your fellow women guests, Nadia, Irene, Eshe, Robyn and Lin, who you’ll be meeting soon, we’re going to discover what’s next for you. Throughout the book we have created scenes, much like a play, where we will be inviting you to step into the space alongside your fellow women and immerse yourself in the experience. Our wish for you, for them, and for all women – is that you rise and shine. And we’re going to show you how.

If you’re finding it hard to stop scrolling through social media looking at the one they’ve chosen over you; if you’re struggling to find a way to feel differently about your heartbreaker; if your friends have called time on listening to all the drama and if you’ve tried everything from sound baths to ice baths to hypnosis to drowning your sorrows in wine or sugar; if you take a few steps forward only to be thrown right back into the eye of the storm; if you’re feeling as though your soul has been smashed to smithereens and left in pieces on the floor; if you feel helpless and exhausted and depleted and confused and angry and scared of being alone and have forgotten who you are outside of your shattered relationship; if you’re railing against the unfairness and injustice and cannot make sense of it all and yet are determined to keep on trying …

… this book is for you.








PART I:

The Present








Chapter 1:

Welcome to The Heartbreak Hotel
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We’re glad you’re here.

While you’re with us, we’d like to invite you to take a break from your responsibilities and let us look after you for a while. What we do is gentle and powerful, and, while you may feel a bit unsure, everything we do has a clear purpose – to get you back together with yourself. It may feel hard at times – we’ll be asking you to be with your feelings of heartbreak and to try out new ways of dealing with them – but the act of faith that you are taking now, in being here and placing your trust in us, will be worth it. Take your time, don’t hurry yourself. There is no rush.

We want you to feel cocooned in warmth and safety. Heartbreak can be traumatic, so we’d encourage you to wrap yourself up. Have a soft blanket nearby and cosy into it when you feel vulnerable. Create a sense of safety around you: light a candle, diffuse some essential oils and limit interruptions as best you can. Shortly you’re going to meet your fellow women. They too have been heartbroken. You will hear echoes of your own experience in theirs, and while you may resonate with some more than others, remember that they are all trying their best in difficult circumstances, just like you. You may get upset as you hear their stories and difficult feelings may surface; this is your empathy and compassion. You need it, we all do, because it is through sharing our vulnerabilities that we connect most deeply to each other and to ourselves.

You may feel exposed at times too, but we want you to know that we will never ask you to do anything that we haven’t done ourselves. It is through coming together in this way that we’ll begin to reframe what’s possible for you, and for all women. Stick with it. You are about to discover what happens when your individual experience is met by the power of the collective.

If you’re thinking it all sounds a bit intense and that you’re going to be sobbing your way through the experience, rest assured that for every tear shed, there will be joy too. But, we’re not going to lie. You’re going to get through a lot of tissues. And yet while painful things may come up for you, feelings are like bell curves, they peak and subside, and this is a pattern you will learn to trust as we go along.

Our retreats are alcohol- and technology-free, so we invite you to leave your phone in another room and refrain from the wine while you’re with us. Both act as a distraction and numbing influence on your feelings, they offer a way of avoiding them, and avoidance ultimately prolongs suffering. While you’re here we want you to have a protected space, where you can be with yourself and each other and where you’re not going to be thrown off course by a bottle of wine, or an unsettling message. So just for a while, turn off your phone and give the wine a miss so you can stay with your feelings and not take yourself away from the knowledge and wisdom they contain.

Are you ready?
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