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			For my friends and fellows in the rooms
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			An Invocation

			
				I.

				I came.

				I came to.

				I came to believe.

				I came to believe that a power greater than myself could restore me.

				I came to believe that a power greater than myself could restore me to sanity.

			

		

	
		
			Give in.

			Give up.

			Give over.
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			A Visitation

			On the morning of my fifty-fourth birthday, I woke up at dawn and instantly realized that my partner, Rayya, was in the bedroom with me.

			This was an extremely impressive accomplishment on her part, because at that point she had been dead for more than five years.

			Yet here she was—a churning, energetic current of pure Rayyaness, roiling through my tiny New York City apartment in wave after unmistakable wave of her.

			I was neither alarmed nor frightened (I would know her anywhere, I would love her anywhere), but I was surprised, for it had been awhile since she’d made such an appearance. And oh, how I’d missed her! She used to visit me like this all the time in the raw and bewildering months immediately following her death. Back then, she’d been so incredibly present, so consistently accessible, so funny and loving and demanding, that I used to joke: “Rayya is more vivid in death than most people are in life!”

			It wasn’t that I could see her in those long-ago visitations—she was not some spectral Victorian ghost bride—but I could feel her unmistakable presence, and I could distinctly hear her voice, speaking straight into my consciousness. The clarity of communication between us had been extraordinary back then, right after she died. It was as though she’d rigged up a strikingly effective supernatural Dixie-cup telephone system, through which she could chat with me across the cosmos using a long, long strand of yarn. The effect had been so intimate as to be sensual. Sometimes it was even fun. I would be out there in public, smiling and nodding and trying to act like a normal person, but Rayya and I would be having private conversations inside my head the entire time.

			At a party in Los Angeles about six months after Rayya passed away, a woman I’d never met before came up to me, placed her hand on my arm, and said, “I understand that your lover left her body recently, and I’m sorry for your loss. But I need to tell you something important. She’s been coming to me lately in dreams. I’m a professional intuitive, and I have a sensitivity for such things. Rayya has instructed me to tell you that she misses you terribly, and that she longs to communicate with you.”

			Tell this bitch she can fuck right off, said Rayya, from inside my head.

			“Thank you for your kindness,” I told the stranger.

			The woman pressed a business card into my hand. “Here’s my number, if you ever want to speak with Rayya directly.”

			Tell this idiot she can jump directly up my dead fucking ass, said Rayya.

			It had been so wild and glorious back then—to feel my Rayya still commanding the room, even from beyond the grave!

			But her visitations had diminished as the years went by.

			Two years had passed.

			Then three years.

			Four.

			Life moves on—isn’t that what people say?

			Rayya’s voice faded.

			More than five years passed.

			The world had changed in that time, and so had I. There had been a global pandemic. There were new wars, new emergencies, new deaths. Babies were born whom Rayya would never meet. I wrote books that Rayya would never read. Everyone was talking about new TV shows that Rayya would never see. In a desperate bid to replace sorrow with infatuation, I had even dated someone for a while after Rayya died (“detonated myself upon them” might be a more accurate description of the encounter), but that relationship had ended in swift, shattering, predictable heartbreak.

			I had not pursued anyone since.

			Instead, I’d spent those years working on myself.

			I had gotten sober—not only putting down alcohol and drugs but also stepping away from all sexual distraction and romantic entanglement. I’d let go of every substance or person that intoxicated me, numbed me, took control over me, or altered my mood or mind in any way. I’d been learning how to feel my feelings and process my emotions without reaching for anything or anyone to take the edge off. I’d been using my voice, setting new rules and boundaries, and living in my own integrity as guided by my own higher power. One day at a time, I was getting my inner house in order. And I’d made new friends—healthy friends from the rooms of twelve-step recovery. Friends who would never know Rayya.

			Through it all, Rayya’s presence flickered and dimmed until the day arrived when I couldn’t hear her at all anymore—not even when I called out to her by name, not even when I asked for direct guidance or love. There came to be a great, boundaryless silence where her voice had once vibrated so powerfully. This was devastating and confusing to me. It was almost like a second death.

			Where had she gone?

			Had she moved on, or had I left her behind?

			I could make no sense of it.

			It was as if she’d stepped out of the universe for a pack of cigarettes and had never come back.

			But now—on the morning of my fifty-fourth birthday—suddenly she was here.

			I mean really here.

			The room was humming with big Rayya energy, and I felt chills up my entire body. I started laughing and crying at the same time.

			“Baby!” I said. “You’ve come to see me!”

			I wanted to celebrate, but I could sense there was something she wanted to tell me—something that demanded my fullest attention. The sensation was one of being grabbed by the collar and shaken. Rayya had not traveled all this great distance for a casual visit, I gathered; she’d come to transmit a message of the highest importance. Words and information were pouring out of her and into my mind, almost too fast for me to gather. The inside of my head sounded like an arcade. I grabbed the journal that I always keep by my bed and started writing down everything she was saying—everything I could catch.

			And here is what Rayya had to tell me:

			
				Happy birthday, Baby Dude!

				I’m right here and I love you!

				I LOVE YOU!

				I’m so fucking proud of you!

				Don’t worry about leaving me behind—I’ll be waiting for you at the river when all this is over, and then everything will make sense!

				I know you still get pissed off at me sometimes for some of the shit that went down between us at the end, but that’s okay. Be mad if you need to be mad, babe. Just be honest about it, and write your way through it. But stay in your program, and don’t worry about how I did things, or what I would think of the way you’re doing things. I love you and I want this freedom for you! I’m so proud of your sobriety—you’re really fucking doing it! You’re going all the way, man! You’re a star, keep going! Don’t let me or anyone else ever hold you back!

				And stop worrying about people so much, okay? You think about other people way too fucking much! Don’t ever babysit anyone again! Don’t let anyone bullshit you, or pull you down into their drama, or make you take care of them. Let everyone find their own path—it’s good for them and it’s good for you. You have such good friends now, but they don’t need you to carry them!

				Breathe, baby, breathe…

				I’m right here with you. I’m not fading out…

				Breathe, baby, breathe…

				Let me just look at you for a minute. Look at your little rainbow eyes! Look at your little sparkling tears! You’re so beautiful!

				There’s something you need to understand, babe, and I’m gonna break it down for you, so listen up: The reason I don’t come around here anymore is because you and I both want you to have your own journey—and that’s what needs to happen now. I know you want me to say that I’m always here for you if you need me, but the reality is you don’t need me anymore—and that’s great fucking news. Why would you think I wouldn’t celebrate that? I used to need to be needed, but I don’t need that anymore—and neither do you. I want you to be free of all need—and you’re finally getting there!

				Breathe, baby, breathe…

				You have everything you need now. Stay on your path. You’re on the right track. You found your God—and your God is fucking awesome. Your God is lit! Your community’s got you covered and you never need to be degraded by dependency of any kind, ever again. You’re really gonna shine now! It’s your time!

				My mom says hi, by the way, and thanks you for everything you did for me. She knows what you did and wants me to tell you that she loves you!

				But babe, listen: Between us and about us, shit got super fucked up at the end—and that wasn’t your fault or my fault. It wasn’t even wrong, how things went. It just had to be. There was a job we had to do in each other’s stories—and we did it just right. Everything went down exactly the way it was supposed to—even all the bullshit and the insanity. But underneath all the stories, there was a truth: We loved each other so much. We just loved each other. We loved each other. We loved each other. We loved each other.

				WE LOVED EACH OTHER SO MUCH!

				When the day comes for you to leave this life, I’m gonna come get you, okay? You got that? I’ll be waiting for you at the river, and you’ll know my face. When I tell you to take my hand, just take it. I’ll bring you over and show you around. That’s my role in your life now, babe, and it is a sacred one. I’ll carry it out with strength, honor, and compassion—were those our words? I forget. Fuck it, just know I’ll be there…

				But that won’t be for a long time, and don’t go busting your ass looking for me all over the universe before then! Just go live your life and make it fully yours. That’s one of the things, the main thing, you came here to do—to learn how to live your own life without obsessing about anyone else. That’s your path and you’re on it—and you can’t go searching for me and do that at the same time.

				As for the book, just write the living shit out of that thing!!! Tell the people exactly what happened! Tell them every single thing that happened! Don’t worry about protecting my dignity or yours—just go full punk rock with it. Lay it all out there. What use do I have for dignity now? You don’t need dignity, either, so fuck it. It’s time for you to write a completely honest book about addiction—yours and mine. It’ll help some people—so don’t hold back!

				I like the title “All the Way to the River”—but what do I know? I’m dead! You should probably ask someone who’s still alive! HA!

				Don’t worry, my love—I don’t mind being dead. I kind of dig it.

				But I do miss grilling.

				You know what else, babe? Looking at you right now, I wish I could get my hands up in your hair, because your roots are fucking hit!!! Next time you get a keratin treatment, be sure to get the real old-school Brazilian keratin with the formaldehyde in it, cuz it’s the only thing that calms down your frizz and keeps your hair shiny. Don’t worry about getting liver cancer from the formaldehyde—liver cancer was my thing, not your thing. HA!

				Your world is so fucking beautiful! LOOK AT IT! No, really—look at it! It’s so beautiful to behold, it’ll break your heart—but that’s what it’s supposed to do. Let it break your heart. You know I always loved a good heartbreak.

				My sunshine baby, you were always my baby—but don’t stay a baby. Remember that I always loved you as a woman, too—as a beautiful, elegant, strong, creative woman with incredible power. And nobody can match you for spiritual flame. Keep chewing off your own legs to get out of any trap that tries to hold you back from freedom…

				Be free, my love. Be free, be free! Stay on your path and stay sober!

				You can do this! You’re not as fucked up as you think! You can do it! Now is your time to stand on your own two feet. So keep taking care of yourself. Let everyone around you take care of their own lives while you take care of yours. That’s the assignment…

				I love you and I know you love me, but don’t hold on to me—don’t ever hold on to anyone or anything again. Focus on yourself now. Live your own life! Keep going, my love. Keep going. You’re going all the fucking way this time—all the way to the enlightenment, or whatever you used to call it. You’ve got everything you need. Your friends are cool, your program is cool, your heart is strong, and your God is rock-fucking-solid. Don’t ever give yourself away again. You got this. You’re beautiful. Don’t come looking for me. Keep going. Stay focused. I love you. I love you. I love you—

			

			Then the pen died and Rayya was gone—as though sucked through an airplane door at six hundred miles an hour.

			She always did know how to make a dramatic exit.
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			In the silent and sudden aftermath of Rayya’s visitation, my heart raced, then settled.

			Tears swelled, then quieted.

			And then I got to work.

			This book, with its stories, prayers, poems, journal entries, photos, and drawings, is my very best effort to tell the truth about what happened between me and Rayya Elias—our friendship, our romance, our beauty, rage, and pain. It tells the story of Rayya’s addiction, her relapse, and her death. It also tells the story of my own addiction and my eventual surrender into recovery.

			But this book is not only for people whose lives have been negatively impacted by their own addictions or by the addictions of others—although I do believe those two categories will include pretty much all of us, at some time or another. This book is also about the many ways that people—despite their best efforts at living sane and stable lives—can sometimes get swept into high-octane dramas and traumas, finding themselves washed up on shores that can feel very distant from their true natures.

			How the hell did I get here? is a question that I believe everybody will have to face at some point during their passage through life. Perhaps even at multiple points. For who among us has never gotten lost, much to our own embarrassment? Who has not ended up in scenarios that are frightening, alienating, shameful, and spirit-crushing? Who has not kept secrets, or been betrayed, or tried to control the behavior of others? Who has not longed for escape from suffering? And who has not reached for substances, people, behaviors, or distractions that offer temporary respite from the built-in discomforts of existence itself?

			What we commonly call an “addict,” I believe, is just an exaggerated version of all of us—just a person so desperately in search of relief from the sting of life that they will use anything (or anyone) to soothe it.

			This book is about that search for relief, and how wild and depraved it can make us become.

			Even the strongest of us.

			Even the bravest.

			I hope for your own sake that you have never fallen quite as low as Rayya and I fell at some points during our journey together. But even if your wheels have never fully come off, I suspect, at some level, that I might be you, and that you might be me, and that all of us might be Rayya.

			I offer this book with love and respect, then, to anyone who might need it.

			The part of me that still struggles with codependency would like to say that Rayya and I wrote it together, but the reality is that she wanted me to do it all by myself—and so I have.

			As we say in the rooms of recovery: Take what you like and leave the rest.
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			When People Ask Me, “Who Was Rayya?”

			Rayya Mokdessy Elias.

			Born in Syria, raised in Detroit, forged on the Lower East Side of New York City.

			Rayya: who came to America at the age of seven, from the beautiful, vibrant city of Aleppo—where her family had been affluent and glamorous and where, in her memory, there was always music and dancing, and flowers everywhere.

			Rayya: who—after arriving in cold, foreign, winter-dark Michigan—never felt quite at home anywhere again.

			Rayya: who always felt too Middle Eastern to be American and too American to be Middle Eastern. Who spoke just enough Arabic to argue with cab drivers, but whose only consistent nod to her background was always to preorder the halal meals on airplanes—despite having been raised as an Orthodox Christian. (“That shit’s just fresher, yo!”)

			Rayya: whose traditional and hardworking immigrant parents could never make sense of this wild youngest child of theirs. Who was utterly ungovernable. Who hated to study, hated to work. Who was a loving and affectionate child but also the most disobedient. Who was a radiant performer—a clown, a star—with a face that was always bathed in light. Who never stopped making her parents laugh and never stopped making them cry. Who, by the age of thirteen, was already skipping school to drive across state lines with older friends in order to see Led Zeppelin in concert. While high on acid. Which she was also selling.

			Rayya: who described herself as an “ex-junkie, ex-felon, postpunk, glamour-butch dyke.” Who was closeted until her early twenties, because there was no place for her queerness in the Syrian Orthodox community of 1970s Detroit, where girls did not traditionally leave their parents’ homes until they were successfully married to doctors and lawyers from within the Arab émigré fold. Who, growing up, was considered too masculine to be beautiful by the standards of the day, but too female to be offered the freedoms that her brothers and boy cousins enjoyed. Who always felt shamed and excluded. Who didn’t know what she was till she started seeing people like Elton John, David Bowie, and Freddie Mercury on TV—and then wanted to become them.

			Rayya: who was gorgeous. Who was stunning. Who identified as an androgyne. Who had the dark eyes and dramatic cheekbones of the heroes in Persian illuminated manuscripts. Whose haircut was always something between the punked-out skater do of a little boy in a Japanese anime adventure and a badass Keith Richards shag. Whose face changed from male to female, from wise to playful, from timeless to childish as the light shifted.

			Rayya: whom I could stare at all day and never get bored.

			Rayya: who was an outrageously talented musician, writer, filmmaker, and hairdresser. Who could make friends with any musical instrument. Who was an electrifying performer with a muscular, beautiful, three-octave-wide voice. Who struggled, however, with insecurity, addiction, shame, and creative paralysis, and never became as successful as she wanted to be. Who nonetheless made independent films that were shown at the Berlin International Film Festival, and who never stopped writing songs, and who published a brilliant memoir that was about, of all things, recovery from addiction.

			Rayya: who once lost a six-figure record deal because she told a Sony executive to suck her dick.

			Rayya: who was her own worst enemy—who was her own only enemy. Who got herself into an astonishing amount of trouble during the course of her life but could talk her way out of anything. Who once told a sentencing judge, “Sir, I deserve justice, but I am humbly asking you today for mercy.” And who was granted mercy that day—because Rayya’s humility, whenever she revealed it, was the most tender and irresistible thing you ever saw.

			Rayya: who had been in countless jails and rehabs and institutions, and who—during the infamous Tompkins Square Park riot of 1988—had been living on a bench in that park for quite a while, with a needle in her arm, barely noticing the police action that was happening all around her.

			Rayya: who was so proud of finally getting clean, and who truly believed she had done it all by herself. Who never got past step four of the twelve steps, but who still went to recovery meetings for years so she could hold court with her most dramatic overdose stories and hang out with all her old friends from the streets and the scene. Who never really admitted powerlessness over her addiction (or over anything, come to think of it). Who announced after more than a decade of sobriety that she wasn’t an addict anymore, so she didn’t have to go to those boring meetings anymore. Who declared of her addiction: “That label no longer works for me.”

			Rayya: who graduated herself from recovery, in other words—with ultimately harrowing results.

			Rayya: who swore that all she ever wanted was to be good.

			Rayya: who was good. Who was the single most foundational presence in the lives of nearly all her friends and family members. Who was everybody’s confidante. Who stayed friends with all her exes. Who was our bedrock. Who had copies of everyone’s keys and passwords. Who came with us when it was time to negotiate deals for cars, homes, divorces. Who was our mediator and our minister. Who coached us through our most difficult conversations. Who loved and accepted each one of us singularly, unconditionally, ferociously. Who always forgave us when we fell short. Who taught us how to forgive one another. Who made us into better people.

			Rayya: who was my bodyguard. Who was everyone’s bodyguard. Who once traveled halfway across the planet to pound on a door and physically remove a beloved friend from a relationship that had turned violent. Who could disarm anyone’s insanity—except, as it turned out, her own.

			Rayya: quick to fight, quick to cry, quick to laugh, quick to forgive. An insecure individualist. A fiery Aries with a marshmallow heart. A sentimental cynic. An unfailingly honest master manipulator. A fierce protector who somehow always had somebody taking care of her. A needy alpha who demanded solitude but could not bear to be alone.

			Rayya: whom I never saw coming, had not planned for, and could not control. Who started off as my hairdresser, then became a social acquaintance, then a friend, then a neighbor, then my best friend, and then my “person.” Who slowly morphed into something I did not have words for anymore—because as a happily married woman, what was I supposed to do about her?

			Rayya: who did not so much steal my heart as gradually ease it open, until I wanted nothing more than to stay by her side forever.

			Rayya: who did finally become my lover, my partner—but only when we discovered that she had terminal pancreatic and liver cancer and had been given only six months to live.

			Rayya: who ended up living for twenty months after her diagnosis—because she never followed anyone’s rules, not even cancer’s.

			Rayya: who let me see the softness she hid from everyone else. Who had skin like washed silk. Who loved having her back tickled. Who curled up in my arms like a baby. Who was afraid of bugs, thunder, and having to swallow pills. Who was terrified of hospitals. Who was always afraid she had wasted her life.

			Rayya: whose pain from cancer and fear of death ultimately drove her into the arms of alcohol, cigarettes, sugar, weed, Xanax, Vicodin, Ambien, codeine, morphine, trazodone, fentanyl, and cocaine.

			Rayya: whose return to active drug addiction made the last few months of her life a living hell for everyone involved. Whose relapse drove me so far into insanity that I once seriously contemplated murdering her, because I believed she was killing me.

			Rayya: who broke my heart.

			Rayya: who loved me the most. Whom I loved the most.

			Rayya: who died in my arms.

			Rayya: whose name means “fragrant breeze” in Arabic but who was more like a shattering comet.

			Rayya: who was a legend to all who knew her. Who was the person everybody wanted to hang out with, party with, play with, sleep with, travel with, dress like, confide in, imitate.

			Rayya: who always kicked people out of the house at the end of the party, even if it wasn’t her house.

			Rayya: who was the one everyone followed home. Who was the one everyone fell into. Who was the one I fell into—the way a white-water rafter falls off a boat and gets sucked into a whirlpool and is never seen by their family again.

			Rayya: who had a face made for drowning in.

			Rayya.

			I still sometimes have trouble saying her name and breathing at the same time.

		

	
		
			Where Is Comfort to Be Found?

			Not in the singing.

			Not in the songs.

			Sometimes in the sound that the mourning doves make

			in the trees beside the home

			where you lived with her for just one summer—

			for just that one summer, when all the days were long.

			My brave, tired child—

			the simple answers have never worked for you,

			because you know they are not true.

			The only thing that can hold you now

			must hold everything else, too.

			Now is the time for you to see

			that all the grief

			and all the pain

			and all the shame

			are just children looking for a home—

			the same way that you are,

			the same way that she was.

			Now is the time for you to understand

			that nothing does not belong to God,

			and nothing does not come home to God,

			and nothing does not live forever

			within the giant, nameless space that you have always called God—

			not your broken cries,

			not her final goodbye,

			and certainly not the mourning doves.

			Everything belongs here, my love—

			or nothing does.

		

	
		
			All the Way to the River

			Rayya liked to use a map of downtown New York City as the operative metaphor for her friendships and relationships.

			The way she explained it was this.

			First, she said, you’ve got your Fifth Avenue friends, who are right in the center of the map. These are the people you’re completely artificial with. You only let them see your surface, and they only let you see their surface. These are your social friends and your professional contacts. Everyone’s trying to impress each other; no one is telling the truth. None of the Fifth Avenue friend group really know one another or want to be known.

			As you head farther east, though, you’ve got your Fourth and Third Avenue friends. You’re still polite with these people, but you let them see a little more of your true nature. You can joke around, be a little loose, share some intimacy. You’ve probably met their families. Maybe you went to their wedding. You feel a sincere warmth for these people, but they’re still on the periphery of your heart.

			Keep walking and you’ll run into your Second and First Avenue friends. Now you’re getting somewhere. These people really know you, and you know them. You’ve got deep history together. Maybe you’ve been neighbors forever. Maybe you’ve traveled together. Maybe you started businesses together. You’ve been witness to each other’s successes and failures, and you can be honest and vulnerable with each other. These are people you can trust, who’ve got your back, who will always be there.

			But it isn’t really until you get to your Alphabet City friends, Rayya used to say, that you start to experience real intimacy. Your Avenue A, B, C, and D friends have been through some shit with you, and they still manage to love you. These are the people who paid your bail. These are the people who came to see you when you were in rehab, who know about the affair, who held your head while you were puking, whose couches you slept on during your divorce. They took the car keys from you when they had to. You wept in their arms when you lost your job, your mother, your baby, your mind. You’ve seen each other in hospital waiting rooms, in funeral homes, in abortion clinics. They called you when they were having an anxiety attack at the airport. You’ve maybe had some bitter fights or misunderstandings over the years, and maybe had to stop talking to them for a while. Boundaries have been crossed and recrossed. You’ve had to forgive each other. These are the realest friends you will ever have in your life.

			But the map of New York City hasn’t ended yet.

			Keep going.

			If you are very lucky, Rayya used to claim, you might find one friend—just one friend—over the course of your whole entire life, who will walk all the way to the East River with you. This is the friend who knows everything. This is the person you could never be counterfeit with, even if you tried. This is the one who can read your face from three blocks away and immediately knows when something is up. And you know that last awful secret you’ve been hiding from everyone forever? The one secret you’ve always believed would destroy you if anyone knew about it? This person knows about it. Hell, they might have even been involved in it. And yet there’s nothing you could ever do to lose them. This person is your last phone call in the middle of the night from the void, when you have nowhere else to turn.

			Rayya used to say to me: “You’re my all the way to the river friend.”

			I was. I proudly was.

			And she was mine.

			I knew it, she knew it, everyone knew it—and I wore the title like a badge of honor.

			So it makes a certain amount of sense that when we discovered Rayya was dying, we began to call her death “the river.”

			“I want you to walk with me all the way to the river,” she told me the day she got her terminal cancer diagnosis, and I promised her I would.

			“I can’t get into the river with you,” I said, “but I’ll walk you right to the edge of it. I will be with you every step of the way.”

			And those words sounded beautiful and soothing to our frightened ears.

			But here’s the thing about Rayya’s map metaphor.

			If you are familiar with the geography of downtown New York City, you know that walking all the way from Fifth Avenue to the East River is not a very nice walk.

			It starts off nice, sure, as you stroll through grand neighborhoods filled with history and charm. Then it starts to get funky, but in a cool way. For a while, around First Avenue, it gets fun—colorful, bustling, vibrant, and diverse. And then it gets gritty. And then it gets sad, as you pass through the failed projects of a city that seems to have abandoned its most vulnerable people. And then it gets dangerous, as you start looking over your shoulder while dodging used syringes and unconscious drug addicts. As you draw nearer to the river, it’s not that easy to make the final stretch, because there’s a giant, multilane highway in your path, filled with speeding motorists who give no care to the safety of your fragile little human body. You’ll have to find your way to the pedestrian overpass, which is not easily located, and which is covered with dog shit and graffiti and does not exactly offer a bucolic vista.

			And once you finally make it all way to the river? Well—it’s the East River, folks. It’s a slurry of sewage and plastic and medical waste, covered by a light film of industrial oil and filled with sunken cars and the skeletons of long-dead gangsters.

			It’s a perilous journey is what I’m saying, to be somebody’s “all the way to the river” relationship. There is romance in it, but also danger. Intimacy at that level is rough. You will see things in yourself and in the other person that will frighten and harm you; and you will experience things that will change you. I would not have missed my journey with Rayya for anything in the world, but I’m not entirely sure I would recommend it. And I definitely never want to do anything like that again. Because while much of that walk was magical, a lot of it was exceedingly unbeautiful and painful to endure, and I’m pretty sure it shaved a few years off my life.

			Maybe this is why you can’t know many people in life as well as I knew Rayya.

			Maybe—I sometimes contemplate—we’re not even supposed to go all the way to the river with anyone.

			Maybe there comes a point where we each have to find our way to the river alone.

			And here’s another thing I only recently found out, by the way: What we New Yorkers call the East River is not even a river! It’s a tidal estuary. Which means it flows in both directions, and its chemistry constantly varies. Both salty and fresh, it’s generative but changeable. Polluted water and bright new tides are constantly flowing back and forth across invisible boundaries. Navigation can become tricky. Extreme brackishness can make underwater visibility low. Currents are unpredictable. Swimmers and boaters must be careful not to be swept out to sea.

			Honestly, you can’t even tell whether this body of water ends at the beginning or begins at the end.

			But yes, back to our story.

			I promised my beloved friend Rayya Elias that I would walk with her all the way to the river.

			And God help us, that is exactly what I did.
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			Relieve Me from the Bondage of Self

			Dear God—

			My grief is killing me.

			And my opinions are killing me, too.

			And my resentments are definitely killing me—

			multiple times a day, just for fun.

			My desires keep landing me in ditches,

			tits up,

			with mysterious lumps on the back of my head.

			My demand that all the world’s dilemmas be solved by the end of business day yields a fresh new crop of insanity every twenty-four hours, and I keep the keys to hell on a chain called righteousness that I wear around my neck like dog tags.

			Meanwhile, you just keep letting everyone do whatever the fuck they want to do, apparently.

			And you keep killing off the good people, and leaving the assholes behind.

			Or allowing the good people to turn into assholes—even worse.

			And you have outfitted each one of your earthly children

			with some sort of frequency-blocking device

			that prevents people from following my edicts—

			even though I’m always right and I absolutely know what’s best for everyone.

			Oh Lord, please help me.

			Oh my beloved God—

			can’t you see how it wears me out?

			Carrying around my will like a carapace made of horn and brass?

			Wearing my points of view like a pincushion across my face?

			God, I am weary of being myself—

			and it appears that you will not allow me to be you,

			no matter how hard I try.

			So where does that leave us?

			You, the mysterious Creator of all things.

			Me, the ladies and gentlemen of the jury.

			I sit on the bank of your river and take off my shoes.

			Mother of Everything, teach me the rules.

			Plastic, moss, and mud all around.

			Cloud cover, telephones, leaves in a wad.

			A passing plane.

			A dog that limps.

			Show me,

			show me,

			show me how to live.

			Now I hear your sparrow.

			Now I hear your crow.

			Now I hear your traffic on the high bridge overhead.

			You’re just letting all this happen, aren’t you?

			Letting it unfold, like an opening hand.

			Despite my resistance, without my command.
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			Get Your Own Life!

			I first met Rayya Elias in the spring of 2000—which is so many lifetimes ago that it seems to have happened on an entirely different planet to an entirely different person.

			I was thirty-one years old at the time, and married—in my first marriage, to be clear.

			I was on a certain path back then. It was the path I had been taught; it was the path I had sought. Husband, nice house, good job, about to start a family. But my life was about to blow all the way up, because—as anybody who has read Eat Pray Love already knows—I was on the verge of being swept up into the heavy drama of falling in love with a man outside my marriage. He was presenting himself to me as a dashing and heroic rescuer, but his actual role in my destiny was to crush my heart so completely that I would never be able to put myself back together in the old way, and I would need to spend several years searching the entire planet for healing.

			But none of that had happened yet, and, for the moment, my life still looked pretty good.

			Except there was a problem with my hair, which was a frizzy mess. (Betraying, perhaps, that I was not quite as put together as I wished to appear.) One day a friend looked at my tattered bird’s nest of a hairdo, told me I resembled a young Art Garfunkel, and said I needed to do something about it. She suggested I go see this person named Rayya Elias, who was cutting hair out of a walk-up apartment on Avenue C. Rayya was—I was promised—“really fucking cool” and gave haircuts only to people she liked.

			So I went to see Rayya, to find out if she would like me.

			I was dressed that day like a salesclerk at Banana Republic, which is how I always dressed back then. All khakis and cardigans. And I had a copy of The Atlantic Monthly tucked under my arm. I remember my outfit clearly, because I looked and felt so different from Rayya, who was wearing black leather pants, a white tank top, and motorcycle boots. She had striking tattoos (this was back before everyone had tattoos—remember that long-ago time?) and her apartment was filled with graffiti-inspired art. Guitars and keyboards were piled in a corner. Two scar-faced pit bulls were rolling happily at her feet.

			Rayya sat me down in her chair, put her hands in my hair, and started laughing.

			That laugh! That giant, marvelous, gravelly laugh!

			She said, “Don’t worry, babe—I know exactly what to do with your little duck fluff! I just started dating a chick who’s got the same hair as you. I know how to handle it.”

			I instantly relaxed under her hands, never for a moment doubting her competency. I don’t think I even gave her any instructions; I just fell backward into her field of unwavering self-confidence, trusting that she would take care of me. (This instantaneous act of trust says just as much about me, by the way, as it does about her: I have always loved handing myself over to perfect strangers.) And Rayya did take care of me. With no apparent effort, talking and laughing the whole time, she gave me a terrific haircut. The first of almost twenty years of terrific haircuts.

			I have fallen in love with many people at first sight, but I did not fall in love with Rayya Elias that day. In fact, I didn’t fall in love with her for another eight or nine years—until long after we had become dear friends. But I did like her. She was funny and interesting and exotic. And I definitely agreed with my friend’s assessment of her: really fucking cool.

			I remember asking Rayya about the strange coins that were piled up on her windowsill. She said they were her sobriety chips. I’d never seen one before, and she let me handle them. She had a coin for every milestone of her recovery—one day clean, ninety days clean, six months, one year, two years, three years…

			“If you knew how many ninety-day chips I’ve collected in my life!” she said, roaring with laughter again.

			She told me that she’d been addicted to cocaine and heroin for most of her adult life, but that she’d been clean for three years now. She showed me the scars on her arms from where she used to shoot speedballs. She had more scars on her left arm than on the right one, she explained, since she was right-handed and had better aim with that hand. I remember how comfortable Rayya seemed when talking about her former drug use, and how she used the word junkie with a relaxed pride I’d never before encountered. How at home she appeared in her own battered survivor’s body!

			“It’s a fucking miracle I’m alive,” she said.

			She was ablaze with the exuberant gratitude that I now recognize as being common in early recovery. This is the phase some people call “the pink cloud”—when the newly sober addict is high on the joy of simply being free at last from the grime and slavery of their dependency. They don’t need anything more than what they’ve got in the present moment, because they can’t believe they get to even have a present moment. Life feels simple, bright, limitlessly possible.

			I remember, too, that we talked a lot about creativity that day. I told Rayya I was a journalist and a novelist. She told me she was just starting to make music again and was struggling to find the courage to perform sober. She said it was difficult for her to handle the vulnerability of living a creative life without a shield of drugs to hide behind.

			But here’s what stands out for me most from that first encounter.

			Rayya told me she’d recently purchased a little house in Asbury Park, on the Jersey Shore. She’d figured out a way to work four days a week cutting hair so she could spend three days a week at the beach. She would ride out there on her motorcycle and hang out at the beach alone—writing music, cooking on the grill, watching the sun come up. Sounds like heaven, I said, and she agreed that it was. But she said there were a bunch of people in her life who were furious at her for working only four days a week. They were personally offended by it—as if she were breaking some kind of sacred capitalist rule. They were angry that she was spending so much time at the beach—as if people were allowed to go to the beach only when they were on vacation, and just for a few days a year.

			“I told them to fuck right off!” she said. “I’m not stopping you from going to the fucking beach, dude—why are you pissed off at me? This is my life, man! Get your own life!”

			I was impressed by the casual ferocity of her words—by her absolute confidence.

			I had never once told anyone to fuck off.

			I had never once said to anyone, “This is my life, man!”

			I don’t think I quite understood yet that it was my life I was living. I was trying so hard to be everything to everybody. I was both the breadwinner and the homemaker in my marriage, as well as trying to be an artist. And now it was expected that I must soon become a mother. It was too much, and I was starting to crack. I couldn’t imagine the freedom of a little house of one’s own, a motorcycle, and three days alone at the beach each week.

			Rayya didn’t fall in love with me that day, either. But she did like me. (She wouldn’t have cut my hair if she didn’t!) Years later, though, she admitted that she wasn’t exactly sure why she liked me. I was nothing like her other friends. I wasn’t punk, cool, tough, edgy. There was nothing street about me. Still, she was impressed that I was making a living as a writer. That was interesting to her. She had a lot of questions about my relatively untormented relationship with creativity. Why wasn’t I more tormented? she wanted to know. How did I keep the fear and insecurity at bay, she asked, as I shared my most vulnerable work with the world?

			In this regard, my life seemed like a curiosity to Rayya—just as curious as her life was to me.

			There was one more thing about that day, though.

			Rayya told me years later that when I walked into her apartment that afternoon, she saw a big circle of golden light around my head. She was intrigued and puzzled by it. She claimed she could see it the entire time she was cutting my hair. Having been attracted all her life to the darker side of things, she found herself curious about all that brightness.

			Who has that much freaking sunshine? she remembered thinking. What’s that all about?

		

	
		
			I Belong Here

			It is revealing that I have said more about Rayya thus far in this book than I have said about myself, even though this is technically my book.

			How very typical of me, to have immediately put my focus upon the other.

			It is my way—it has always been my way—to become captivated by other people’s charisma and madness and wildness and beauty. To disappear into their stories and become hypnotized by their existence. To become lost in a trance of themness and to forget who I am, what I am, and where I stand.

			So let me back up and tell you who I am, what I am, and where I stand at this moment in my life.

			If this were a twelve-step meeting in the recovery fellowship that I attend on a regular basis, and if I were speaking about my own addiction, this is how I would begin: “Hi, my name is Lizzy, and I’m a sex and love addict.”

			If I wanted to get more specific about the matter, I might add: “I’m also a romantic obsessive, a fantasy and adrenaline addict, a world-class enabler, and a blackout codependent.”

			And then I would say, glancing around a room filled with people who might not look like me but who all act like me: “I belong here.”

			I love those words: I belong here.

			Those three words save my life, day after day.

			“I belong here” means that I belong here on this planet, where I have seldom felt safe or normal. It means that I belong here in this body, which I have rarely inhabited and which I have freely given away countless times (along with my heart, my time, my spirit, my home, and my money) to many other people to use for their own purposes. It means that I belong to whatever divine force went through all the trouble to create me, and that my belonging is not dependent upon my “getting it right”—whatever that even means.

			I belong here even when I get everything wrong.

			Maybe especially then.

			“I belong here” also means that I belong in my own story, even if it sometimes takes me a few chapters to get around to remembering that.

			Most of all, though, it means that I belong in any room where addicts are gathered in a circle, humbly admitting to themselves, to each other, and to the Gods of their own understanding that they are powerless over their addictions and that their lives have become unmanageable.

			There are not a lot of women out there who will publicly admit to being sex and love addicts, because it sounds pretty gnarly. In fact, it is gnarly. I won’t get into salacious details here, but I will say that my addiction manifests as a sincere yet deeply misguided belief that somebody outside of myself will miraculously be able to heal me on the inside—thereby making me feel safe, cherished, and whole at last. In real-life terms, this translates as a desperate need to have my existence constantly authenticated and reauthenticated through a romantic partner’s touch, eye contact, verbal reassurance, acts of love, or mere physical presence.

			How much reassurance is enough for me to finally feel secure?

			There has never been enough, frankly.

			There can never be enough.

			My desperation to be loved is certainly outsize, and it has caused me to act out in ways that are undeniably insane. Yet I suspect that parts of my story may feel familiar to many of my readers—especially my female readers, who, like me, may have been socialized since birth to believe that they did not possess much inherent value but were estimable only insofar as they were capable of making themselves attractive enough to be chosen. Failing to succeed in this massively important project of proving yourself worthy of being chosen meant that you were a failure, and that nothing else you ever manifested would have much significance in anyone’s eyes.

			Or at least that’s what endless generations of women across a multitude of cultures have been taught—and that’s what I was taught, too.

			Sex has always been the fastest and most direct way for me to feel thoroughly chosen, but what I’m really looking for in my romantic encounters is the love, attention, validation, and approval (“LAVA” in the parlance of recovery) that other humans can sometimes provide, and without which I have often felt like I would quite literally die. Thus I have spent my entire life searching for that magical person who will see me and save me—whether in the short term or the long term. When my plan for salvation with one person didn’t work out (and it never worked out), I just went looking for LAVA with someone else.

			If you’re reading this and thinking to yourself, Well, that seems quite normal! Everyone needs love, after all!, I can assure you that in my case it is not normal. I am not talking here about the healthy expression of human intimacy; I am talking about a force within me that is both terrified and terrifying and that has always been completely out of control.

			I have caused tremendous harm to myself and others through my decades of sex and love addiction. I have inserted myself into other people’s relationships, and I have broken up families; I have lied to myself and others; I have hurt people whom I promised to cherish; I have crossed boundaries with friends; I have run away from people who cared about me and toward people who didn’t; I have cheated on people and allowed myself to be cheated upon; I have tried to buy love with money; I have triangulated, strategized, and manipulated; I have seduced people and discarded them, just as often as I have been seduced and discarded; I have committed and accepted heartbreaking degradation; I have committed and accepted shameful objectification; I have used other people’s bodies as drugs (both sedatives and stimulants); I have treated my own body with terrible disrespect—and I have never been able to stop.

			The closest I’ve ever come to suicide is because of my sex and love addiction, and also the closest I’ve ever come to murder. That may sound dramatic, but it’s incredibly common: People kill themselves and one another over matters of love, obsession, control, betrayal, and jealous rage every day. Romantic breakups and divorces are among the primary causes of suicide, homicide, and addiction relapse, and science has now proven that people can literally die of a broken heart. (The official medical term, by the way, is takotsubo cardiomyopathy. In such cases, there is often no abnormal arterial blockage to be found—in other words, there is nothing wrong with the organ at all. It’s just that the small arteries feeding the heart become physically crushed by the experience of acute grief, and this can lead to a heart attack or death. This condition is five times more likely to be seen in women than in men, causing me to wonder how many cases of women’s cardiac-related deaths are actually caused by brokenheartedness—or perhaps by a long series of emotional disappointments and devastations that wear the body down until the pump finally gives out.)

			If we add to this the astronomical rates at which women are harmed and murdered
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