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DEDICATION

To all those we have lost to suicide


A NOTE FROM PROJECT SEMICOLON


WARNING: If you suffer from suicidal ideation or mental illness, some of the stories that follow may trigger an adverse reaction. If you feel this kind of content may be triggering, we advise that you consider not reading this book. And if you do read and a story is beginning to upset you, please stop reading it immediately.

For resources on getting help, please refer to here in the back of the book.
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FOREWORD

Loss from suicide is incredibly difficult to understand—from the questions that seem to have no answers to the pain that seems to have no end. More than one million times every year, friends and families of suicide victims struggle to comprehend why and how such a tragedy has found them. It was this loss, those questions, and that pain that inspired Amy Bleuel to start the suicide-awareness organization Project Semicolon in 2013. She wanted to invite the possibility of change.

Project Semicolon is a testament to what happens when one girl speaks up and tells her story. And Amy’s story went on to inspire millions to lend their voices to one of the world’s most troubling epidemics. The semicolon was chosen because, in literature, a semicolon is used when an author chooses to continue a sentence rather than end it. You are the author and the sentence is your life; you are choosing to continue. This book is filled with examples of people who chose not to end their sentences.

The semicolon movement has captivated the world, building a stage of courage where people in pain are encouraged to speak up. This is a movement that gives hope to those who question the value of tomorrow. Project Semicolon: Your Story Isn’t Over is the embodiment of what Project Semicolon means. With a combination of stories and photos, it empowers those struck with tragedy to share their journeys. It is our hope that many will find themselves in these pages and realize my story isn’t over yet. With this book, we want to continue spreading our important message of hope and love. The more people who learn that they are not alone in their struggles, the more lives we can save.

—PROJECT SEMICOLON


AMY BLEUEL

[image: ]


Life is full of trials that may bring a person great pain or, if they’re lucky, great joy. We carry those experiences, the good and the bad, through life with us. They not only shape and change who we are, they also leave us with the lessons we have learned.

Growing up, for me, was one trial after another. I spent years wondering what I would eventually learn from my experiences and why I had to endure such horrible things. At some points, I even wondered if there could be a way out. From a young age, I had to learn how to endure and fight. At the age of six, two years after my parents divorced, I chose to go live with my father and his new wife in Arizona. Living with my father was great until my stepmother began abusing me physically, mentally, and emotionally. I endured her abuse until I was taken from my father and put into the juvenile justice system and then a shelter home after I hit my stepmother back in self-defense. I remained there while I waited for my mother to come for me—which would end up taking a couple months. This happened at the age of eight, marking the start of my journey in “the system.”

As a young child, I’d already experienced more pain than I imagined possible. Going forward with my life was difficult because of the years I’d been abused. I’d been left with a tendency toward seeking unhealthy kinds of attention and a habit for choosing paths that weren’t beneficial for my life. I would get into trouble with the police for petty crimes and lash out in much anger to those whom I felt threatened by. I instilled much fear in the ones I loved through many violent outbursts. I would never physically hurt anyone other than myself, but there were many times those around me feared I would hurt them.

When I was thirteen, I entered back into the Wisconsin Juvenile justice system. The next five years of my life were spent in darkness and total solitude. I was heavily medicated with drugs used to treat mental illnesses, despite never being diagnosed with one. I fell victim to self-injuring behavior more than once: cutting, burning, head banging, and pulling out my hair. And, on a number of occasions, I even attempted to take my own life.

I had little to no respect for myself and felt that I was worthless. The people around me, especially those who were supposed to love me, never showed me that I was even worth the air I breathed. Their attitude about me became my attitude about me, and the mentality with which I viewed myself.

At the age of eighteen, I lost my father to suicide while I was still in the Wisconsin justice system. I had been at a low point for quite some time, but this brought more pain to my life than anything I had ever experienced. With that pain still lingering in the shadows, I was sent off to begin my life as an adult. I was fresh out of the criminal justice system and completely unaware of where or how to begin my life as an adult. So at that point, after five years of not being in school, I obtained my High School Equivalency Diploma and went off to college at the University of Wisconsin–Marathon County in Wausau, Wisconsin.

Beginning college brought an entirely new set of trials to my life. I started experimenting with drugs, which led me to abuse prescription painkillers. I also struggled greatly with depression during that period, which reflected very poorly on my performance in school.

Throughout my life, through the good times and the bad, I held closely to my faith in God. There were times that I wavered in my faith and wondered why I had to experience such pain, and times when I wondered how a God of love could allow me to go through this.

Meeting my husband at the age of twenty-five was the turning point in my life. For the first time, I experienced true love and was finally able to start healing. It was through this journey that I embraced my calling and set out to help others who felt they were less than their true worth. I knew I wanted to impact the world and to make a difference, which is how Project Semicolon started. I began Project Semicolon to honor my father and to tell my story. I wanted to instill hope and love in others who also may have struggled or were still struggling in life. Project Semicolon began on April 16, 2013, by launching a graphic on the internet asking those who had struggled with mental illness or had lost a loved one to mental illness to draw a semicolon on their wrist and post a picture to social media, using our hashtags #ProjectSemicolon and #SemicolonProject416. The idea of Project Semicolon was developed through what I refer to as a perfect storm: God had given me something I would later develop into a movement that would reach millions of people.

Despite much heartache and pain I was able to rise from the ashes and prove the best is yet to come. It is my prayer that those who are struggling know that they are loved and that their stories matter. Whatever is happening to you in this moment, know that it does not define your worth. You can conquer the obstacles laid before you and come out stronger on the other side. You got this! I am right here cheering you on along the way.

Stay strong. Love endlessly. Change lives.

 




Amy Bleuel passed away on March 23, 2017. This book serves as a tribute to her incredible work with Project Semicolon. Her story—and her memory—endures.
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Brittany M.
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Michelle R.
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Dana C.
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T.R.



ROS L.
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I grew up with low self-esteem. I always thought I had to be skinnier, prettier, smarter—anything other than what I was—to fit in. I was the kid who wasn’t invited to parties. I watched as my friends became popular while I simply faded into the background.

Maybe it was being alone for so long, or maybe it was because I didn’t love enough, but I found myself crying a lot. When I look back at how I spent most of my high school days, it seems like I was always in a toilet stall crying. I just wanted to be like everyone else. I wanted to be happy, to feel liked, to be loved. Instead, I felt alone and unwanted.

When I was first diagnosed with depression in college, no one took it seriously. By senior year, I just couldn’t cope anymore. My body ached, I skipped class, I slept all day and was a zombie at night. I hated taking the medication I was prescribed, so I stopped. It was a terrible idea; when I returned home after graduation, I tried to kill myself. I would have succeeded had my mom not come in and found me. She cleaned me up and made sure I survived the night. In the morning, I refused to talk about it because I didn’t want to seem weak, didn’t know how to explain depression to her. I still don’t.

This year, I wanted to get off medication. I was feeling much better and wanted to feel “normal” again. But when I told my psychiatrist, I saw sadness creep into her eyes. She had come to the conclusion that I don’t have severe depression. She diagnosed me with bipolar II disorder.

I don’t know if I have come to terms with my diagnosis. I can’t bring myself to tell my family or my friends. If anything, I want to run away and outrun the darkness that always seems to be near.

When I feel happy, is it real? Or is it just a moment of hypomania? I feel as though I cannot trust myself; I cannot trust the happiness I feel.

I’m scared, but I am hopeful.


JAYMEE B.

Someday, I’m going to change the world.

Today, I am a small-town twentysomething fighting a continuous battle with depression, anxiety, borderline personality disorder, and self-harm. I have been judged, dumped, left, and made fun of for this. But I’ve come to realize that there are a significant number of people who face a similar battle, and I want to connect with them. I want to force anyone who denies the reality of mental illness to accept those who struggle with it for how important they truly are.


MAUDE P.
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I am five years old. My heart aches every morning before going to school, and I get physically sick. Dad drives me, bowl and towel in hand. Odd, because I love school.

I am nine years old. The mystery isn’t resolved, but it somehow disappears. Questions remain unanswered.

I am eleven years old. I can’t do sleepovers without having to return home during the night because I feel such dire separation anxiety. I have difficulty adapting to change.

I am fifteen years old and a perfectionist. I am a bookworm, and I study all the time. Performance anxiety takes over. I compare myself to others; I always want more. More recognition, better grades, a brighter future. I am blamed for everything. I write everything down. My agenda looks like a novel. Not the kind you are proud of or that you would share; the kind that you hide because you are embarrassed about its existence and the hold it has on you. My agenda is my life; everything is written methodically. I am scared to death of forgetting to say or do something that could have an impact on someone around me. If I lose my agenda, my world will end.

I am seventeen. I just started college. Anxiety returns. In the middle of a class, my heart starts racing, my head spins in all directions, I have cold sweats, my body starts to itch and then goes numb. I can’t breathe. My time has come. I’m going to die. This is the first of hundreds of panic attacks I will live through. I have three attacks a day. I feel like I’ve run a marathon after each and every one of them. I feel like I’m leaving my body each time it happens.

I am twenty years old. A special person in my life dies. Like that. One day here, the next day gone; no “good-bye,” no “I love you.” Everything within me breaks. The strong and determined young woman in me transforms into someone fragile and lost. I have no interest in anything.

I barely weigh one hundred pounds. It takes everything in my power to get out of bed. I have no energy for this battle. I develop an obsessive-compulsive disorder and overall anxiety issues. I quit school and stop working at the same time.

A short stay in a hospital allows me to meet with professionals who will help me to get better. I feel like a caged animal in that place. Like a disturbed person.

I decide to fight. To hold on to life. Because there is always that flicker of light at the end of the tunnel—as far and as small as it can be, it is there. Because life should be lived to the fullest. Because I am on this earth to accomplish something great and the best is always yet to come. Because I swear that in my darkest times, there was always a spark of hope and a breath of life.


M.P.
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How do I tell a story that has never been told, to an audience I may never meet, to people who can judge me for the scars of my past? How do I tell that story? The truth is, it doesn’t matter how I tell it, who is reading it, or who will judge me. It’s my story, and I am sharing it to reaffirm that mental health issues do not discriminate. If my story offers hope to just one person, then my fear of stepping into the public eye for the first time, as a professional athlete and role model battling depression and anxiety, is worth it.

I am a professional hockey player in the National Women’s Hockey League. But that is not where my story begins. My story begins on the University of Wisconsin campus in Madison, Wisconsin:

Waking up one morning to go to a team workout, swinging one leg after the other out of bed, I remember sitting up, both feet on the ground, looking at the dresser in front of me, thinking, Why? I had gotten to the point where getting out of bed was agonizing, where happiness wasn’t an option because I didn’t remember what it was. I spent the majority of each day thinking it would all be easier if I were gone. This is a mentality I never imagined I could have. Because I know the path of destruction that it leaves behind. I have seen it. Firsthand. When I was seventeen, my friend and teammate took her own life. I had never experienced grief like what I felt that day. Up until that point, I had been sheltered. I grew up in an area with a lot of money, in a family where I needed nothing and wanted for little. I lived in a massive house, my family drove fancy cars, and I had my school uniform dry-cleaned. I was a high school athlete with a full college scholarship, and my parents did everything in their power to protect that. I wasn’t used to losing people, not like that. My parents couldn’t explain it. I couldn’t make sense of it. I didn’t understand it. Until I found myself in Wisconsin, wishing I could end my own life.

For a few years I saw a therapist on and off. I took some medication, felt better for waves and then wouldn’t again, but for the most part I thought it was behind me. Whatever was “wrong” with me, I could handle it. The worst was over. I could manage feeling sad, but the real darkness had disappeared. I was wrong.

After playing the maximum number of years of college hockey and exhausting my athletic eligibility, I still had some credits to finish up. I lived in an apartment alone, wasn’t playing hockey anymore, and felt like I had completely lost control in my life. I could feel that heaviness start to creep back over me, but worse. I stopped leaving my apartment. Getting out of bed was torture, and every hour of the day I felt like I was repeatedly being punched in the stomach. I couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep, would cry for hours, and I didn’t understand why I couldn’t just feel “normal” again. I didn’t want people to think there was something wrong with me, so I isolated myself and didn’t talk about it. I struggled every day to figure out what it truly meant to be happy, and despite looking everywhere, I couldn’t find an answer. My parents told me to just wake up and put a smile on. They didn’t understand that I couldn’t change it. I was trapped in a darkness I couldn’t escape and had no concept of how to find a way out.

Two days before graduation, I called home. I talked to my brother and my mom, and before I hung up I said, “I’m done.” I got into my car, found an overpass, and drove full speed into the bridge. I woke up in the hospital, terrified of what I had done. Seeing the look on the faces of my family was the worst experience of my life.

I was lucky. Lucky that what I tried didn’t work. Lucky that I have a family who has forgiven me. Lucky that I was given a second chance.

In my journey back from my accident, I have learned a lot. I have learned that the people I thought would judge me for my depression were upset that I didn’t reach out. I have learned that my depression doesn’t define who I am to the world. I have found the courage to finally be honest and open about my past. I was afraid of how the world would see me, afraid of the people I would let down and the stereotypes I would be subjected to in the athletic community.

I will undoubtedly face criticism for sharing my story. I will likely have people who try to use my past against me, and others who will unduly judge me, or simply try to be hurtful. I have learned that that doesn’t matter. I am not less of a person because of the battles of my past, but rather, a better one.

What I have learned, most importantly, through my journey has been self-acceptance. I have accepted who I am as a person, entirely, and I live every day knowing that I am the most perfect possible version of myself. Over this past year I have become more comfortable talking about my personal experiences. I have opened up about my struggles. But this is the first time I am sharing my full story for the whole world to see. It is important to me. It is important because no matter who we are or where we come from, we all have demons. I am sharing my message because regardless of what light others may view me in, I still have days where I wake up and every step is a struggle. I am speaking out in the hope that others may come to terms in their own lives, and accept themselves completely for who they are. Mental health has no rules, knows no stranger, and can impact anyone. No one should ever try to walk that path alone.


KAREN V.

In Memoriam

There were many times Russ wanted us to break up so he would not be a burden to me, though I never saw it that way. Russ took prescription medications to treat his illnesses and they worked well enough, though the auditory hallucinations took their toll. It seemed he could never get rid of them no matter what he took or did. He informed me that the “voices” would put him down, tell him he was not good enough, berate him, and tell him other dark things. I did not always know how bad the dark things were for him because he would not confide in me, even when I became his wife; he did not want me to worry.

December 14, 2008, started out like any other Sunday. The weather had changed and the temperature was mild. Russ seemed a bit off that morning, but nothing he said or did concerned me. He went out to the garage to work on a project I later discovered he’d never started. When I went to check his progress and bring him in so we could get ready for church, I made the worst discovery anyone could: Russ had hung himself from the rafters.

He had seen his psychologist three days prior, and the doctor informed us after the fact that there were no signs of trouble, no indications that suicide was a thought in his mind. We—his family, friends, and the police—figured the voices told him to commit suicide in order to not be a burden to anyone. Months later, I found evidence in the browser search history on his computer that led me to believe he’d planned this day out.

I moved through the motions as a grieving widow. As the days and weeks passed, I found myself lost and confused, plagued with so many questions. Survivor’s guilt followed me everywhere along with flashbacks, the inability to sleep, nightmares, night terrors, and emotional stress—all symptoms of PTSD, which I was later diagnosed with. I spent two years in counseling and in a few other programs and support groups working through my grief. My counselor told me, “You do not get over it; you work through it.” I think of that phrase often.

On a retreat in Mexico, I finally accepted Russ’s death and forgave God for allowing everything to happen. Russ left me with a special gift to help educate, inform, and inspire other people. Every October, we (the community, family, and friends) walk in the local Out of the Darkness Community Walk to raise awareness, educate about mental illness, and stomp out the stigma surrounding the completion of suicide.

My journey continues.


ALLY H.

My land legs are a bit wobbly as of late. Of course when I say land, I mean life, and when I say wobbly, I mean vulnerable. I am essentially feeling vulnerable in life.

Mayer-Rokitansky-Küster-Hauser syndrome (MRKH)—a condition that causes the vagina and uterus to be underdeveloped or absent—has been explained to me as a “genetic pothole in the road.” And it has required a mammoth and grueling process of self-acceptance since I was diagnosed in my late teens. Being told at such a vulnerable and innocent age that you were born without certain “female parts” that instinctively and innately define us as “complete” women—despite on the outside looking “normal” (whatever that overused buzzword means)—was nothing short of harrowing.

Though this diagnosis no longer burdens me, the scars on my body do.

No one ever really stares or asks the uncomfortable questions. Friends say, “Could be anything—you could have fallen into something!” Yes, a razor blade!

Dark humor aside, I do see their kindness and I love them even more for wrapping me up in this beautiful and unconditional love. But frankly, I am really upset that I chose to brand myself in this manner. The process of self-acceptance rattled me in a way that I simply did not anticipate.

So, where to from here? I tackle this in the only ways I know how: I up my yoga practice, I swim alone, and I choose to be okay with that. I wear shorter sleeves on purpose and try to respond “thank you” to compliments. When I go on a date, I try to have twinkly eyes as opposed to internally rehearsing scripts of apology when my past is uncovered. Do I say I had a difficult teenage life? Do I say how I’ve come through the other side? Do I not say anything and wait for the question to be asked?

Only recently, I was walking to meet one particular boy for a Sunday afternoon of ocean frolicking and summer silliness. But as I approached the beach, I very nearly turned back. Why? Because there was a chance we might go for a swim. A swim! I would have to deliver my script, unclothe my past, absorb the stares, and risk a potential opportunity for love.

When did my fears become so profound that I would deny myself such precious moments? This is when I chose to change my script.

Self-harm is not attention-seeking or abnormal (as one date uttered under his breath at the end of a meal). It is not a weakness or a reason to be ashamed. My shame is stale and expired. For me, during that sad time, I was finding an expression when I didn’t have the tools to express myself in any other way.

My expression was fear and a simple sadness at “not feeling good enough.” I did this practice alone, quietly. I didn’t understand it. I just know that when I do peer down at the scars that will never go away, I have an opportunity to embrace and love all that I am and all that I will become.


COLLEEN G.

My world has been falling down all around me since I can remember. But I guess when all your world does is fall, you quickly learn how to stand strong.

My early childhood consisted of me going back and forth between my divorced parents’ houses. At my dad’s, I got to watch him drink beer. At my mom’s, I got to watch her sleep all day.

That was the year I learned loneliness.

When I turned five, I started kindergarten and was able to hang out with my cousins. Turns out one of my cousin’s fourteen-year-old friends had a thing for little girls. He said if I told anyone, I would get in trouble. I didn’t tell anyone.

That was the year I learned to be afraid.

At eight years old, I was a chubby kid. A couple of the boys would pull on the straps of my training bra and snap them against my back. Other kids would laugh because I couldn’t run the mile fast enough.

That was the year I learned to hate my body.

When I was ten, my mom decided to move to another state. She left me with my dad, who was still drinking those beers all night.

That was the year I learned everyone leaves.

When I was twelve, I moved to my mom’s house to give it a try. I had short hair and wore baggy clothes. All the kids in school called me a boy and spread rumors that I was bi. Every night I got at least five phone calls telling me, “Just kill yourself already.” I moved back with my dad and the rumors started there too. Kids shoved me, spit on me, laughed at me, and made fun of me. Some girls tried to fight me while I ate my lunch.

That was the year I learned what a blade could do.

When I was fourteen years old, I started high school. I hung out with the upperclassmen to try to fit in. I started to date one of them. I fell in love with him. His friends decided they wanted me too. They touched me, hooted at me. He did everything he could to make them back off, but they just wouldn’t listen.

That was the year I learned what it meant to want to die, the year I learned what depression is, what anxiety is. I learned that I have them. That was the year I learned that love can’t heal you.

When I was sixteen years old, I had a friend. He and I hung out all the time. One night he stayed at my house like normal. I woke up with him on top of me. I puked and couldn’t stop shaking.

That was the year I learned what rape was. That was the year I couldn’t sleep without the lights on.

When I turned eighteen, I had a breakdown and didn’t want to live anymore. I had to go to the mental hospital. I found out that I have PTSD from my rape. When I got home, my mom was wasted. She kept asking me why I didn’t talk to her. I told her I just wanted to go to sleep. She yelled at me, said I was a liar, and kicked my fiancé and me out on the street at midnight. She texted me an hour later and told me not to “make a mockery out of suicide.” My fiancé held me while I screamed and cried.

That was the year I learned what it felt like to shatter.

Now I am turning twenty.

This year I learned how to plan a wedding. I learned how to be a certified nursing assistant. I learned how to take care of myself. I learned the feeling of walking down the aisle. I learned how to love my husband more than anything.

I’ve learned a lot in this short life of mine. I’ve learned that life is very hard. Life is unjust. But I’ve also learned that if you know where to look, it’s beautiful. I may have had a hard life. Some might even say an unbearable life, but now I wake up every day with a big smile on my face. I wake up knowing I have made it this far, so I can make it even further. I still have a lot to learn, and a rich, full life ahead of me.


NATASHA E.

All my life I have believed suicide was my only option for solving problems and dealing with feelings that seemed beyond me. I’m grateful that with a combination of one-on-one and group therapy, the right medication, finding a higher power, journaling, and lots of hard work over the last twenty years of my life, I have learned that I have more options than suicide. And I am stronger than I give myself credit for. I make life as simple as it can be and put my mental health above everything else; that is what keeps me carrying on.
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Christopher and Tabetha J.
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Alysa R.
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Brittani S.
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Chelsea B.
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