
		
			Advance Praise for Sushi Tuesdays

			 

			“Sushi Tuesdays is an achingly beautiful memoir that I want to put in the hands of every person I know who has experienced grief. Actually, I want everyone who is human to read this marvel of a love story. Charlotte Maya unflinchingly brings light and hope to things most people are afraid to talk about. We need her voice. This book will stay with you long after the last page.”

			—Jennifer Pastiloff, National Bestselling author of On Being Human

			“Sushi Tuesdays is a story of hope and healing in the face of unspeakable sadness. With her exquisite writing, unflinching candor, and at times wry humor, Charlotte Maya shares her family’s struggle with the abject sorrow of her husband’s suicide and the winding path to recovery. It’s a beautiful and poignant reminder that even in life’s darkest times, daylight is within reach.” 

			—Sam Farmer, Los Angeles Times

			“Sushi Tuesdays, a stunningly honest and beautifully written memoir by Charlotte Maya, does the impossible: answers the question of how you survive after a loved one dies by suicide. One ordinary October Saturday, the author’s husband of fifteen years jumped off a building while she and her young sons were at a soccer game, leaving her shocked, furious, and widowed. In an instant. Her account of the minutes, hours, days, months, and years after the suicide is unflinching, opening a window into the most intimate stages of grief that most of us would be too timid to ask about. There are lessons here for all of us, for those who have wondered about what it must be like absorb that kind of loss and for those of us who have experienced suicide in our own lives. As we learn from Maya, moving forward involves anger, love, patience, therapy, friends, running, faith, and yes, sushi on Tuesdays.”

			—Lian Dolan, Author of The Sweeney Sisters and Creator of the Satellite Sisters podcast

			“‘Why?’ asks Charlotte Maya in this eloquent and heart-wrenching memoir of the aftermath of her forty-one year old husband’s suicide. Left with two young sons to raise she also asks, ‘What now?’ As she navigates the days, weeks, months, and years afterward, the why is never fully answered but she moves forward through grief, therapy, dealing with extended family, and caring for her boys to discover an unexpected what now. Written with grace, grit, and dark humor, Maya’s journey through her own grief offers comfort to anyone whose partner has died. To those who are surviving parents of young children it offers even more—the kids can get through it too. This is a story ultimately of love, hope and gratitude.”

			—Barbara Abercrombie, Advanced Memoir instructor in the Writers’ Program at UCLA Extension and Author of sixteen books and the Editor of The Language of Loss: Poetry & Prose for Grieving & Celebrating the Love of Your Life

			 

			“A heartbreakingly beautiful story of loss and resurrection of both family and faith, shared with generosity of spirit and heart, and the assurance that the deepest wounds in life can, with work, be healed by love.”

			—Shannon Huffman Polson, author of North of Hope: A Daughter’s Arctic Journey 

			“Gripping, beautiful, and inspiring. An absolutely stunning memoir from the first page to the last!!” 

			—Kim Bergman, PhD, Licensed Psychologist, Senior partner of Growing Generations and author of Your Future Family: The Essential Guide to Assisted Reproduction, You Began as a Wish, and the upcoming, Psychological and Medical Perspectives on Fertility Care and Sexual Health

			“Everyone knows someone who has taken their own life…and everyone knows someone who is thinking about it—whether we know it or not. But we don’t talk about it. Ever. And that silence isolates. That silence kills.

			I wish I had read Sushi Tuesdays twenty years ago when I had to preside at the funeral of a college student who had taken his life. I wish I had read it three years ago when a parishioner of mine jumped off a bridge leaving his wife and young child behind. I wish I had read it and I wish I had had it to give to those who were going through this nightmare because it is simply the best, most honest memoir of suicide I can possibly imagine. 

			From the very first chapter, Charlotte Maya gently invites us into the brutality of someone you love taking their own life. Sushi Tuesdays is vulnerable without being self-indulgent. It is raw without being grisly. She masterfully captures the complexity of the emotions and experiences she held and still holds in tension, resisting the temptation to tie it up in a bow. Her pain and rage is as real as her hope and love. This book changed me…and I am deeply grateful for it and for her.

			Sushi Tuesdays should be required reading in every seminary…and really for every person. Because everyone knows someone who has taken their own life. Everyone knows someone who is closer to it than we think.” 

			—The Rev. Mike Kinman, Rector, All Saints Episcopal Church, Pasadena, CA

			“Sushi Tuesdays captures the beautiful ache of being human. If you’re in the depths of loss, wondering how you will open your heart again, this book is for you. Charlotte Maya is a stunning writer who shows us how to hold space for grief with unflinching truth and love.” 

			—Nadine Kenney Johnstone, author, writing coach, and Heart of the Story podcast host

			“In Sushi Tuesdays, Charlotte Maya offers us a glimpse into the lives of her and her young sons in the devastating aftermath of her husband’s suicide. With unflinching honesty and unexpected humor, Maya shares her family’s journey from overwhelming grief to surprising new beginnings. It’s not a spoiler to say love wins.” 

			—April Dávila, award-winning author of 142 Ostriches and co-founder of A Very Important Meeting
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			If you or someone you know is experiencing suicidal thoughts, please call the Suicide Prevention Lifeline at 988 or text HOME to the Crisis Text Line at 741741. Help is available; please ask.





 

			 

			 

			 

			Tis a Fearful Thing

			by Yehuda HaLevi (1075–1141)

			translated by Chaim Stern

			 

			‘Tis a fearful thing

			to love what death can touch.

			 

			A fearful thing

			to love, to hope, to dream, to be—

			to be,

			And oh, to lose.

			 

			A thing for fools, this,

			And a holy thing,

			a holy thing

			to love.

			 

			For your life has lived in me,

			your laugh once lifted me,

			your word was gift to me.

			 

			To remember this brings painful joy.

			 

			‘Tis a human thing, love,

			a holy thing, to love

			what death has touched.





Chapter 1

			Fall in Southern California (2007)

			It would have been a perfectly ordinary Saturday if only my husband had taken a nap like he said he was going to.

			Six-year-old Jason skipped into the family room dressed in the ubiquitous AYSO shirt and shorts, holding his “shin-kickers” and cleats.

			“They’re shin-protectors,” said Danny, as authoritative as only an eight-year-old can be. “I can kick you in the shins and it won’t even hurt. See?” He lifted one foot and pretended to take aim at his little brother.

			“Mommy!”

			“All right, gentlemen, let’s go.” I was a suburban soccer mom with a clipboard and a bob haircut. Juggling snacks, a camera, and the soccer gear, I turned to my husband. “Sure you don’t want to join us?”

			Sam looked vaguely amused at our shenanigans. But mostly he looked stressed, and his wide brown eyes were rimmed red with exhaustion.

			“No,” he said. “You go ahead. I’ll stay here and take a nap.”

			Good idea, I thought.

			Danny offered to stay home with Daddy, hoping to avoid watching his brother’s game. Sam shook his head. Danny resigned himself to an hour’s boredom, protesting the sport of soccer in general and wishing he were playing baseball instead.

			I ushered the boys toward the door. “We’ll meet Daddy at Berge’s after,” I said, bribing my children with their favorite lunch. “And then we’ll all go for a hike.”

			Danny looked thoughtful. “Can I get a tuna melt?”

			They did make great tuna melts—crispy sourdough, the warm cheddar just soft. I could already taste it.

			“I want turkey!” Jason hollered, and bounced out of the house.

			Sam half smiled his amusement and shook his head. After seventeen years together, I knew what he was thinking. The boys had inherited my obsession with food. I thought about lunch and planned dinner while I was eating breakfast. I loved to eat and to cook. Sam couldn’t even begin to think about food until he was actually hungry, which, in my opinion, was entirely too late. The biggest fight we ever had, early in our dating days, was the result of postponing a meal for too long. Ever since, if Sam thought I was being unreasonable, he would gently ask, “When was the last time you ate?” And I would scowl and grab a snack, secretly pleased that he knew me so well.

			I turned to my husband to give him a kiss. His normally bright eyes looked muted and far away, as if he was having trouble focusing. It seemed almost as if he was about to cry, except that Sam rarely cried.

			“Get some rest,” I said. “I’ll call you after the game.”

			“Bye, Daddy!” the boys shouted from the driveway before they climbed into our Ford Expedition “Mommy Edition,” stocked with organic granola bars, stick sunscreen, and sand toys. No sooner was I down the block when I remembered there was a UCLA football game that day. The corresponding Rose Bowl traffic would dictate our route. I flipped open my phone and dialed Sam’s number without looking. I knew it by heart.

			He didn’t know where the Bruins were playing or who they were playing against. It surprised me that my Bruin-loving husband didn’t know what time the UCLA game was. That’s how I knew he was worn out. I decided to avoid the Rose Bowl just in case. I told him to go back to sleep.

			“Bye, sweetie, I love you.”

			“Bye, sweetie, I love you,” he mirrored.

			We always said our goodbyes the same way. Sam was my constant. Just the week before, I had been cleaning out a drawer of cards he had given me over the years—birthday, anniversary, Mother’s Day, no-particular-occasion-I-love-you cards—which had grown into a giant stack. I selected a few favorites to keep and threw the rest away, thinking I had a lifetime ahead of me of handwritten cards from my husband and not nearly enough storage space in my desk to hold them all. I had done the same with his voicemail messages, deleting them almost as soon as I listened to them, not realizing that one day they would stop, that one day I would no longer be able to retrieve his voice.

			I didn’t know when we ended that call that it would be our last goodbye.

			Sam did.

			***

			When we arrived at the soccer field, Jason ricocheted out of the car like a rogue marble and ran to join his team. Danny ambled off to find a friend.

			Coach Ben corralled the Green Goblins, a team of six-year-olds buzzing with energy. They played soccer like a hive of fluorescent green and navy-blue bees, swarming the ball in its erratic path up and down the field. Ben had a laissez-faire attitude and a British upbringing, which rendered him the obvious choice to coach the young boys’ team.

			It was a gorgeous fall day: clear blue sky, not too hot but not too cold, a gentle breeze. As most of our daily forecasts go, it was “Mostly sunny, no chance of rain.” This is why we paid the Southern California “weather tax.” It’s a joyous climate. As the Green Goblins started to play, I set up a camp chair on the sidelines. Danny grabbed our soccer ball and went to the far side of the field to kick around.

			Ben’s wife Linda arrived with their toddler on her hip. A pretty petite blonde, she was nervous about all manner of evil that could befall her children. Ben joked that she would still keep them safely in utero if she could.

			“Where’s Sam?” she asked.

			“Taking a nap. He was up late working. The stock market fell three hundred and sixty points yesterday.”

			Linda shook her head sympathetically. Then she set up her chair next to mine and sat down. “How is your work going?”

			“The transition is hard,” I admitted. It had been a logical time for me to go back to practicing law part-time. With the boys in first and third grades, they finally had similar schedules at the same school. “I will confess, though, that it is gratifying for the boys to see me in a different light. I’m not just the purveyor of PB&J. I had a court appearance first thing Thursday morning, and when the boys saw me wearing a suit and heels, they were shocked. Danny said, ‘Mommy! You really are a lawyer!’”

			Linda laughed. I felt my throat constrict around what I didn’t say: I would have preferred to be home full-time with my boys and a third baby. Sam and I had stopped using birth control, and I was two days late. But even if I was pregnant, not working was no longer an option. Sam had become increasingly concerned about our finances.

			Linda’s toddler squealed and squirmed to the ground to wobble-walk toward his daddy on the field. She got up and gently guided him back along the sidelines.

			I snapped a few pictures on my digital camera of Jason and the Green Goblins, Linda and her little one, and Danny laughing and kicking the ball.

			I called Sam after the game. He didn’t answer his phone, and I was grateful that he was letting himself rest. I left a voicemail to let him know we were heading to lunch, hoping he would meet us there. The boys hollered in the background so Daddy could hear their munchkin voices: “See you soon, Daddy!” “We won!” “No, you didn’t!” “Did too!” “Come have lunch with us!”

			All of us ended with “I love you.”

			The hometown sandwich shop was adjacent to the junior high school I attended when my family first moved to La Cañada, and the proprietress “Queenie” sat at her designated table, doing her accounting and greeting the community. The walls were covered with plaques of AYSO soccer and peewee baseball teams Berge’s had sponsored over the years. I was not the only patron who came here as a kid and now brought her own children.

			Queenie welcomed us and commented, as people often did, that we had a “hers” and a “his.” Danny was blond and blue-eyed, just like me and my Swiss mother. Jason looked uncannily like his Cuban father, with round brown eyes and olive skin. Their coloring was so opposite that a stranger once asked me if my sons had different fathers.

			I smiled at Queenie and tousled their hair. “It’s true. We’ve got one vanilla and one chocolate!”

			***

			When we arrived home with Sam’s tuna melt to-go, his car was missing from his normal parking spot in front of the house. Weird, I thought. I would have expected him to be home. Maybe he went to the office? I called again. Again, no answer. I left another voicemail. “Hey sweetie! Where’d you go? We’re going to go hike soon. Hope you can join us!”

			Had he forgotten about the hike?

			I felt my chest start to tighten. It was unusual that Sam had left without calling me, but I also knew that sometimes he liked to drive and think. His car was a place of solace for him. More than once, he had taken a nap in his car, where he could rest undisturbed.

			I waited a bit, delaying our start—but we would lose daylight if we didn’t hit the trail soon. I was disappointed that he would miss out on the hike, but I appreciated that he needed time to himself, away from the demands of both work and home.

			I left another voicemail, so Sam wouldn’t worry about us when he returned to an empty house. “We’re heading out for our hike. We’ve got the dog with us. I love you, sweetie.”

			I leashed up our black and tan Cavalier King Charles Spaniel, loaded up the kids, and drove to the trailhead.

			“I want to hold Parker’s leash!” Naturally, our family dog was named after a superhero (Peter Parker, aka Spider-Man).

			“No, me!”

			“Let’s both hold it!”

			“Okay!”

			I never got tired of the combination of the boys and their dog, all eight of their feet kicking up a dust flurry of joy and mess. If everybody ended the day with grass-stained knees and covered in mud, that was a good day.

			A hiker coming off the trail looked at our pandemonium and said something I couldn’t quite understand. He approached us, looking serious. “There’s a baby rattler up around that corner.”

			“A rattlesnake?”

			“Yeah, right in the middle of the trail. Be sure to hold on to the pup.”

			We continued on our way, and sure enough, up and around the bend lay the baby snake, only a few shades of brown darker than the dusty trail. Baby rattlers are particularly dangerous because they are quick to strike. Their rattles not yet developed, they sound no warning. Thank goodness the hiker alerted us.

			“Mommy!” Danny urged. “Pick up Parker!” Dogs are the most common victims of snakebites, so I grabbed our fifteen-pound designer dog and held him under my arm.

			We stood back cautiously and admired the baby rattler. It was beautiful, in a vulnerable and lethal kind of way. That snake—barely the length of a ruler—held venom potent enough to jeopardize a human life. Strangely, a young rattler’s bite doesn’t swell, so its victim might not realize the danger until it’s too late for an antidote. Meanwhile, the victim hemorrhages internally, invisible from the outside.

			The rattler relaxed in the warmth of the sun, even as the fall days were shortening. It was not interested in us. Giving it a wide berth, we walked around the snake and continued up the trail. As I guided my sons around the viper, I thought, Safety Dad is going to kill me! As protective as he was, Sam might even have turned around at that point on the trail, and I wondered if there was any chance that the boys wouldn’t rat me out when we got home.

			We continued up the trail until we reached a little pond. I sat on a nearby rock, enjoying the soothing splash of the stream descending from the pond. Parker wagged and sniffed. Danny sat next to me, contemplative. Jason squatted at the edge of the water, his shoes covered in mud, and caught a tiny, greenish-brown frog.

			“Mommy! Take a picture of my frog so we can show Daddy!” Jason held his small, soft hands up toward me, and I snapped a photograph.

			Danny wondered aloud, “Mommy, do you think it hurts the tadpoles when they turn into frogs? Or do they get excited for the transformation? Do they even know? Maybe they wake up surprised. Like, whoa! Where did my tail go? And then they look into their froggy mirrors in the pond, and they don’t know their new names.”

			I wished I had a pen and paper to write this stuff down so I could tell Sam later. He had a better memory than I did for the funny things our children said.

			Jason interrupted. “No, Parker! Don’t eat my frog!”

			It was time to put the beleaguered frog back in the pond. Jason gently coaxed the frog off his hand and back toward the water. “Bye, froggy! You’ll be safe here. We’re going now.”

			With thoughts of dinner and Daddy, we headed back down the trail. As the sun descended, the temperature cooled. We passed where the snake had been, and I was relieved to see the rattler had retreated. Surely Sam has returned my call by now, I thought, knowing that the reception in the mountains was so poor I would not have received it while we were hiking. As we got into the parking lot, I checked my phone. Nothing from Sam, although there was a missed call from a number I didn’t recognize.

			I called again. Still no answer.

			Ever since Sam had been seriously injured in a car accident ten years earlier, I could go from zero to abject panic in no time flat. Sam helped me manage my anxiety with frequent calls and emails. We never went a full day without checking in, not usually more than a few hours, and now I hadn’t heard from him all day. I didn’t want to alarm the boys, but something felt very wrong. I steadied myself with a few deep breaths. I talked myself down. He’s fine, I reassured myself. I’m sure he’s home. But I could feel my heart beating faster and the panic rising. I focused on seeing his car in its normal place, parked in front of the house. Once I spotted his sensible used Volvo, I would know that he was safely inside. Danny and Jason were chirping in the backseat, but I heard them only as a distant soundtrack. All I could think about was getting home to Sam.

			I turned the corner and looked down my street. Sam’s car was missing. Instead, parked in his spot was a police car. Blue and red lights flashed silently. I held my breath. I moved in slow motion. As I drew close enough to see the front of my house, I could see that the chairs on my front porch were empty. If the police were at my house, I thought, they would be sitting in those chairs; and since they’re not, then they must be at a different house. I exhaled. My shoulders relaxed. Oh thank God. It’s one of the neighbors. Not my most charitable moment, but I was relieved that the emergency belonged to somebody else.

			I pulled into the driveway, and there they stood: a policewoman, a policeman, and a priest. When they saw me, the three figures adjusted stiffly, official and expectant.

			My mind reeled. Oh, no no no no. They don’t belong here. For a fleeting second, I considered backing out of the driveway, but it was too late.

			I focused on one little square of white in a field of black, something so terribly out of place that I couldn’t take my eyes off it. Where is Sam? What is going on? Why isn’t he calling me back?

			I kept staring at that clerical collar. A priest?!

			I shifted into park and cut the engine. I didn’t want the boys to hear what the trio had to say. I didn’t want to hear it, either, but I had to protect my sons from whatever this was.

			“Boys, stay here.” I slammed the car door closed, then hesitated. None of the uniforms were smiling. “My children are in the car.”

			The female officer took a step forward. “They need to talk to you inside,” she said, gesturing toward her partner and the priest. Her tone was cordial but businesslike. “I’ll watch the boys,” she continued. It was not a request.

			How did she know I have boys? What I said was “my children.”

			The men ushered me into the house, pushing the front door open.

			Why was the front door already unlocked?

			“Please sit down,” the priest said. I looked from the white clerical collar to his face. He had kind eyes.

			I didn’t move.

			I didn’t want to sit down. If I keep standing, maybe they won’t tell me, I thought, as if I could stretch time to a standstill. I didn’t want to hear what the white collar had to say.

			“Please,” the officer said gently, leading me toward the sofa as though I were a guest in his living room. As though he had already planned out how this conversation was going to go. His stiff blue uniform seemed unnaturally free from wrinkles.

			I sat. I looked down at the folded hands on my knees. I could see my fingers, but I couldn’t feel them. I closed my eyes and exhaled. I opened my eyes and looked up at the gleaming badge.

			The officer spoke. “You are Charlotte Maya?”

			I nodded.

			“I am very sorry to inform you that your husband is dead. He jumped from a parking structure in Pasadena earlier this afternoon.”

			I held my breath. My legs went numb, as if all the blood in my body was rushing toward my heart and lungs, willing one more beat, another breath.

			I shook my head. “No. No. No.”

			He didn’t. Not Sam. He wouldn’t.

			“I’m sorry, ma’am.”

			This isn’t real. Sam’s not dead. It’s somebody else.

			“Sam Maya?” I confirmed.

			The officer looked at me and nodded. “Yes.”

			“No,” I said, still shaking my head.

			“I’m sorry, ma’am.”

			It was as if I physically couldn’t hear what the officer said. My brain was willing his words away. I repeated his words back to him, but they didn’t make sense.

			“Sam killed himself? It wasn’t an accident?”

			“No, ma’am.” He was exceedingly patient.

			I tried to pinch one hand with the other but felt nothing. A thought occurred to me, something that would make what was happening even worse. Had they separated my children from me to remove them from my custody?

			“Maybe I’ve watched too much Law & Order, but am I in trouble?”

			He looked as though he wished he could smile but didn’t. Still, I was relieved when he assured me that I was not a suspect in my husband’s death.

			I asked if they needed me to identify the body. He told me it wouldn’t be necessary. “I’m sorry to have to ask,” he said, “but do you know why he would have taken his own life?”

			“He didn’t sleep last night. He mentioned something about people losing money.” I thought he meant clients. I didn’t know whether we had lost money, too.

			The officer watched me carefully, the way a person might look while explaining a new concept to a young child, or to someone who spoke a foreign language. Then he continued, “He left a note.” He handed me a white piece of paper. “It’s a really nice one.”

			I recognized Sam’s handwriting, but I could hardly comprehend what I was reading:

			Dear Charlotte,

			Loving you and helping bring Danny and Jason into the world has been my greatest joy and accomplishment.

			You have been an amazing wife and you are the best mother in the universe. Danny and Jason need you without the burden of me.

			Please tell Danny and Jason that I love them with all my heart. And I love you with all my heart.

			I’m so sorry.

			I LOVE YOU.

			Sam

			My eyes blurred. I couldn’t bear it. I heard myself saying no over and over, shaking my head. No. No. No.

			“We often see much worse,” the officer said. He explained that most suicides don’t leave notes, and the ones that do are ugly, blaming others for their own misery and untimely death. This information did nothing to comfort me.

			“It’s not exactly the love note I would have wanted.”

			He then informed me that they kept the original note as evidence. The note in my hand was a “cleaned-up photocopy.”

			I looked up from the paper in my hand. “Can I see him?”

			The policeman held my eyes with his gaze, pointedly trying to convey a silent message. Then he shook his head slowly back and forth, indicating no, still keeping eye contact. But the words he said—the words he was required to say—were “You can.”

			My stomach clenched, comprehending. “It’s not pretty, is it?”

			“No, ma’am, it’s not.”

			I will never see my husband again. I wanted to throw up.

			“How am I going to I tell my children?”

			He exhaled slowly, closed his eyes momentarily, and then looked at me. He spoke carefully. “We will tell the boys that their father died, but you will have to tell them how. And we recommend that you tell them the truth, because you do not want them to find out what happened from somebody else.”

			I looked at the officer for a long moment. What he said made sense, and yet the fact that he was standing in front of me made no sense at all. “Do you have children?”

			“I do.”

			“I’ll bet you hug them extra tight on days like this.”

			“I do.”

			“I can’t feel my legs.”

			“That’s normal.”

			“I don’t think any part of this evening has been normal.”

			“I’m sorry,” the policeman continued. “This is the worst part of our job.”

			“It’s not much fun from my side, either.”

			He then advised, “Don’t assume that because Sam killed himself that you are not entitled to his life insurance.”

			My brain couldn’t process all the information. It was too much, like a freeway’s worth of rush-hour traffic funneled through a single lane. It would take hours to hear what he had said in the last few minutes, and yet it boiled down to three words: Sam was dead.

			“Do you have family close by?” he asked.

			“My parents live in Ventura, and my sister lives downtown.”

			“Anyone closer?”

			“Dave and Nancy. They live around the corner.” They were close friends from church—so close that Danny and Jason called them “Uncle Dave” and “Aunt Nancy.” Dave was an attorney who had tried to talk me out of going to law school. Nancy was the elementary school librarian who knew the name, reading level, and favorite book of each child at her school. The officer nodded and wrote down their names and phone number, then helped me to my feet and walked me to my bedroom. “We’ll talk to the kids,” he said, “and then bring them to you.”

			I settled into my oversized reading chair and sat there, shocked. I could not wrap my mind around the idea that Sam was dead. He jumped. He jumped off a parking structure adjacent to his office building.

			Another idea hit me. Sam lied to me. He never lied to me. He said he was going to take a nap. Whose idea was that—mine or his? I couldn’t remember. It seemed so logical, because he hadn’t slept at all the night before. I had taken both boys to the game so he could take a nap. Was that the opening he was looking for? Why didn’t he just take a nap? What if he had gotten some sleep?

			This isn’t happening. But it did happen.

			I pictured Sam sitting on a barstool at the kitchen island writing the note. Is that what he was working on last night? I imagined the white paper, wrinkled from having been stuffed in his pocket, or maybe held tightly in his hand. Then I imagined an officer finding the blood-spattered note on the sidewalk near Sam’s body.

			Sam mentioned people losing money yesterday. Did they? How much? Was it his fault? What did he do?

			My thoughts flitted. There must be a way to turn back the clock. There is no way Sam would have killed himself. I have to find a way back to this morning. He was here this morning. Just a few hours ago. He was supposed to take a nap, meet us for lunch, and go with us on the hike.

			I thought back to the tears in Sam’s eyes and how strange they seemed. Sam was rarely outwardly emotional. He hardly ever cried. The man did not laugh out loud, and he was not prone to tears. I could count on one hand the number of times I had seen my husband cry: 1) After seeing his dying uncle and knowing it would be the last time, 2) During the first dance at our wedding, 3) Upon Danny’s birth, 4) And Jason’s, and 5) On the day he died. I thought those bloodshot eyes were evidence of how exhausted he was. Only then did I understand he had been crying.

			Should I have stayed home to make sure he took a nap? What if I had gone to the game with Jason and left Danny home with him? Would Sam have taken a nap then? Or would he have taken Danny with him? I learned later that when the police couldn’t reach me on the phone, they used Sam’s house keys, as per protocol, to check his home to make sure it wasn’t a murder-suicide. That’s why the door was unlocked. They went through my home and saw the piles of laundry, the dog’s dish on the floor, the family pictures hanging on the wall. That’s how the policewoman knew I had sons. She knew before I did that our lives as we knew them were over.

			When she brought my sons to me, I scooped them into my arms. Their confused faces looked to me for answers. I could not fall apart; these little ones were depending on me. I went into Mommy mode. With a child tucked under each arm, I told them what little I knew. I told them the truth. The truth of Sam’s life—that he loved them dearly. And the truth of his death—that he killed himself by jumping from the top of a tall building.

			It was the hardest thing I have ever done.

			Danny asked, “Did somebody push him?” The idea of suicide was unfathomable.

			“No, sweetheart.”

			The young boy was incredulous. He screwed up his face, trying to understand. “Daddy did that,” he paused, the idea so ludicrous it could hardly be articulated, “to himself?”

			It didn’t make any sense.

			“Are you sure he wasn’t pushed?”

			That would certainly have made more sense.

			Jason asked, “Daddy would rather die than go to my soccer game?”

			My heart shattered. How on earth were my children supposed to make sense of their father’s suicide?

			As I held them, I heard myself say, “Your father’s love for you will protect you for your entire life.” These words rang true. I hoped we would find comfort in them.

			The police and the priest must have welcomed Dave and Nancy into my home, because when I looked up, I saw all five of them standing at the edge of my bedroom, listening to my conversation with the boys. They nodded their approval. There was no pretense of privacy in those terrible moments of our lives, laid bare before our dear friends and complete strangers alike.

			The police and the priest had now completed their assignment—taking care of Sam’s body, cataloguing his belongings, notifying me, and calling in my crisis support team. It was time for them to go. The policeman gave me his business card, an identification number for the police report, and the telephone number for the County Coroner’s office. The priest handed me his business card as well. I took them, tentatively. It would be years before I could look at a gold police badge or a white clerical collar without shaking and bursting into tears.

			“You take care of yourself now, ma’am,” said the policeman.

			They returned to their lives, and I was left with mine.





Chapter 2

			The Longest Night

			It was dark. I had no idea how long we had been home with the police. Our hike felt like a distant memory. We had lost the soccer ball at the field earlier; it had seemed important at the time.

			Dave wrapped me in a bear hug. At almost 5’9”, I am tall enough to have flirted with a career in modeling. Dave dwarfed me. I was keenly aware of my own powerlessness. Part of me longed to collapse, but I wouldn’t allow myself to. I had two sons who needed me.

			Dave handed me to Nancy, and she held me for an extended moment. My same height and build, she had been mistaken for my older sister before. The woman radiated tenderness, and it would have been easy to stay in her embrace. Uncharacteristically, she pulled back. Then, with her hands grasping each of my shoulders, she focused her blue eyes on mine and said, “This is going to sound really unfair, but you are going to have to comfort a lot of people.”

			She was right. It sounded completely unfair.

			***

			Somebody had to tell Sam’s parents that their only son was dead. That somebody should have been me, but I couldn’t bear to tell my in-laws that their forty-one-year-old son had killed himself.

			I needed Zack.

			Technically, Sam and Zack were cousins, but their relationship was more like brothers. Six months apart in age, Sam and Zack were raised together, inseparable friends, sleeping over at each other’s houses almost every weekend. They grew up to be each other’s closest confidants and best men in each other’s weddings. I met Zack practically within minutes of meeting Sam. My first dinner date with Sam was a double date with Zack. He was also a lawyer—bright, insightful, and big-hearted. Zack wanted to save the world, or at least, our corner of the world, or at least his own family (and his definition of family was expansive). I could tell immediately when Sam was on the phone with Zack from the prolonged “Heyyy” that they used to greet each other. It made me smile, their silly call and response, Heyyy, Heyyy, Heyyy, each progressively lower.

			Somebody called Zack. I’m pretty sure it was Dave.

			Somehow, I was holding the phone to my ear. A stunned Zack sputtered on the other end of the line. “What did he say?”

			“He said he was going to take a nap.”

			“I mean, did he say why?”

			“No, he just…He left a note. He said he was sorry. And now he’s gone.” I repeated what I couldn’t believe.

			I begged Zack to tell Sam’s parents.

			Sometime later—half an hour, maybe longer—Zack called me back from the landing in front of my in-laws’ apartment in the Mid-Wilshire area of Los Angeles. Rabbi Jonathan was with him. “Stay on the line,” Zack said. “I’ll tell them now.”

			I heard Zack knock on their door. I heard elderly voices chattering over television dialogue and the scuffling of feet about to be interrupted by impossible news. I imagined that my in-laws took one look at their nephew’s face and knew that something was terribly wrong. The rabbi’s presence confirmed their worst fears.

			I heard Sam’s mother Eleana in the background. “Está muerto?”

			She could not understand what Zack and Rabbi Jonathan were saying. She started shrieking, “Está muerto?” Is he dead? It was horrific. “Se mató?” Did he kill himself?

			I held the phone to my ear, eavesdropping on their hearts breaking. With each blink, my tears spilled recklessly to the floor.

			***

			It was a miracle my own mother didn’t get a speeding ticket in the seventy-five miles between her home and mine. She drove the way every mother races to the side of her child in distress. My parents arrived on my doorstep, shaken and speechless, armed with a pair of toothbrushes, a change of clothes, and a Christian Science periodical stuffed into my mother’s purse.

			***

			My sons looked so small, so vulnerable. They needed baths and books and bedtime, a familiar and comforting routine. That night, the three of us put on jammies and crawled into Danny’s queen-sized bed with a stack of picture books and the dog. Eventually, Danny and Jason fell asleep, their warm bodies curled up next to mine. I listened to their soft, rhythmic breathing. I thanked God for them. I clung to my boys as they held onto me in their sleep. I tried to relax into their breathing patterns, brushing the hair from their warm foreheads, wiping their tear-streaked faces, praying beyond hope that this wasn’t happening to them.

			I didn’t sleep. The shock froze me in place. When I closed my eyes, I imagined Sam falling. I saw tears in his swollen eyes. I opened my eyes to beat back the images of his body broken on the sidewalk.

			I watched the boys’ chests rising and falling with their breaths in the dark, too young to bear the weight of their daddy’s death. I leaned closer and breathed in the baby-shampoo scent of their little heads, assuring myself of their physical presence. They’re here. They’re mine. We’re here. Sam’s gone. He’s dead. He cannot be dead. He was just here. He was right here. My heart quickened. Maybe the police missed something? Maybe the doctor made a mistake? No. They said no. I tried to wrap my head around the words, “Your husband is dead.”

			Really? Dead?

			Dead. Really.

			Dead can’t be right. He was just here this morning. Why didn’t he say anything? What could I have said to change his mind? What did I say?

			I started to pray. “Our Father…” Really? What kind of father are You? Who lets this happen? My children need their father. I need my husband. Sam needs to be here. His life wasn’t supposed to end yet. Nap. Lunch. Hike. That was today’s plan.

			I started over. “Our Father, Who art in…” Where are You, exactly? Where could You possibly be in this? I stared into the darkness.

			Sam never came to bed last night. This fact blinked at me like an obvious clue in a mystery novel. That hadn’t happened in all the time we were together, other than when one of us was traveling. We slept like spoons; when one of us turned to the opposite side, the other would follow, and we woke up still curled together. Sam always kissed me before he got out of bed, even if it was early and still dark. A whisper kiss on my cheek or forehead, a gentle gesture that left me feeling warm and safe, strong enough to notice but not so much as to rouse me from a deep sleep. Until he wasn’t there. I was jarred by his absence. I had woken up Saturday morning with a start, heart pounding, because he hadn’t kissed me. I must be the first princess ever to be woken out of her sleep by a missing kiss.

			Why didn’t he come to bed? Did he not want to sleep? Could he have been so committed to ending it all that he didn’t dare risk anything—confiding his fears, asking for help, physical intimacy, actual sleep—that might have interfered with his plan?

			What if he had just come to bed? Doesn’t every problem look easier to tackle after a good night’s sleep? As a mother, I had often said that I could solve most of my kids’ problems with food and sleep. Feed them a snack, send them to bed, and we could easily solve any problems remaining after that. If Sam had gotten a few hours of sleep—if not a full night’s rest—might things have looked brighter in the morning?

			We had gone to see A Midsummer’s Night’s Dream with Nancy and Dave the night before. Their niece was in the production, and Dave thought Sam could use “a bit of cheering up.” It was fun. We laughed, we held hands. Just last night.

			My whole body ached with the missing of him.

			We hadn’t been intimate in almost two weeks, and I had found his lack of interest in me alarming. He had seemed distant and preoccupied. I wondered whether he was doing something that I didn’t know about. I had begun to worry there was another woman in his life.

			I had even asked him, “Are you sure you’re not having an affair?” I waited for his answer, on the verge of tears, my heart threatening to beat out of my chest. An affair was the worst thing I could think of.

			I remembered his downcast eyes. Sam shook his head. “Oh, Charlotte. No.” Then my warm, gentle man wrapped me in a hug. How could I have doubted him? The very question seemed ridiculous in the safety of his arms. It wasn’t someone else, just my overactive imagination. And work—both his and mine. We were simply exhausted. Things were going to get better. Weren’t they?

			Now I wondered anew if she was the reason he left. It would take years to admit to myself that the lover whose touch Sam longed for was death.

			I reached further back into my memory. Six weeks earlier, Sam had stayed home from work to walk with me and the boys to their classrooms for the first day of school. Our house was just a few blocks from Paradise Canyon Elementary School, and he and I walked home together holding hands. Even though I loved being home with my kids, I had been looking forward to having a few quiet hours of my own choosing, maybe to take a second yoga class, or to start a writing project, or just to go to the grocery store alone.

			Once we got back home, Sam had said, “We need to talk”—the standard introduction to a conversation that nobody wants to have. My stomach sank.

			As we stood in the living room, he told me he was worried about our financial situation. “We’re going to be fine for four years, and then we’re going to have a problem.”

			I stood frozen. Without elaborating on the problem further, he confidently proposed a solution. “We can sell our house and move to Surprise, Arizona. You can stay home with the boys.”

			My face must have betrayed my consternation.

			He kept talking. “I talked to José. He thinks it’s a good idea.”

			It was one thing to have that husband and wife heart-to-heart about income and expenses, cash flow and net worth. It was another to find out that my husband had been having the heart-to-heart with his stockbroker cousin on the opposite coast, and the two of them had cooked up a plan. I wasn’t happy. “Hold on. Your cousin in Miami thinks it’s a good idea for us to pick up and move our family to Surprise, Arizona?”

			Sam had reached for his laptop and pulled up photographs of a pretty gated community in the early phases of construction. I was stuck on what “good for four years” might mean when he said that he had already talked to a real estate agent about a specific floor plan. She estimated that the cost of the new home would be a fraction of what our house in Southern California could sell for. And then he told me that I could start picking out tile and granite and paint colors.

			I was incredulous. “You talked to a real estate agent before talking to your wife?! Are you going to ask me what I think is a good plan?”

			I was outraged. He had discussed the personal details of our finances with his cousin and a complete stranger before talking to me? I was incensed that he had made a decision and was presenting it to me as a faît accomplí. We had never make decisions like a patriarchal 1950s sitcom. We reviewed the possibilities together.

			“Did you even consider the fact that I have lived in this city for twenty-five years?” I had grown up in this house. Sam and I had bought this house from my parents after we graduated from law school. We had brought our babies home to this house. And he was asking me to pick up and move? I loved being an at-home mom, but if I had had to make a snap decision, I would rather have stayed put and worked part-time than pick up and move to godforsaken Surprise, Arizona. Not to mention that I wilted in temperatures over eighty degrees. I chalk that up to my Swiss heritage. We didn’t know a single soul in Surprise, Arizona, unless you counted the real estate agent. Which I didn’t.

			That night neither of us slept.

			I told Sam I would consider moving as a last-ditch effort, but not as the first attempt at making a change. He said that he had been thinking about it for months and moving was the only solution. I dug in my heels, determined to find another way. Ultimately, we agreed that I would go back to work, and we would stay where we were. We implemented our own austerity measures: eating at home, shopping only for the kids’ necessities, and giving up the summer pool membership. In a display of optimism, we kept our reservation for the following summer’s vacation.

			I dusted off my license to practice law. I called Uncle Dave, and he gave me the names of two colleagues who practiced Trusts and Estates. Within a week I had reactivated my status with the California Bar and landed a part-time gig. Problem solved.

			I started feeling more optimistic almost immediately, even with the belt-tightening and demands of work. I remembered aspects of working that I had missed: the part where clients appreciated what I did; the part where I got paid; the part where I managed to complete full sentences and thoughts; and finally, the part where nobody banged on the bathroom door.

			I also prayed. I had grown up in a devout Christian Science family. We attended services without fail twice a week, on Sundays and Wednesdays. Religiously, as it were. Like every other spiritual denomination I was familiar with, Christian Scientists approached life’s challenges through the lens of prayer. Most people know Christian Scientists as those people who do not seek any medical care, and while that is not the entirety of the religious tenets, it is mostly true. I never took an aspirin until I went to college, and I never had a vaccination until after I gave birth to my first child. It was also true that growing up, the problems I encountered physically and intellectually were resolved through prayer. Everything except the tubal pregnancy, but that came later. Sam and I were married by then, and my Jewish husband insisted—thank goodness—that I be rushed to the obstetrician’s office. In the operating room, as I counted backwards from one hundred, I felt as though a presence was guiding me, and I was surprised (and relieved) to feel that the divine had not, in fact, been banished from the hospital grounds. I had relied on prayer my entire life, and as we faced our financial challenges, I resolved to devote extra time to it daily.

			I started going to the Christian Science Reading Room weekly to pray about this Surprise situation. The Bible readings one week included the story of Moses guiding the children of Israel out of Egypt and toward freedom. I had a soft spot for the reluctant Moses, who wanted nothing more than to tend to his sheep and stay home with his stutter. He found himself the commander of a band of refugees and arrived at an impasse. The Israelites were crabby, tired, and hungry. They regretted having followed their unlikely leader, and the Egyptians were hot on their heels. As Moses stood at the brink of the Red Sea contemplating the impossible—the waters, the children, the rapidly approaching chariots—did he even notice the breeze blowing against his face?

			I imagined Sam felt much as the Jewish prophet Moses might have, shouldering the responsibility for our little family, standing in front of a seemingly insurmountable obstacle, hearing hoofbeats in the distance and knowing that they did not bear good news. I sat in the quiet Reading Room and closed my eyes. I felt a growing confidence that the winds of change would be a partner for our journey forward. I prayed that Sam would feel the presence of an ally, that even in the midst of not knowing how we would pull through, he could trust in a power bigger than himself.

			I started to gain confidence. I thought Sam had, too. He never mentioned Surprise again.

			Now, as I lay awake in the dark, I thought again of Moses, how desperate his circumstances must have felt. Moses didn’t jump. He prayed. He trusted. Sam wasn’t supposed to jump. Why did he jump? Couldn’t he hear me encouraging him? Didn’t he trust—even a little bit—in the Yahweh of his youth? What made him so afraid? What could have been so bad that he would end his life to avoid it?

			On the soccer field earlier that day, I had told Linda that things were going well—indeed, I thought they were. Or at least, that they would be. Little did I know how wrong I had been.

			The minute hand taunted me with its measured waltz around the face of the clock. It danced infuriatingly forward despite my desire to will it backwards toward morning, the last time I saw him, a chance to change my future. To change his. To give the children back the father they had lost.

			I pleaded with the divine and bargained with the clock.

			Go back, go back, go back.

			I spent the night adrift, awash in unanswered questions. I closed my eyes and inhaled the exhales of my sleeping children.

			At some point I wondered whether anyone remembered to feed my children dinner. A few days later it occurred to me that I never did feed the dog.





Chapter 3

			The First Day of the Rest of Our Lives

			When you multiply a family of four by one suicide, the ensuing calculus of grandparents, siblings, aunts, uncles, cousins, and in-laws requires an abacus, a consanguinity chart, and several religious texts. Add friends, neighbors, colleagues, community connections, and well-intentioned onlookers, and then it becomes downright unruly.

			It was amazing to me how people I didn’t know well—or at all—stepped up to help. Some had a unique skill or special access. Others had shared experiences, useful perspectives, or simply a broken heart. Every one possessed their own quality of light that they shined in my world. These lovely people made cameo appearances and long-term commitments to the well-being of my sons and me in ways I could never have imagined. I am profoundly grateful. I won’t name each individually—not because they aren’t desperately dear to me—but because there were so many. In the interest of clarity, therefore, I will call them collectively the Janes.

			I would not have known just how many modest and simple acts can have a significant impact in the healing journey had I not been aided and abetted by the Janes. Entrepreneur Jane sent a crew from her housecleaning business to my home for weeks. Sister Jane, an actual nun, prayed for me years before I met her in person. Jane the Artist painted with Danny and Jason in her art studio, giving them a safe place to explore their grief with palette and brushes, and Jane with her Mountain Home introduced the boys to skiing. I do not forget their kindnesses. But I get ahead of myself.

			***

			I didn’t even know where to begin that next morning. It was Sunday and too early for phone calls.

			I recalled that on a recent walk, Jane the Journalist mentioned that her father had killed himself on an Easter Sunday when she was young. I couldn’t remember how the subject of suicide came up. She was so gentle and grounded that this bit of her personal history surprised me; now it seemed a sad serendipity.

			I sat down at the computer to tap out the first of many emails. The Green Goblins soccer game seemed forever ago.

			Subject: call me

			Hi Ben and Linda ~

			Please call me.

			~ Charlotte

			When the phone rang shortly thereafter, it was Linda. “Is everything OK?”

			Of course, she suspected that it wasn’t. There would be no easy way to say what had to be said.

			I took a deep breath. “Sam died yesterday.”

			“What? What happened?”

			I did not employ the euphemism “passed away.” Such expressions attempted to soften the blow of death, but they confused the children, as though their father had absentmindedly toddled off someplace.

			I told Linda that Sam had killed himself.

			She was dumbfounded.

			I told the truth. Suicide.

			It was so hard to say the word out loud that I paused and took a slight breath before uttering it. “Sam died by suicide. He jumped from the top of a parking structure across the street from his office. I don’t know why. I took the boys on a hike, and when I got home there were two policemen and a priest in my driveway.”

			As I flipped through my address book, thinking of people I needed to call—classmates of Sam, the boys’ teachers, their pediatrician, Sam’s assistant—I realized that it was not too early to call Rob and Caroline on the East Coast. They were friends of Sam’s from high school who then lived in Virginia. Caroline answered on the first ring.

			I repeated what little I knew, in snippets and phrases, not believing the words I heard myself say, “Sam died yesterday.”

			Gentle and earthy, Caroline calmed me even from across the country. She and Rob immediately made plans to fly out with their three children, even though we hadn’t set a date for the funeral.

			***

			La Cañada is a suburban city of about twenty thousand people; it’s part of the greater Los Angeles metropolitan area, about twelve miles north of downtown. I had lived here for most of my life. I had attended a local church and graduated from the public high school. I left to go to college and returned after I was married. I couldn’t go to the post office or the park without seeing someone I knew. People had seen the police car parked in
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