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ELEVEN THOUGHTFUL LETTERS AND MY WILDEST EXPECTATIONS

A while ago I wrote and self-published this very book. My goals back then were to help as many people as I could and maybe to break even financially. I didn’t quite break even on my own, but I do know that I’ve helped people because so far I’ve received eleven thoughtful letters from complete strangers thanking me for having written The Lost Soul Companion. They were the kind of letters that most people never get in their whole lives, and I got eleven! I know that my book made a difference to some people and that’s very important to me.

As if getting nice letters wasn’t enough, things became downright surreal when Dell, a division of Random House, decided to reprint The Lost Soul Companion. Certainly, thatexceeded my wildest expectations! I am thankful that, with their help, more people will have access to my little book. What follows is The Lost Soul Companion just as it was meant to be. If you are a Lost—or even a Not-So-Lost— Soul, I hope you will find inspiration in these pages.

Yours, Susan





WHO ARE THE LOST SOULS?

I remember riding around at night with my parents in our little blue Volkswagen Rabbit. I was just a little girl and I loved looking into the windows of people’s houses as we drove by.

Winter was an especially good time for this because the leaves were off the trees and families gathered indoors much earlier than usual. I would glimpse people eating dinner or washing their dishes or relaxing in front of their TVs—sometimes I could even see what they were watching, but only for a second and then it was on to the next house. A whole neighborhood at thirty miles an hour looked something like: dinner——television——dinner—— dark——dishes——dinner——dark——dark——dark.

I was a voyeur at age five. I could tell you it was the contrast of the warm, bright houses against the nighttime that attracted me, but that’s not the whole truth. Those night drives reinforced my feeling of not belonging anywhere— a feeling I didn’t really mind. At twenty-seven, I’m still a detached but keenly interested observer. I still don’t feel that I belong anywhere and I still don’t mind the not belonging—at least not much. I’m a Lost Soul.

If you’ve managed to find this obscure little book and it speaks to you, odds are good that you, too, are a Lost Soul. You already know that being a Lost Soul is something of a mixed blessing.

Lost Souls are highly creative and all too often prone to fits of lethargy and despair. (For my part, I’ve battled severe clinical depression since 1990. With medication and therapy, I’ve been able to manage a relatively stable existence.)

Sometimes we feel disconnected, but the good news is that we are actually in very good company.

Lost Souls are struggling artists, musicians, actors, writers—in short, those people taking the road less traveled. It may have made all the difference to Robert Frost, but that particular path can make its wanderers feel very alone. We may feel like black sheep, failures, or unwelcome guests, but we don’t have to.

I’ve learned a good deal about the pitfalls of the “starving artist” lifestyle and I hope that you’ll get some good from my mistakes. In 1997, believing that geography was my only obstacle, I moved 2,000 miles away from my friends and family in order to better pursue my art career (and to be with my boyfriend at the time …).

I lasted only a couple of months in Santa Cruz, California, and I’d spent all of my savings there just to survive. I became suicidal. I left many of my belongings behind and took an emergency flight home.

Back home in Indiana, I felt like a failure. I began to wonder if any other people felt as hopeless as I did. I had so many big ideas but I couldn’t even get out of bed. I wanted to know other Lost Souls. I thought if only we could compare notes I might not feel so hopeless and uninspired.
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I AM HERE … WHERE ARE YOU?

Eight years ago I heard a biology professor speak about migratory songbirds. He said that most birds out in the wild use “phatic communication.” This kind of communication isn’t about specific information; rather, it’s about sharing feelings and establishing a mood of sociability and community. In other words, if you see two birds’ little feathered breasts heaving with effort, endlessly chirping back and forth to one another, the exchange might be translated like this:


	Bird #1: I am here … where are you?


	Bird #2: I’m here … where are you?




And so on and so on and so on. Maybe this is reassuring for them; it was very reassuring for me to know that I’m not the only creature in the world who does this sort of thing.

The Lost Soul Companion is really just me perched high on my branch, standing on one leg, singing, “I am here … where are you?”
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What Is The Lost Soul Companion?

On the surface, The Lost Soul Companion is my little bit of phatic communication. But, with the involvement of other Lost Souls, it can breathe on its own.

The Lost Soul Companion can also be found at www.lostsoulcompanion.com on the World Wide Web. My hope is that the site will serve as an ongoing appendix to this book. In addition, visiting Lost Souls may post comments, questions, and encouraging messages for one another.

A Lost Soul Companion pen pal program may also be in the works….

Finally, Lost Souls are encouraged to submit original poetry, artwork, essays, etc., for the benefit of other website visitors.

I hope that both the printed and web versions of The Lost Soul Companion will foster a sense of community for struggling artists of all kinds. I want us to be better equipped to deal with life’s disappointments and more motivated, productive, and better prepared for success as well.





ONE MORE THING

An old friend, after reading an early draft of The Lost Soul Companion, said, “The whole thing seems pretty arrogant if you ask me. Who do you think you are to write this book?”

It’s true that I’m very young and my experience is still rather limited. I began to wonder if I should scrap the whole project. After all, isn’t it awfully presumptuous of me to think that I have something of value to say to you? Well, perhaps … But if I can help even one Lost Soul to feel more connected and hopeful, then I’ll risk seeming presumptuous.
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LOST SOULS ARE HOTHOUSE FLOWERS

Lost Souls are hothouse flowers—delicate, beautiful, fragile, and rare. Some require special attention. Some like to be left alone. Some thrive with lots of light while others prefer darkness. They are all very different and spectacular in their own ways.

There are droopy, weeping plants prone to fits of trembling (Dangley biticus-tremulus).

Some are afraid to grow at all (Timidus minitus) and others just can’t get properly motivated despite their best intentions to flower (Perhapsus laterum).

Some plants are continually sick with some fungus or another (Ickacus neglectum).

There is the Supra egosimo, which grows in uneven, angry bursts. If conditions are not exactly to its specifications, it releases a very foul odor.

There are self-destructive plants whose thorns turn inward, piercing the plants’ very stems (I. Destructus).

Some of the plants can only grow when throngs of people coo appreciatively at them. If they are not properly admired very regularly, they will die (Externita neede-veria).

I have been all of these flowers at one time or another. Most often I am the Shaded melancholanata, which grows as best as it can inside a dark, zippered bag. Very few people have actually seen its flowers although they are rumored to be breathtaking. No one knows why it has become accustomed to the darkness; perhaps it was just always so.

It is important to note that all of these unusual plants do cross-pollinate. As a result, there are hothouses full ofincomprehensible variations. Truly, there are too many to describe. They are challenging to tend to, but their potential for beauty is unlimited. With proper care, some of the most hopeless varieties offer velvety leaves, ethereal perfumes, and blossoms so rich with color they very nearly hum.
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Which kind are you?
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LOST SOULS AND SUICIDE

I ’ve thought about killing myself many times. Maybe you have too. Hopefully I can convince us both that it’s not such a good idea.

For years, so-called “experts” have said that even the mention of suicide to someone who is himself suicidal is tantamount to pushing him off a ledge or helping him pull the trigger. I don’t believe that.

Having suicidal feelings from time to time is common. It’s crucial to talk about our feelings of hopelessness and desperation because there is no reason we have to go on feeling this way. If you share your darkest thoughts with other Lost Souls, you’ll find comfort in your similarities.

I’ve known for years that I’m not all here. Many creative types aren’t. According to Science News (May 1994), a Harvard Medical School psychiatrist conducted a study which concluded that “Artists suffer more than their share of depression, a tendency that may fuel their creativity while it shatters their personal lives.”

Many of our most cherished writers, artists, musicians, and poets have fallen victim to what has been called “excessive sensitivity.” In his work The Savage God: A Study of Suicide, A. Alvarez writes, “The casualty rate among the gifted seems all out of proportion, as though the nature of the artistic undertaking itself and the demands it makes had altered radically [during the twentieth century].” When Lost Souls suffer enough emotional pain, suicide becomes a tempting—and permanent—solution to every problem. Every Lost Soul on pages 16 and 17 chose to “solve” their problems this way. Add in the tendency to glorify and romanticize the act, and suicide’s appeal grows again.

In 1955 actor James Dean was only twenty-four when he slammed his Porsche into another car and died instantly. It’s widely believed that his “accident” was intentional, and I used to think this crash was just another garden-variety suicide. I may have been wrong about that, though.

Wrong because James Dean’s mechanic was with him in the car that day. If this was a suicide attempt, wouldn’t that mean Dean had no regard for the life of his mechanic? It’s possible, I guess, since suicidal people often lack regard for the lives they leave behind, but we’ll never really know.

Let’s say James Dean had lived through his car accident (and some people actually believe this, by the way), I suspect that it wouldn’t have been long before Death collected him in a bar fight, a drug overdose, or something else. Rather than suggesting this was an outright suicide, it is safer to say that James Dean was a “chronic suicide” instead. Chronic suicides are people who live very reckless lives because they actually want to die.

In death, Dean is glamorized, but in life he was, not to put too fine a point on it, something of an asshole. He abused alcohol and other drugs and had an explosive temper. It has been over forty-five
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