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Ten things you can do TO STAY ALIVE when your brain is trying to kill you:
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See inside for more insight, guidance, advice, and hope. Read on, and know you can stay alive when your brain is trying to kill you.
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Dedication

To you



I thank all who have been my legs when I could not walk and my eyes

when I could not see, but most of all I thank Sylvia,

for teaching me how to be a person on this planet




Epigraph


      Then a woman said,

      Speak to us of Joy and Sorrow.

      And he answered:

      Your joy is your sorrow unmasked.

      And the selfsame well from which your laughter rises

            was oftentimes filled with your tears.

      And how else can it be?

      The deeper that sorrow carves into your being,

            the more joy you can contain.

      Is not the cup that holds your wine the

            very cup that was burned in the potter’s oven?

—KAHLIL GIBRAN, The Prophet
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Welcome

I welcome you into this moment, where change is at your fingertips. Change, one of the most challenging things for humankind to embrace. Yet when we embrace it, great reward can be found.

I welcome your sorrow and your pain. I welcome your humor, imagination, and joy. I welcome your mind. I welcome you as you are, for only when we accept our present can we begin to change our future.

How I Stayed Alive When My Brain Was Trying to Kill Me is meant to be read slowly, with intention. There is a lot of information between the covers of this book. If you try to take it in all at once, you’ll be wall-papering your living room with all the lists and charts I give you to post. Pick and choose. Take what you like and leave the rest.

If you feel overwhelmed or pushed while reading, take a break, take a breath, and find something nice to do. If you feel like throwing the book across the room, throw it. I won’t mind. I only hope that you return to it, for I am here for you, just as others were there for me. I care about you and how you are.

I welcome you into this moment of life. Like any moment, it contains endless possibilities and limitless choices—regardless of how we feel or what we think. I can honestly say that because of the choices I made, the depth of my pain has been filled with contentment. I live, feeling everything—difficult and easy—but I live in peace. I no longer wish to die.

I welcome you into this moment of my life. In a short while you will know more about me than most of the people I see every day. I know for certain that part of my destiny was to write this book. Perhaps part of yours is to read it. I wish you well as you do.

—SUSAN BLAUNER, June 2001




Foreword

My personal experience with death comes from my family and years as a physician. As the years have gone by I consider living difficult and dying easy. I see many people use their disease as a convenient way to die by suicide, and perhaps that is why so many young people today consider suicide as their treatment of choice. Yet I wonder if they ever consider the fact that they are choosing to kill someone while wounding many others. One of our sons is an FBI agent and he was asked if he could kill someone as part of his training. Perhaps to protect the lives of my loved ones I could, but even then I find it a difficult question to answer. A teenager I know was contemplating suicide after being physically, psychologically, and sexually abused by his parents. He was HIV-positive and ready to jump in front of a subway train. I wondered why he chose to kill himself rather than the people who were destroying his life. When I asked him, he responded, “I never wanted to be like them.”

I think that when you don’t know what to do with your pain and are feeling unloved, suicide seems like a better choice than life. As one of our sons e-mailed to me one day, “Life sucks, most people suck, and if you wake up one day and everyone loves you and the weather is beautiful, you’re dead.” That gets a laugh when I read it, but I’m afraid there is a lot of truth in it.

We are born beautiful creations and then run into parents, teachers, and religious leaders, all of whom have the potential to make us feel unworthy and defective. We have to remember that, as authority figures, we can kill with words when they become wordswordswords . . . swords. It is an exceptional child who grows up loved and feeling like a child of god. When you do, you care for yourself in a way the unloved do not. Their addictions and destructive behavior are searches for the feeling of being loved, a feeling they never had.

Because of this childhood experience stored within us we think we are the problem and suicide is a way of ending our problem. At workshops I ask people to tell me their favorite animal and why it is their favorite. What would your answer be? One woman said, “I hate pets and killed my canary,” and I knew she was talking about herself and might destroy herself as well. Another young woman said, “I am here to decide whether to die by suicide or not. My favorite animal is an eagle.” By the time she had finished describing the beauty of an eagle soaring through the sky, she said, “I have decided not to die by suicide.”

We need to understand that he who seeks to save his life will lose it. We give up our lives to please others and we die inside. When you develop a life-threatening illness or just accept your mortality, you may come to realize that he who is willing to lose his life will save it. You give up the life that was killing you and start living your true life. Then you will outlive any expectations related to your disease, and often you will heal physically and psychologically. What this teaches me is that the suicidal need to learn to eliminate what is killing them from their lives and not kill themselves. My New York friend Carmine says if something is killing you—your job, marriage, or anything else—eliminate it from your life. But if it isn’t a threat to your health, then ask how love could change the situation and solve the problem.

The pain of depression and despair can build enough heat to melt the lead walls surrounding you. The darkness of charcoal, under pressure, can turn into a diamond. We need to realize blessings come in many strange shapes and sizes, and if we are willing to learn from our pain, then suicide is not on the list of options. The son I quoted earlier once said to me, “If you write another book about how to deal with life’s difficulties call it Holy Shit.” I agree with him and think that when we learn to use the compost of life to fertilize new growth we do not kill ourselves but are reborn to life and its labor pains. I know how easy it is to get high school students to write suicide notes and how hard it is for them to write notes about why they are lovable. I never considered suicide because of how I was parented, but I know the majority of people have—including many self-help experts and authors. For me it seemed a better idea to just go out and have fun. Be a clown and embarrass everyone rather than destroy myself. But that’s me and my upbringing.

I was born an ugly duckling, but had a grandmother who had no problem loving me while my mother was trying to hide me from the neighbors. It is not an easy thing to do to find your own beauty as the ugly duckling did, but if everyone had a loving grandparent available, the suicide rate would plummet. I received a phone call one day asking me for Jack Kevorkian’s phone number; the young lady on the line had been abused, had a brain tumor, and wanted to die. I told her she was a child of god and I wanted her to send me some drawings of herself. Nine years later she is still alive and feeling loved. Remember that we can all be a CD or CM for those in pain—a Chosen Dad or a Chosen Mom—someone who loves them even if we don’t like what they are doing or thinking.

When you realize that those who admit they are suicidal really get our attention, you begin to see it is their way of filling the space devoid of love. The opposite of love is not hate but indifference. So keep on loving until the person you are loving feels that he or she is worth loving thanks to your persistent love and attention.

You can help by maintaining connections. Get a pet who will teach you about love and the meaning of life. Accept the darkness but also see the light around it that is a part of your life. Start to change by acting as if you are the person you want to be. When you are in a dark place, ask yourself: What would Lassie do now? Or, What would Lucille Ball do now? I know several lives that were saved by people doing that simple thing. Become a child again and live.

When a policeman I know called to tell me he was going to die by suicide, I said, “Jimmy, if you kill yourself I’ll never talk to you again.” He showed up in my office twenty minutes later, mad at me for being so insensitive. He said he had a gun in his mouth and I said something stupid. I pointed out that he hadn’t killed himself and he is still alive today because the child in me responded to his pain.

So be a survivor. Ask for help. Get your baby pictures out and look at them. Realize we are all here for a limited time, so use it and live your chocolate ice cream. Remember that we need not information but inspiration to survive. If you don’t inspire, you expire. So find meaning and inspiration and a way to serve the world and contribute love to it. We are not here to be served but to serve and to offer our bodies for the benefit of others in the way we choose to contribute.

I know a woman who learned she had cancer, was fired from her job, and had her husband tell her he wanted a divorce all in one day. She sipped a glass of wine and planned a leap from her tenth-story window. A friend had given her one of my tapes, which she put on. She said, “It made me laugh and it made me cry and so I decided to live.” That is what life is about, and when others are crying, show them compassion and you will heal your life too. Love and laughter are the bricks we build our lives out of and the mortar that cements them together.

Remember that life is not a problem to be solved but a mystery to be lived. Read on and learn how to live the mystery from the experience and wisdom expressed in this book. We love you. Learn from our pain in a way that only natives can understand and because of their experience help each other in a way that tourists never could.

To summarize, “Be what you is and not what you ain’t, ’cause if you is what you ain’t, you ain’t what you is.” Let Susan’s book and experience help you to become what you is.

BERNIE S. SIEGEL, M.D., author of Love, Medicine & Miracles and Prescriptions for Living






Part One

So You Think You Want to Die?
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Journal drawing, 1994




Change often occurs when we are ready to give up.


—ANONYMOUS






Hello

Congratulations. Your lungs are breathing, your fingers are touching these pages, and your eyes are reading these words. At this very moment the part of you wanting life is stronger than the part of you that thinks it doesn’t—otherwise you wouldn’t be reading this book. Let me repeat that: At this very moment the part of you wanting life is stronger than the part of you that thinks it doesn’t—otherwise you wouldn’t be reading this book. Every word, belief, and idea it contains is dedicated to you.

I wish I could make your suicidal thoughts disappear, but I can’t. What I can do is teach you how to get through those excruciating moments when every cell in your brain and body is screaming, “I want to die!” By surviving those moments unharmed and learning new ways of coping, you will gradually create a set of tools that can make life more manageable. Suicidal thoughts will occur less frequently and with less severity.

The thing to remember is change takes time and practice. Fortunately, you’ll have plenty of time to practice. The good news is that practice and repetition can make these skills a part of you, and that increases your chances of getting rid of suicidal thoughts altogether.

How I Stayed Alive When My Brain Was Trying to Kill Me is based on the following beliefs:


	Most suicidal thinkers don’t want to die; they just want their feelings to change or go away.

	Every single feeling we experience eventually does change—with or without any help from us. They never stay the same or at the same intensity.

	Feelings and thoughts are just electrochemical impulses in the brain.

	It is possible to outthink the brain, actively change feelings and eventually eliminate suicidal thoughts.

	The reality of suicide is far different from the fantasy. Most suicidal thinkers romanticize their death by suicide, failing to realize that any suicide gesture or attempt can result in permanent brain, kidney, or liver damage, loss of limbs, blindness, or even death.



When I was fourteen, I never thought I’d live to be twenty-one. Ironically, I didn’t make my first major suicide gesture until I was twenty-five, one year after I found Sylvia, the therapist who helped me save my life. In the years following the 1991 overdose, I was locked in a psychiatric ward four times; wound up in the intensive-care unit twice; and made two more big suicide gestures—an overdose in 1992 and another in 1998. During the eighteen years I had suicidal thoughts, I experienced the excruciating “I want to die” moment thousands of times and did my best to destroy my life. Fortunately, I did not succeed.

The brain has a mind of its own, particularly when it’s trying to kill you. It can say nasty things, based not in reality but in old patterns, fears, and intensified emotion. Since most suicidal thinkers don’t want to die—what they want is relief from emotional pain—it’s important to stay alive and healthy long enough to find the relief that’s out there (and inside of you). To stay alive and healthy I had to develop new coping skills and philosophies. These tools I affectionately named “Tricks of the Trade.” They’ve saved my butt countless times. I hope to teach you these tricks in part 3, leaving room for your own creative imagination.

Even if a person calls for help after making a suicide gesture (like I did) or leaves a clue so that he or she will be found before the suicide is complete, what most of us fail to realize is that we might not be found. We might wind up losing a limb or the use of a limb. We might wind up with brain damage, paralysis, or internal injury. We might even wind up dead.

One thing I finally got after ten years of therapy was it’s okay to have suicidal thoughts, just don’t act on them. They are just thoughts. Instead of feeling isolated or ashamed for having them, I had to acknowledge my suicidal thoughts, look beneath them at the feelings, and find a healthy way to address the feelings in order to diminish the thoughts. I had to grasp the notion that all thoughts are temporary—even suicidal ones—just as all feelings are temporary.

Letting go of suicide was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. It took hard work and determination, but if I can do it, anyone can. If you don’t believe me, simply borrow some of my strength and belief in you. I had to borrow other people’s strength and belief in me for years. Now I have plenty for myself with extra to lend.

That’s not to say my road to healing was smooth and straight. I battled for years, ripped with despair and loneliness. Often my brain held me hostage and tried to convince me that I was pathetic, useless, and unloved, and that ending my life was the only solution. It was wrong.

If you feel resistance while reading this book, that’s a good sign, and it’s perfectly natural. It means something good and new is sinking into your brain. When I am starting to change a part of my psyche, my brain sometimes feels threatened. Resistance can take the form of fatigue, headaches, shallow breathing, distraction, a sense of being overwhelmed, tight shoulders, a swimmy head, a squirmy stomach, a “what’s the use” message from the brain. If any of this happens to you, take a deep breath and read on, or take a break and do something nice for yourself.

IF RESISTANCE GETS TOO STRONG


	Find some way to get it out of your body:

	Take a look at the Tasks and Activities List and find a few things to do.

	Write or draw about the resistance—let it out, even if what you create makes no immediate sense, even if it’s lines on paper, boxes, circles, or splotches of color.

	Tell your brain to leave you alone: “Leave me alone! I can do this.”

	Exercise or call a friend.




	Then return to the book in about twenty minutes.



Remember, the fact that you feel resistance is a good sign. It means your brain is starting to squirm, because you’re taking steps to out-think it.

I continued to romanticize my death by suicide long after I discovered how to outthink suicidal thoughts. The fantasy of killing myself remained strong because it was a habit, an addiction. I spent hundreds of hours planning my funeral and imagining the remorse of my family and friends. I stood under trees with a noose in my hand. I stuffed my head into trash bags. I overdosed. I poked at my wrists with razor blades. I begged god to stop my heart from beating. I wrote good-bye letters, composed wills, and disrupted the lives of everyone close to me. Then reality hit.




The Reality of Suicidal Fantasy

My worst suicide gesture began on May 27, 1992, when I swallowed handfuls of lithium and the antidepressants Prozac and nortriptyline. When the meds kicked in, I got scared—as usual—and called someone to tell him what I’d done—as usual. He demanded I hang up the phone so he could call back and alert my dad and stepmother, who were downstairs watching TV in the den. My father found me in the bathroom, kneeling in front of the toilet with my fingers down my throat. He and my stepmom helped me down the stairs, through the kitchen, out the front door, and into the back of the Cadillac. I passed out on the way to Cape Cod Hospital and wound up unconscious in the intensive-care unit.

I woke to consciousness in the ICU because I couldn’t breathe and began gasping. Something was blocking my airway. The lights above me were bright, and the room was a blur. I heard muffled voices and felt the presence of bodies standing nearby. I swung my head back and forth, groaning for help. When I tried to reach up and remove the blockage, I found that my wrists were tied to the bed rails. I felt totally helpless to save my own life, and I was terrified.

I remember opening my eyes in terror, looking straight ahead and seeing only the beige hospital curtain separating me from the rest of the world. In my head swam the thoughts “Oh, my god, I’m really going to die. I really did it this time. I’m going to die, but I don’t want to die! Somebody help me. I don’t want to die!” Isn’t that ironic, seeing as I had just overdosed? That’s what I mean by suicidal thinkers not really wanting to be dead. I only wanted relief from the emotional pain.

Amid all this confusion I heard someone tell me to swallow. The nurses were trying to slide a tube down my throat to fill my stomach with a charcoal solution and deactivate the overdose. (If you’re really lucky and you’re not unconscious, you have to drink this stuff out of a cup. It has the consistency of thick molasses mixed equally with fine beach sand. You have to drink the whole thing, every last drop. It’s disgusting.)

When I swallowed, the tube glided past my windpipe and I could breathe again. I fell back to sleep. Moments later the entire contents of my stomach were purged all over the bed, the nurses, and me. I heard it splash when it hit the floor. I fell back to sleep as the nurses cleaned me and changed the bed with me in it. After spending three days in the ICU, I was transferred to the psych ward for the third time.

During my last stay in the psych unit, I met a young woman who had tried to hang herself; she was left brain-damaged. I met a young man who slit open his arm; he lost the use of his hand. I had made the level of medication in my body five times greater than it should have been. I could have wound up blind, deaf, or with permanent kidney damage.

That is the reality of suicidal fantasy. It’s not fun and it’s not romantic. It’s messy, scary, and embarrassing. People lost trust in me. I was treated like fine china. My relationships revolved around suicide prevention, not common bonding. Once I had made the first suicide gesture, it was easier to make the second and the third. It took one moment, one choice, to act on a suicidal thought. It took years to get beyond the aftermath and the self-imposed image of instability. And I never really wanted to die.

For the last five or ten minutes your brain has been focused on my words, ideas, and images. Hopefully your suicidal thoughts and difficult feelings were put on hold. This is outthinking suicide in action. It is what this book is all about. Without knowing it, you’ve already begun. Congratulations.

SOME THINGS TO THINK ABOUT


	Once I felt the overdose kick in, I called for help.

	My father found me kneeling in front of the toilet with my fingers down my throat, trying to get the pills out of my system.

	When I thought I was going to suffocate, I fought to breathe.

	This is a true story: a woman jumped out of a seven-story window and wound up paralyzed from the waist down. She lived the rest of her life in a long-term care facility, rolling herself around on a hospital stretcher because sitting in a wheelchair gave her too many sores.

	This is another true story: a young man was found hanging in his basement with deep gouges around his neck from where he tried to remove the noose but could not. He died trying to save his own life.

	And finally: in a book entitled The Suicidal Mind, Dr. Edwin S. Shneidman tells of a young man who “must have placed the gun [a .45 fully automatic pistol loaded with jacketed hollowpoint bullets] to the right side of his face and squeezed the trigger. . . . The bullets tore through his face, blew away many of his teeth, most of his tongue, parts of his nose and cheekbone, and destroyed his right eye. It was all over in a nano-second.” He survived the gunshot blast, by the way, and lived with “irreparable memories of new kinds of pain.”1






Moderation and Time Limits

It took your whole life to reach this moment; significant change takes time and patience. If you’re anything like I was, you’re clutching to suicide like it’s the only water on a barren desert. Because of this, you might feel threatened or trapped if you try to change too fast. Your brain might shut down, screaming, “Forget it!” This usually leads to fatigue, stomachaches, confusion, headaches, or a feeling of separateness or disconnection, all of which can contribute to feelings of helplessness.

Take it slow, little by little. Remember, every small step you take now is adding to bigger change later. Change builds exponentially, with increasing momentum, multiplying on itself. I encourage you to keep your expectations realistic and your patience high.

When my mind is crammed with new information or I try to do too much, I get tired. Sometimes I feel overwhelmed and give up. Not good. What’s the point in doing something productive if I end up feeling worse because of it? Moderation is the key. It provides a sense of accomplishment and reinforces self-trust.

Before I turn on my computer, I set a goal for that particular writing session. For example, “I’m going to work on the book until noon.” When I reach my goal, I turn off the computer, get out of my office, and do something nice for myself. I may choose to extend work time, but already I feel a sense of accomplishment. This reinforces self-confidence, builds self-esteem, and makes it easier to work on the book next time, because I didn’t get overwhelmed this time.

I encourage readers to set time limits while working with this book, particularly in the beginning. Start with short spurts—fifteen minutes at a time, twenty-five minutes, whatever feels comfortable for you. I also encourage you to be aware of how you feel emotionally and physically while reading.

EXERCISE: MODERATION


	Set yourself the goal of a reasonable amount of time to work with this book—say, fifteen minutes.

	Use a clock, watch, or kitchen timer to keep track of the time. When the fifteen minutes are up, close the book.

	Do something nice for yourself: get up and stretch, call a friend, send an e-mail, draw, go outside, listen to music, wash the dishes. Physical exercise is good.

	If you feel up to it, try another fifteen minutes.

	Schedule another time to work with the book and stick to it. Remember to reward yourself each time you meet your goal.

	Optional: You might choose to keep a record of how much time you spend with the book. Writing things down helps to reinforce the inner, lingering quality of people and events.






Editor’s Note: Why This Book Matters to Me

Before the proposal for How I Stayed Alive When My Brain Was Trying to Kill Me landed on my desk, I received a phone call from Sue’s agent. She said something like, “Hello, Jennifer, you don’t know me, but I think I have a project that might be right for you.” Now, I thought, how many times have I heard that?

She said somewhat tentatively, “I’ve heard that you lost a brother to, um, suicide.” Well, yes, I had. My brother Christopher killed himself in June 1993.

My brother’s suicide is no secret. Although it has had a profound effect on my daily existence and I think about it often, it does not define me, nor does it impede my living. That distinction is important, because many suicidal thinkers romanticize the aftereffects of their suicide, envisioning how their survivors will go on—in guilt or anguish or love. My family and I have gone on, and we are fine, and I wish to god my brother was here to share the joys and sorrows of everyday life as I experience it—as he could have experienced it.

A day later the proposal was sitting on my desk. Eighteen neatly typed pages of what could be, I thought, one of the most powerful, hard-hitting, and hopeful books that I’d ever read on the subject of suicide. Something spoke to me in Sue’s short yet eloquent proposal. That declaration: “It’s a feeling, and feelings pass, and if you talk to me, I’ll help you get through it, just like I did.” And so today we have this book.

Why this note? Well, Sue and I have shared a lot of our feelings about suicide over the past year or so, albeit from different sides of the fence; we both agreed that my perspective is an important one to include. Through this book, Sue has helped me come to terms with many of the unresolved emotional conflicts I harbor about Chris’s suicide. As I’ve said to her, I wish I’d had this book a decade ago.

In anticipation of writing this note, I dug out my “Chris” file for the first time since his death. This is what I found:


	Numerous letters from our family that Chris had kept, including one that our brother Ben wrote to him in 1983, saying in part: “It may sound corny, but you’re all a brother could ever want in an older brother.”

	Computer disks with Chris’s poetry and various writings.

	The suicide notes—one to our parents and one to his siblings.

	The order of service leaflet from his funeral.

	A letter from the funeral home thanking us for our “patronage.”

	Correspondence with insurance companies, doctors, the cemetery, the IRS. (They don’t forget you when you’re gone.)

	The deed to Chris’s burial plot.

	The death certificate.



And so what do I have? Papers, photos, mementos, words—artifacts, carefully preserved, of a wonderful life, beautifully, painfully lived. I’m thankful to have these artifacts, but they aren’t enough. Chris is still dead. Thirty years old with a bullet through his head.

On the morning of the funeral my siblings and I went to the funeral home. We asked if we could see our brother to say good-bye, and a soft-spoken woman said no, we couldn’t—wouldn’t want to—see his face. But wait, she said, and went into the room where his coffin lay waiting to be taken to the church. When she returned, she allowed us to approach the casket; she’d very kindly opened the bottom half. Each of us was able to touch his hands. I often try to recall the last time I saw my brother’s face. I hate to admit it, but I can’t. It was probably one of those innocuous occasions we all take for granted. But whenever it was, I didn’t know it was the last time.

I ask myself often, could I have done anything to prevent Chris’s death? Maybe I couldn’t have, but Chris could have—if he had had knowledge and straight-talking affirmation from someone like Sue who has endured the agony that he suffered. I could not understand what he meant when he told me, “It hurts me to live.” I did not know what to say. But Sue does. That’s why this book means so much to me: Sue gives me a voice, an understanding I wish I had had years ago, a voice I wish my brother Chris had heard eight years ago.

A wise man who knew and admired Chris said he thought my brother had suffered a “brain attack” at the moment he pulled the trigger—that Chris wouldn’t have done it if he’d thought it through. At the time I thought this man (who later became my father-in-law) was being simplistic. But now I think he was right. If Chris had had a Crisis Plan, if he had really considered the realities of suicide and its aftermath—if he had waited five damn minutes—I don’t think he would have pulled the trigger. Therein lies the tragedy.

And herein lies the hope. Whoever you are—a suicidal thinker, a family member or friend of someone who is considering suicide—please read this book and take it to heart, and know that you can stay alive when your brain is trying to kill you.

—JENNIFER BREHL, August 2001




Copyright


A percentage of all royalties from the sale of this book will be donated to the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline (1-800-273-TALK) in support of their work toward suicide prevention.
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