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WRITING SURVIVAL

-vaZeme jean

“Suicide is such a simple, eVensweet’"sOUHding, word, the way
its easy thythm curls the hps its syllables 'falling almost hyp-
~ notic. Suzczde I have come to hate the word and the idea it
con]ures up of some’ romantrc notion of noble human drama.
There is nothlng srmple or sweet or even remotely romantic or

~ noble about a person’s decrsron to krll themselves. For those
left behmd the word itself takes on an achrng, overwhelming

- power and becomes a porsoned ]egacy Terri L. Jewell commit-
ted su1crde 1n Noverrrber 1995 and I'am strll struggling to

' understand 1t strll wrestlrng wrth a grref How do I begin to talk

about her decrsron to'put.a gun to her head and pull the trig-
3 ger? As a writer; [ know I'have to find the words, have to figure

~ out some way to talk about the rage/sﬂence her death has cov-

L ered me with. Thls search IS not ]ust about words This is about
'*SUIVIVB] X :,. . * ; ~1"| .1 ga

¢ ~qu.-:1_!

L It feels so zmposszble so dszzcult to explam How to write
through thzs grlef s How to say what the language seems inade-
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quate to express? How to remember Terri, remember Phyllis and
countless others whose faces and names I do not know? How to

admit the despair, the fear, the anger? How do I write about pain,
the struggle to heal? What will keep me alive?

Terri had been dead for more than a month before I found
out. We were writing buddies. We’d met only once, at the
Audre Lorde CeleConference in Boston in October 1990. She
had an idea for a newsletter to keep the “sisterspirit” we (about
thirty to forty Black women who’d come together in a session
there) had created among ourselves. She had talked about the
joy she felt at our gathering and how isolated she was living in
Michigan. She talked about us needing to keep in touch with
each other. I suggested that she write letters and promised that
if she wrote me, I'd write back. I don’t remember if we even
hugged then. It all teels so long ago.

Terri’s death shook my soul to its core and threatened every-
thing I'd learned to believe in. It caused me to stop writing. Yet
here I am doing the work that I know is necessary, praying that
my words are coherent, that my writing will somehow honor
Terri’s life and the love she brought into mine. I have to do
this, because writing is what I do. It is how I survive. I write,
and watch the sky. And every day I listen to the music of Sweet
Honey in the Rock, and to the birds and plants when I walk. At
night I try to gather stars and place them in a child’s dream. I
tell the stories I know, while the world sleeps.

Terri was my friend. We shared so many words, letters,
between us. It was our love of writing letters that bound us
together, made us sisters. We discovered page by page there
were so many things we had in common. Our favorite color was
purple. We both loved nature, the calmness of water, saw such
beauty in the clouds. She told me about a “favorite place” of
hers where she often went to write. I told her about “my” lake.
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~and helped each other malntarn sanity in | the craziness that
SUrroundcd us. Wc were both Black women poets who believed
in the wrrtrng, in the power ‘of words, our words, to make a dif-
ference or sol thought ) both adored Audre Lorde, quoted

" her to each other ! rernernber“Terrr s trep1datron and courage
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conversatron she told me
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[ cannot talk about Terri’s death without talking about Lor-
raine’s. Their deaths are now intertwined in my heart. Lorraine
was also my friend, but I'd walked away from her because she
would not leave her abusive husband. Her death knocked down
the walls of secrecy I'd spent many years building. None of my
current friends knew Lorraine. I'd never talked about her. How
could I talk about Lorraine and not admit my own abusive
marriage, which I'd never talked about, either? Lorraine and I
were connected in a past time that I feel ashamed of. When
she died of a cocaine overdose in November 1994, I was over-
come by both guilt and grief. I had not been there for her. I
couldn’t help but think that she’d chosen death as the only
escape she could imagine from a situation she felt powerless to
change—a kind of subtle suicide.

Terri was there for me while I grieved for Lorraine and
began to confront my own still buried fears. In her letters, lerr
wrote that I had to name the hurt, to speak it. She urged me to
* write down the pain and send it to her. She even convinced me

yourself, in doing whatever it takes” to get and be well. I don't
understand how she could not hear what she made me believe.

Terri helped me begin to write about Lorraine and my own
abuse. Writing LPs (Recordings), the sixty-four poems that
poured out about Lorraine, was a hard and demanding task.
But it was also healing. Still, I was reluctant to share the work.
Terri said the writing of it saved my life. She told me this was
how we “poets” had to do it. She kept atter me to “do the
work” and kept nudging me to share it with her

She never got a chance to see what she had helped me put on

paper. She understood my fear about sharing the poems and was
willing to wait. She seemed to understand everything. She wrote
me a long letter sharing the suicides and paintul circumstances
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of others she had known and lost She told me what she did to 1
survive. At the top of the list was Audre Lorde s solution, Terrj
summarized, “Write it down grrl Tell everyone how rnuch it
hurts. Sharrng will rnake it easrer, to bear.” It doesn’t make sense
_ how she showed me a way to survzve cmd then she didn’t

" On January 2 Irwent to the post offlce to pick up my mail

b -and was surpnsed to see that the package I d sent her had been

& ,returned I asked the clerk about it g could not see the hand-

‘written message Deceased 1288 12/26/96 ” The clerk must

have. thought [ was dense ‘In her harned state, she pointed—

“Here. It says’ Deceased She 3 gone ———and thrust the package

back into my hands I stood there wantrng to tell the clerk,

fe “No You dont understand Thls package N 1mportant Terri

i needs to get this marl, ,,«but no words came out. Inside there

i ‘was a letter a Sweet Honey tape; acouple of postcards a spirit

rock (the ssprder rsyrnbolrzrng creatrvrty) and the now twenty-
srx -poem rnanuscnpt about Lorralne LPs. (Recordmgs)

I don’t rernember how I rnade it horne that evening, but |

i do know that I called up several fnends told them what had

) _- happened asked how [ could fmd dut for sUre whether or not

i - she was dead My nund keptﬁrnakrng up excuses I thought

b maybe she went to| seether parents, or maybe she was in the

hOSPItal agaln;‘or Pel'hHPS She fOl'lgOtl tO tell me that she was

il :;_;* gorng ‘on'tour” prornotmg herf books' 1What dzd the clerk know?

i * The next day ['ran away. 1 had p1cked tup Sula to read on the

A ;1':‘way downtown; l~wasn t sure 'where I was gorng, 1 ]ust needed

Jo El);lgr?tg;t; plpttot }tlhe hOUﬁ& walk be oUt of my life for a while. ]

;T;li e fgorng on wrthohera\\,:hteo th}lnk 8b0ut Terrl TP bt s

Bhvaine ‘fnends about her On tlfes i t;v g OD haVe tO talk e o

i rnyself I carne Tl metro, trymg to use Sula to distract

i f lng h i umque hdlrda “NHSOD S Character Shadrock celebrat-

R Vi at nal Su1c1de Da il It stunned me
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when I realized that “today is January 3,” and I knew then that
Terri was dead. I closed the book, got off the metro, and just
walked. -

[ walked the mall for a long time in the cold. My mind was
muddled, frozen. After a couple of hours, I needed to get
warm. I found myselt at the only museum open that day, in
line for tickets to an exhibition of Vermeer’s paintings. There
was a long line and wait. Even after getting my ticket, I had to
wait a couple more hours before I was scheduled to go in.
Unable to keep still, I returned to the blustering winds and
walked some more. Finding myself near the library, thinking
(or perhaps not thinking) I could find out something about
Terri, I spent about an hour searching through Michigan news-
papers, looking/not looking through obituaries. i

That night I called several friends, expressing my uncer-
tainty and denial. My heart told me she was dead, but I could
not listen, didn’t want to believe what 1 knew was true. I reread
her chapbook, stopping at the “Missing Hymen” poem with
the lines “. . .1 hugged death / like a thick, blue blanket / its
borders embroidered / with shiny new bullets /'saved for the
time / I could choose passage out .. .” and then | remembered
that we had made an antisuicide pact. I reread all her lettersto
me to confirm this. She could not be dead! = il ol

A few days later, a journalist friend was able to contact the
newspaper in Lansing and confirm what | knew. I did not know
for sure how she had died, but I felt it was suicide. I stopped
writing that day, though, thank God, I continued to talk to my
friends and family. I knew I could not keep Terr1’s death inside

me and live. L - 1) il
Her last letter to me was dated 11/10/95 and was full of the

downside. She talked about her new medication, about how
she missed her “manic” side, but was trying to trust that her
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<he was doing. She was determined not to

1] that year. For the last three years Terri had
- ward of some hospital. Something

y Thanksgiving, brought out the worst

.+ her. I'd send encouraging postcards and “Hey,
» hotes until she got out and could write

11l excited about the next project she
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ted to work on. - '
wal’l[’erri always seemed to have something she was working on.

_ | k Succulent
this woman work! Her chapboo
My (?Od: did this t in 1994. She’d edited a wonderful

ings, Black Women’s Gumbo Ya

V4. which came out in 1993. She was in the midst of two impor-

dread. She was so full of life and spurit, s energetic. But 'she was
also struggling. In that last letter, she just asked me to listen. It

was part of our pact, to put down the pain on the page. .

Sometimes I still get so angry with her, find myselt asking a
door, an empty chair, or just staring out the window, “Why?”
Sometimes I want to shake her or to slap the shit out of her, just
t5 make her leave me alone. Sometimes I want to choke her to
death, but she is already dead. Her eyes invade my dreams, staring,
wanting . . . what? She had agreed, “Yes, we could be sisters,” and
wrote that my letters were keeping her alive. She had promised me
she wouldn’t commit suicide, and then she broke that promise.
 And I can't ever tell her how awful that makes me feel.

They say she died sometime after Thanksgiving. They don't
have an exact date. She was found in her car on November 28
They are not sure how long her body had been there. Found her

- nher car, which was full of blood. Said she shot herself in the
head in what sounded like that “most favorite” place she had
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Jescribed to me. But even before learning all the details, 1
knew it had been a violent death. Blood soaked my dreams. |
would get up from the bed, not rested, and wonder how to
ake it through the rest of the night, another morning. Some-
rimes I would sit at the computer, or over my journal, and sim-

ply stare. My hands would shake. My whole body would shake.

It felt as if my head were exploding. . .
What had always sustained me, had always been there,

through everything else, what was most important to me as a
poet—my words—had dissipated into thin air and were

replaced by a sadness and a rage/silence that accompanied me

everywhere. When Terri died, all my poetry vanished. How can
I now explain the horror I felt when all the sounds, the 1mages

2

(how else can I name the noises that were so hollow echoing

inside my skull) terrorized me. | still ,'héar echoes some days,

some nights. How do I articulate that nothingness that can still
trample down my bones? it b e

Over and overIpleaded~with my friends, “Please . . . I can-
ng.” When [ knew that Terri was
reaching out to my friends, all ofthem,helped me to
survive. I even convinced myself that I was really doing okay.
Terri had taught me that'not talking about the pain was wrong.
Unlike Lorraine’s death, I did not keep Terri’s death a secret.
My friends and family were my strength, and I leaned heavily
on them. I called up everyone, told them that 1 was grieving for
Terri, told many of them about Lorraine for the first time.
With their help and support, I figured I had everything covered
and thought that I was going to be all right. But I was not hear-
ing any poetry in my heart. Liuhpecsatent S b,

One month later [ wrote an essay about my daughter turn-
ing twenty-one. I was ecstatic to have the writing return. I was

gone,
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“acknowledging the sad,” as another friend told e

to. But I was not writing poetry, and I was feeling ter
tracted, unbalanced, inside. I knew something was wrong, byt
I ignored it. I kept thinking of what Terri would have encoys.
aged me to do. She would have written, “Go and see Somebody_
Get yourselt some help.” Then I kept thinking of hoy, she hag

been seeing somebody for years and how, obviously, that hadn’t
saved her.

I Needed
rbly djs.

me, | had to
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A lot of my triends encouraged me to apply to Cave Canem,
a workshop/retreat for Black poets. One girlfriend even wrote
my cover letter. But how could I be among poets when I was
not sure I could call myselt one anymore? In the end, I sent off
the letter and required poems only because I did not want to
disappoint my friends. I waited to be rejected.

But I was invited to be among them, one of twenty-seven
Black poets. There, at Cave Canem, I rediscovered my voice.
heard it sung from the lips of several sister word-weavers and
recognized it in the sudden wail of a brother poet. There I was,
so sad, so disheartened, among so many beautiful, singing
voices. Something within opened that week, and | could hear
my own voice again and not be repulsed or ashamed. I heard
my own voice as part of a necessary choir. I cannot describe
what hearing the words re-form inside me felt like, but I telt
them reentering my soul in the morning, on the songs of the
birds, heard them echoed in the Hudson River rushing past.

There, a deer looked me straight in the eye, and the stars
spilled out of the sky like firecrackers in my heart. There I

learned a new way of sharing my work, and it loosened my own

choked-backed words.
At Cave Canem I thought of Terti often of how she should

have heard what I was heanng, how she should have waited for

the chance to “sing” her own “songs” there. read her poems to
the fields and the river. I don’t know where Terri is buried, but

I visited the graveyard of priests and made a kind of peace with
her spirit there.

[ know my grieving for Terri is not done. There are sudden,
bold moments that grab me, that I cannot control, but Cave
Canem taught me that I could survive, that I must survive.
The experience reminded me to always trust the words, to
write down the pain. There, I learned how to recapture joy. It
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became so clear to me that if my words ever stopped coming, if
the emptiness swells again, | have the hearts and the words of
my brother and sister poets. Cave Canen? gave me a commy-
nity to feel safe in, where I could start letting go of some of the
sadness. It taught me how to remember laughter and love. |

think of Terri, think she would have survived, had she beep
there. She should have waited.

[ have to believe that what I write is necessary healing and is
not just about me and my pain, but will be useful to others. |
don’t want to hear about another triend, another Black woman
or man, killing themselves. I struggle to accept Terri’s and Lo-
raine’s deaths even though I know they are both ancestor-
spirits now. I know Terri will not write me any more letters. She
did not believe in our words, their power, but I do. The uni-
verse lost a beautiful sister-poet. I lost a friend. But I am writ-
Ing again, hearing poetry fill my soul. I want everyone to know
that it is possible to get past any sorrow, and that it is worth it




