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			For my friends and fellows in the rooms
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			An Invocation

			
				I.

				I came.

				I came to.

				I came to believe.

				I came to believe that a power greater than myself could restore me.

				I came to believe that a power greater than myself could restore me to sanity.

			

		

	
		
			Give in.

			Give up.

			Give over.
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			A Visitation

			On the morning of my fifty-fourth birthday, I woke up at dawn and instantly realized that my partner, Rayya, was in the bedroom with me.

			This was an extremely impressive accomplishment on her part, because at that point she had been dead for more than five years.

			Yet here she was—a churning, energetic current of pure Rayyaness, roiling through my tiny New York City apartment in wave after unmistakable wave of her.

			I was neither alarmed nor frightened (I would know her anywhere, I would love her anywhere), but I was surprised, for it had been awhile since she’d made such an appearance. And oh, how I’d missed her! She used to visit me like this all the time in the raw and bewildering months immediately following her death. Back then, she’d been so incredibly present, so consistently accessible, so funny and loving and demanding, that I used to joke: “Rayya is more vivid in death than most people are in life!”

			It wasn’t that I could see her in those long-ago visitations—she was not some spectral Victorian ghost bride—but I could feel her unmistakable presence, and I could distinctly hear her voice, speaking straight into my consciousness. The clarity of communication between us had been extraordinary back then, right after she died. It was as though she’d rigged up a strikingly effective supernatural Dixie-cup telephone system, through which she could chat with me across the cosmos using a long, long strand of yarn. The effect had been so intimate as to be sensual. Sometimes it was even fun. I would be out there in public, smiling and nodding and trying to act like a normal person, but Rayya and I would be having private conversations inside my head the entire time.

			At a party in Los Angeles about six months after Rayya passed away, a woman I’d never met before came up to me, placed her hand on my arm, and said, “I understand that your lover left her body recently, and I’m sorry for your loss. But I need to tell you something important. She’s been coming to me lately in dreams. I’m a professional intuitive, and I have a sensitivity for such things. Rayya has instructed me to tell you that she misses you terribly, and that she longs to communicate with you.”

			Tell this bitch she can fuck right off, said Rayya, from inside my head.

			“Thank you for your kindness,” I told the stranger.

			The woman pressed a business card into my hand. “Here’s my number, if you ever want to speak with Rayya directly.”

			Tell this idiot she can jump directly up my dead fucking ass, said Rayya.

			It had been so wild and glorious back then—to feel my Rayya still commanding the room, even from beyond the grave!

			But her visitations had diminished as the years went by.

			Two years had passed.

			Then three years.

			Four.

			Life moves on—isn’t that what people say?

			Rayya’s voice faded.

			More than five years passed.

			The world had changed in that time, and so had I. There had been a global pandemic. There were new wars, new emergencies, new deaths. Babies were born whom Rayya would never meet. I wrote books that Rayya would never read. Everyone was talking about new TV shows that Rayya would never see. In a desperate bid to replace sorrow with infatuation, I had even dated someone for a while after Rayya died (“detonated myself upon them” might be a more accurate description of the encounter), but that relationship had ended in swift, shattering, predictable heartbreak.

			I had not pursued anyone since.

			Instead, I’d spent those years working on myself.

			I had gotten sober—not only putting down alcohol and drugs but also stepping away from all sexual distraction and romantic entanglement. I’d let go of every substance or person that intoxicated me, numbed me, took control over me, or altered my mood or mind in any way. I’d been learning how to feel my feelings and process my emotions without reaching for anything or anyone to take the edge off. I’d been using my voice, setting new rules and boundaries, and living in my own integrity as guided by my own higher power. One day at a time, I was getting my inner house in order. And I’d made new friends—healthy friends from the rooms of twelve-step recovery. Friends who would never know Rayya.

			Through it all, Rayya’s presence flickered and dimmed until the day arrived when I couldn’t hear her at all anymore—not even when I called out to her by name, not even when I asked for direct guidance or love. There came to be a great, boundaryless silence where her voice had once vibrated so powerfully. This was devastating and confusing to me. It was almost like a second death.

			Where had she gone?

			Had she moved on, or had I left her behind?

			I could make no sense of it.

			It was as if she’d stepped out of the universe for a pack of cigarettes and had never come back.

			But now—on the morning of my fifty-fourth birthday—suddenly she was here.

			I mean really here.

			The room was humming with big Rayya energy, and I felt chills up my entire body. I started laughing and crying at the same time.

			“Baby!” I said. “You’ve come to see me!”

			I wanted to celebrate, but I could sense there was something she wanted to tell me—something that demanded my fullest attention. The sensation was one of being grabbed by the collar and shaken. Rayya had not traveled all this great distance for a casual visit, I gathered; she’d come to transmit a message of the highest importance. Words and information were pouring out of her and into my mind, almost too fast for me to gather. The inside of my head sounded like an arcade. I grabbed the journal that I always keep by my bed and started writing down everything she was saying—everything I could catch.

			And here is what Rayya had to tell me:

			
				Happy birthday, Baby Dude!

				I’m right here and I love you!

				I LOVE YOU!

				I’m so fucking proud of you!

				Don’t worry about leaving me behind—I’ll be waiting for you at the river when all this is over, and then everything will make sense!

				I know you still get pissed off at me sometimes for some of the shit that went down between us at the end, but that’s okay. Be mad if you need to be mad, babe. Just be honest about it, and write your way through it. But stay in your program, and don’t worry about how I did things, or what I would think of the way you’re doing things. I love you and I want this freedom for you! I’m so proud of your sobriety—you’re really fucking doing it! You’re going all the way, man! You’re a star, keep going! Don’t let me or anyone else ever hold you back!

				And stop worrying about people so much, okay? You think about other people way too fucking much! Don’t ever babysit anyone again! Don’t let anyone bullshit you, or pull you down into their drama, or make you take care of them. Let everyone find their own path—it’s good for them and it’s good for you. You have such good friends now, but they don’t need you to carry them!

				Breathe, baby, breathe…

				I’m right here with you. I’m not fading out…

				Breathe, baby, breathe…

				Let me just look at you for a minute. Look at your little rainbow eyes! Look at your little sparkling tears! You’re so beautiful!

				There’s something you need to understand, babe, and I’m gonna break it down for you, so listen up: The reason I don’t come around here anymore is because you and I both want you to have your own journey—and that’s what needs to happen now. I know you want me to say that I’m always here for you if you need me, but the reality is you don’t need me anymore—and that’s great fucking news. Why would you think I wouldn’t celebrate that? I used to need to be needed, but I don’t need that anymore—and neither do you. I want you to be free of all need—and you’re finally getting there!

				Breathe, baby, breathe…

				You have everything you need now. Stay on your path. You’re on the right track. You found your God—and your God is fucking awesome. Your God is lit! Your community’s got you covered and you never need to be degraded by dependency of any kind, ever again. You’re really gonna shine now! It’s your time!

				My mom says hi, by the way, and thanks you for everything you did for me. She knows what you did and wants me to tell you that she loves you!

				But babe, listen: Between us and about us, shit got super fucked up at the end—and that wasn’t your fault or my fault. It wasn’t even wrong, how things went. It just had to be. There was a job we had to do in each other’s stories—and we did it just right. Everything went down exactly the way it was supposed to—even all the bullshit and the insanity. But underneath all the stories, there was a truth: We loved each other so much. We just loved each other. We loved each other. We loved each other. We loved each other.

				WE LOVED EACH OTHER SO MUCH!

				When the day comes for you to leave this life, I’m gonna come get you, okay? You got that? I’ll be waiting for you at the river, and you’ll know my face. When I tell you to take my hand, just take it. I’ll bring you over and show you around. That’s my role in your life now, babe, and it is a sacred one. I’ll carry it out with strength, honor, and compassion—were those our words? I forget. Fuck it, just know I’ll be there…

				But that won’t be for a long time, and don’t go busting your ass looking for me all over the universe before then! Just go live your life and make it fully yours. That’s one of the things, the main thing, you came here to do—to learn how to live your own life without obsessing about anyone else. That’s your path and you’re on it—and you can’t go searching for me and do that at the same time.

				As for the book, just write the living shit out of that thing!!! Tell the people exactly what happened! Tell them every single thing that happened! Don’t worry about protecting my dignity or yours—just go full punk rock with it. Lay it all out there. What use do I have for dignity now? You don’t need dignity, either, so fuck it. It’s time for you to write a completely honest book about addiction—yours and mine. It’ll help some people—so don’t hold back!

				I like the title “All the Way to the River”—but what do I know? I’m dead! You should probably ask someone who’s still alive! HA!

				Don’t worry, my love—I don’t mind being dead. I kind of dig it.

				But I do miss grilling.

				You know what else, babe? Looking at you right now, I wish I could get my hands up in your hair, because your roots are fucking hit!!! Next time you get a keratin treatment, be sure to get the real old-school Brazilian keratin with the formaldehyde in it, cuz it’s the only thing that calms down your frizz and keeps your hair shiny. Don’t worry about getting liver cancer from the formaldehyde—liver cancer was my thing, not your thing. HA!

				Your world is so fucking beautiful! LOOK AT IT! No, really—look at it! It’s so beautiful to behold, it’ll break your heart—but that’s what it’s supposed to do. Let it break your heart. You know I always loved a good heartbreak.

				My sunshine baby, you were always my baby—but don’t stay a baby. Remember that I always loved you as a woman, too—as a beautiful, elegant, strong, creative woman with incredible power. And nobody can match you for spiritual flame. Keep chewing off your own legs to get out of any trap that tries to hold you back from freedom…

				Be free, my love. Be free, be free! Stay on your path and stay sober!

				You can do this! You’re not as fucked up as you think! You can do it! Now is your time to stand on your own two feet. So keep taking care of yourself. Let everyone around you take care of their own lives while you take care of yours. That’s the assignment…

				I love you and I know you love me, but don’t hold on to me—don’t ever hold on to anyone or anything again. Focus on yourself now. Live your own life! Keep going, my love. Keep going. You’re going all the fucking way this time—all the way to the enlightenment, or whatever you used to call it. You’ve got everything you need. Your friends are cool, your program is cool, your heart is strong, and your God is rock-fucking-solid. Don’t ever give yourself away again. You got this. You’re beautiful. Don’t come looking for me. Keep going. Stay focused. I love you. I love you. I love you—

			

			Then the pen died and Rayya was gone—as though sucked through an airplane door at six hundred miles an hour.

			She always did know how to make a dramatic exit.
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			In the silent and sudden aftermath of Rayya’s visitation, my heart raced, then settled.

			Tears swelled, then quieted.

			And then I got to work.

			This book, with its stories, prayers, poems, journal entries, photos, and drawings, is my very best effort to tell the truth about what happened between me and Rayya Elias—our friendship, our romance, our beauty, rage, and pain. It tells the story of Rayya’s addiction, her relapse, and her death. It also tells the story of my own addiction and my eventual surrender into recovery.

			But this book is not only for people whose lives have been negatively impacted by their own addictions or by the addictions of others—although I do believe those two categories will include pretty much all of us, at some time or another. This book is also about the many ways that people—despite their best efforts at living sane and stable lives—can sometimes get swept into high-octane dramas and traumas, finding themselves washed up on shores that can feel very distant from their true natures.

			How the hell did I get here? is a question that I believe everybody will have to face at some point during their passage through life. Perhaps even at multiple points. For who among us has never gotten lost, much to our own embarrassment? Who has not ended up in scenarios that are frightening, alienating, shameful, and spirit-crushing? Who has not kept secrets, or been betrayed, or tried to control the behavior of others? Who has not longed for escape from suffering? And who has not reached for substances, people, behaviors, or distractions that offer temporary respite from the built-in discomforts of existence itself?

			What we commonly call an “addict,” I believe, is just an exaggerated version of all of us—just a person so desperately in search of relief from the sting of life that they will use anything (or anyone) to soothe it.

			This book is about that search for relief, and how wild and depraved it can make us become.

			Even the strongest of us.

			Even the bravest.

			I hope for your own sake that you have never fallen quite as low as Rayya and I fell at some points during our journey together. But even if your wheels have never fully come off, I suspect, at some level, that I might be you, and that you might be me, and that all of us might be Rayya.

			I offer this book with love and respect, then, to anyone who might need it.

			The part of me that still struggles with codependency would like to say that Rayya and I wrote it together, but the reality is that she wanted me to do it all by myself—and so I have.

			As we say in the rooms of recovery: Take what you like and leave the rest.
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			When People Ask Me, “Who Was Rayya?”

			Rayya Mokdessy Elias.

			Born in Syria, raised in Detroit, forged on the Lower East Side of New York City.

			Rayya: who came to America at the age of seven, from the beautiful, vibrant city of Aleppo—where her family had been affluent and glamorous and where, in her memory, there was always music and dancing, and flowers everywhere.

			Rayya: who—after arriving in cold, foreign, winter-dark Michigan—never felt quite at home anywhere again.

			Rayya: who always felt too Middle Eastern to be American and too American to be Middle Eastern. Who spoke just enough Arabic to argue with cab drivers, but whose only consistent nod to her background was always to preorder the halal meals on airplanes—despite having been raised as an Orthodox Christian. (“That shit’s just fresher, yo!”)

			Rayya: whose traditional and hardworking immigrant parents could never make sense of this wild youngest child of theirs. Who was utterly ungovernable. Who hated to study, hated to work. Who was a loving and affectionate child but also the most disobedient. Who was a radiant performer—a clown, a star—with a face that was always bathed in light. Who never stopped making her parents laugh and never stopped making them cry. Who, by the age of thirteen, was already skipping school to drive across state lines with older friends in order to see Led Zeppelin in concert. While high on acid. Which she was also selling.

			Rayya: who described herself as an “ex-junkie, ex-felon, postpunk, glamour-butch dyke.” Who was closeted until her early twenties, because there was no place for her queerness in the Syrian Orthodox community of 1970s Detroit, where girls did not traditionally leave their parents’ homes until they were successfully married to doctors and lawyers from within the Arab émigré fold. Who, growing up, was considered too masculine to be beautiful by the standards of the day, but too female to be offered the freedoms that her brothers and boy cousins enjoyed. Who always felt shamed and excluded. Who didn’t know what she was till she started seeing people like Elton John, David Bowie, and Freddie Mercury on TV—and then wanted to become them.

			Rayya: who was gorgeous. Who was stunning. Who identified as an androgyne. Who had the dark eyes and dramatic cheekbones of the heroes in Persian illuminated manuscripts. Whose haircut was always something between the punked-out skater do of a little boy in a Japanese anime adventure and a badass Keith Richards shag. Whose face changed from male to female, from wise to playful, from timeless to childish as the light shifted.

			Rayya: whom I could stare at all day and never get bored.

			Rayya: who was an outrageously talented musician, writer, filmmaker, and hairdresser. Who could make friends with any musical instrument. Who was an electrifying performer with a muscular, beautiful, three-octave-wide voice. Who struggled, however, with insecurity, addiction, shame, and creative paralysis, and never became as successful as she wanted to be. Who nonetheless made independent films that were shown at the Berlin International Film Festival, and who never stopped writing songs, and who published a brilliant memoir that was about, of all things, recovery from addiction.

			Rayya: who once lost a six-figure record deal because she told a Sony executive to suck her dick.

			Rayya: who was her own worst enemy—who was her own only enemy. Who got herself into an astonishing amount of trouble during the course of her life but could talk her way out of anything. Who once told a sentencing judge, “Sir, I deserve justice, but I am humbly asking you today for mercy.” And who was granted mercy that day—because Rayya’s humility, whenever she revealed it, was the most tender and irresistible thing you ever saw.

			Rayya: who had been in countless jails and rehabs and institutions, and who—during the infamous Tompkins Square Park riot of 1988—had been living on a bench in that park for quite a while, with a needle in her arm, barely noticing the police action that was happening all around her.

			Rayya: who was so proud of finally getting clean, and who truly believed she had done it all by herself. Who never got past step four of the twelve steps, but who still went to recovery meetings for years so she could hold court with her most dramatic overdose stories and hang out with all her old friends from the streets and the scene. Who never really admitted powerlessness over her addiction (or over anything, come to think of it). Who announced after more than a decade of sobriety that she wasn’t an addict anymore, so she didn’t have to go to those boring meetings anymore. Who declared of her addiction: “That label no longer works for me.”

			Rayya: who graduated herself from recovery, in other words—with ultimately harrowing results.

			Rayya: who swore that all she ever wanted was to be good.

			Rayya: who was good. Who was the single most foundational presence in the lives of nearly all her friends and family members. Who was everybody’s confidante. Who stayed friends with all her exes. Who was our bedrock. Who had copies of everyone’s keys and passwords. Who came with us when it was time to negotiate deals for cars, homes, divorces. Who was our mediator and our minister. Who coached us through our most difficult conversations. Who loved and accepted each one of us singularly, unconditionally, ferociously. Who always forgave us when we fell short. Who taught us how to forgive one another. Who made us into better people.

			Rayya: who was my bodyguard. Who was everyone’s bodyguard. Who once traveled halfway across the planet to pound on a door and physically remove a beloved friend from a relationship that had turned violent. Who could disarm anyone’s insanity—except, as it turned out, her own.

			Rayya: quick to fight, quick to cry, quick to laugh, quick to forgive. An insecure individualist. A fiery Aries with a marshmallow heart. A sentimental cynic. An unfailingly honest master manipulator. A fierce protector who somehow always had somebody taking care of her. A needy alpha who demanded solitude but could not bear to be alone.

			Rayya: whom I never saw coming, had not planned for, and could not control. Who started off as my hairdresser, then became a social acquaintance, then a friend, then a neighbor, then my best friend, and then my “person.” Who slowly morphed into something I did not have words for anymore—because as a happily married woman, what was I supposed to do about her?

			Rayya: who did not so much steal my heart as gradually ease it open, until I wanted nothing more than to stay by her side forever.

			Rayya: who did finally become my lover, my partner—but only when we discovered that she had terminal pancreatic and liver cancer and had been given only six months to live.

			Rayya: who ended up living for twenty months after her diagnosis—because she never followed anyone’s rules, not even cancer’s.

			Rayya: who let me see the softness she hid from everyone else. Who had skin like washed silk. Who loved having her back tickled. Who curled up in my arms like a baby. Who was afraid of bugs, thunder, and having to swallow pills. Who was terrified of hospitals. Who was always afraid she had wasted her life.

			Rayya: whose pain from cancer and fear of death ultimately drove her into the arms of alcohol, cigarettes, sugar, weed, Xanax, Vicodin, Ambien, codeine, morphine, trazodone, fentanyl, and cocaine.

			Rayya: whose return to active drug addiction made the last few months of her life a living hell for everyone involved. Whose relapse drove me so far into insanity that I once seriously contemplated murdering her, because I believed she was killing me.

			Rayya: who broke my heart.

			Rayya: who loved me the most. Whom I loved the most.

			Rayya: who died in my arms.

			Rayya: whose name means “fragrant breeze” in Arabic but who was more like a shattering comet.

			Rayya: who was a legend to all who knew her. Who was the person everybody wanted to hang out with, party with, play with, sleep with, travel with, dress like, confide in, imitate.

			Rayya: who always kicked people out of the house at the end of the party, even if it wasn’t her house.

			Rayya: who was the one everyone followed home. Who was the one everyone fell into. Who was the one I fell into—the way a white-water rafter falls off a boat and gets sucked into a whirlpool and is never seen by their family again.

			Rayya: who had a face made for drowning in.

			Rayya.

			I still sometimes have trouble saying her name and breathing at the same time.

		

	
		
			Where Is Comfort to Be Found?

			Not in the singing.

			Not in the songs.

			Sometimes in the sound that the mourning doves make

			in the trees beside the home

			where you lived with her for just one summer—

			for just that one summer, when all the days were long.

			My brave, tired child—

			the simple answers have never worked for you,

			because you know they are not true.

			The only thing that can hold you now

			must hold everything else, too.

			Now is the time for you to see

			that all the grief

			and all the pain

			and all the shame

			are just children looking for a home—

			the same way that you are,

			the same way that she was.

			Now is the time for you to understand

			that nothing does not belong to God,

			and nothing does not come home to God,

			and nothing does not live forever

			within the giant, nameless space that you have always called God—

			not your broken cries,

			not her final goodbye,

			and certainly not the mourning doves.

			Everything belongs here, my love—

			or nothing does.

		

	
		
			All the Way to the River

			Rayya liked to use a map of downtown New York City as the operative metaphor for her friendships and relationships.

			The way she explained it was this.

			First, she said, you’ve got your Fifth Avenue friends, who are right in the center of the map. These are the people you’re completely artificial with. You only let them see your surface, and they only let you see their surface. These are your social friends and your professional contacts. Everyone’s trying to impress each other; no one is telling the truth. None of the Fifth Avenue friend group really know one another or want to be known.

			As you head farther east, though, you’ve got your Fourth and Third Avenue friends. You’re still polite with these people, but you let them see a little more of your true nature. You can joke around, be a little loose, share some intimacy. You’ve probably met their families. Maybe you went to their wedding. You feel a sincere warmth for these people, but they’re still on the periphery of your heart.

			Keep walking and you’ll run into your Second and First Avenue friends. Now you’re getting somewhere. These people really know you, and you know them. You’ve got deep history together. Maybe you’ve been neighbors forever. Maybe you’ve traveled together. Maybe you started businesses together. You’ve been witness to each other’s successes and failures, and you can be honest and vulnerable with each other. These are people you can trust, who’ve got your back, who will always be there.

			But it isn’t really until you get to your Alphabet City friends, Rayya used to say, that you start to experience real intimacy. Your Avenue A, B, C, and D friends have been through some shit with you, and they still manage to love you. These are the people who paid your bail. These are the people who came to see you when you were in rehab, who know about the affair, who held your head while you were puking, whose couches you slept on during your divorce. They took the car keys from you when they had to. You wept in their arms when you lost your job, your mother, your baby, your mind. You’ve seen each other in hospital waiting rooms, in funeral homes, in abortion clinics. They called you when they were having an anxiety attack at the airport. You’ve maybe had some bitter fights or misunderstandings over the years, and maybe had to stop talking to them for a while. Boundaries have been crossed and recrossed. You’ve had to forgive each other. These are the realest friends you will ever have in your life.

			But the map of New York City hasn’t ended yet.

			Keep going.

			If you are very lucky, Rayya used to claim, you might find one friend—just one friend—over the course of your whole entire life, who will walk all the way to the East River with you. This is the friend who knows everything. This is the person you could never be counterfeit with, even if you tried. This is the one who can read your face from three blocks away and immediately knows when something is up. And you know that last awful secret you’ve been hiding from everyone forever? The one secret you’ve always believed would destroy you if anyone knew about it? This person knows about it. Hell, they might have even been involved in it. And yet there’s nothing you could ever do to lose them. This person is your last phone call in the middle of the night from the void, when you have nowhere else to turn.

			Rayya used to say to me: “You’re my all the way to the river friend.”

			I was. I proudly was.

			And she was mine.

			I knew it, she knew it, everyone knew it—and I wore the title like a badge of honor.

			So it makes a certain amount of sense that when we discovered Rayya was dying, we began to call her death “the river.”

			“I want you to walk with me all the way to the river,” she told me the day she got her terminal cancer diagnosis, and I promised her I would.

			“I can’t get into the river with you,” I said, “but I’ll walk you right to the edge of it. I will be with you every step of the way.”

			And those words sounded beautiful and soothing to our frightened ears.

			But here’s the thing about Rayya’s map metaphor.

			If you are familiar with the geography of downtown New York City, you know that walking all the way from Fifth Avenue to the East River is not a very nice walk.

			It starts off nice, sure, as you stroll through grand neighborhoods filled with history and charm. Then it starts to get funky, but in a cool way. For a while, around First Avenue, it gets fun—colorful, bustling, vibrant, and diverse. And then it gets gritty. And then it gets sad, as you pass through the failed projects of a city that seems to have abandoned its most vulnerable people. And then it gets dangerous, as you start looking over your shoulder while dodging used syringes and unconscious drug addicts. As you draw nearer to the river, it’s not that easy to make the final stretch, because there’s a giant, multilane highway in your path, filled with speeding motorists who give no care to the safety of your fragile little human body. You’ll have to find your way to the pedestrian overpass, which is not easily located, and which is covered with dog shit and graffiti and does not exactly offer a bucolic vista.

			And once you finally make it all way to the river? Well—it’s the East River, folks. It’s a slurry of sewage and plastic and medical waste, covered by a light film of industrial oil and filled with sunken cars and the skeletons of long-dead gangsters.

			It’s a perilous journey is what I’m saying, to be somebody’s “all the way to the river” relationship. There is romance in it, but also danger. Intimacy at that level is rough. You will see things in yourself and in the other person that will frighten and harm you; and you will experience things that will change you. I would not have missed my journey with Rayya for anything in the world, but I’m not entirely sure I would recommend it. And I definitely never want to do anything like that again. Because while much of that walk was magical, a lot of it was exceedingly unbeautiful and painful to endure, and I’m pretty sure it shaved a few years off my life.

			Maybe this is why you can’t know many people in life as well as I knew Rayya.

			Maybe—I sometimes contemplate—we’re not even supposed to go all the way to the river with anyone.

			Maybe there comes a point where we each have to find our way to the river alone.

			And here’s another thing I only recently found out, by the way: What we New Yorkers call the East River is not even a river! It’s a tidal estuary. Which means it flows in both directions, and its chemistry constantly varies. Both salty and fresh, it’s generative but changeable. Polluted water and bright new tides are constantly flowing back and forth across invisible boundaries. Navigation can become tricky. Extreme brackishness can make underwater visibility low. Currents are unpredictable. Swimmers and boaters must be careful not to be swept out to sea.

			Honestly, you can’t even tell whether this body of water ends at the beginning or begins at the end.

			But yes, back to our story.

			I promised my beloved friend Rayya Elias that I would walk with her all the way to the river.

			And God help us, that is exactly what I did.
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			Relieve Me from the Bondage of Self

			Dear God—

			My grief is killing me.

			And my opinions are killing me, too.

			And my resentments are definitely killing me—

			multiple times a day, just for fun.

			My desires keep landing me in ditches,

			tits up,

			with mysterious lumps on the back of my head.

			My demand that all the world’s dilemmas be solved by the end of business day yields a fresh new crop of insanity every twenty-four hours, and I keep the keys to hell on a chain called righteousness that I wear around my neck like dog tags.

			Meanwhile, you just keep letting everyone do whatever the fuck they want to do, apparently.

			And you keep killing off the good people, and leaving the assholes behind.

			Or allowing the good people to turn into assholes—even worse.

			And you have outfitted each one of your earthly children

			with some sort of frequency-blocking device

			that prevents people from following my edicts—

			even though I’m always right and I absolutely know what’s best for everyone.

			Oh Lord, please help me.

			Oh my beloved God—

			can’t you see how it wears me out?

			Carrying around my will like a carapace made of horn and brass?

			Wearing my points of view like a pincushion across my face?

			God, I am weary of being myself—

			and it appears that you will not allow me to be you,

			no matter how hard I try.

			So where does that leave us?

			You, the mysterious Creator of all things.

			Me, the ladies and gentlemen of the jury.

			I sit on the bank of your river and take off my shoes.

			Mother of Everything, teach me the rules.

			Plastic, moss, and mud all around.

			Cloud cover, telephones, leaves in a wad.

			A passing plane.

			A dog that limps.

			Show me,

			show me,

			show me how to live.

			Now I hear your sparrow.

			Now I hear your crow.

			Now I hear your traffic on the high bridge overhead.

			You’re just letting all this happen, aren’t you?

			Letting it unfold, like an opening hand.

			Despite my resistance, without my command.
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			Get Your Own Life!

			I first met Rayya Elias in the spring of 2000—which is so many lifetimes ago that it seems to have happened on an entirely different planet to an entirely different person.

			I was thirty-one years old at the time, and married—in my first marriage, to be clear.

			I was on a certain path back then. It was the path I had been taught; it was the path I had sought. Husband, nice house, good job, about to start a family. But my life was about to blow all the way up, because—as anybody who has read Eat Pray Love already knows—I was on the verge of being swept up into the heavy drama of falling in love with a man outside my marriage. He was presenting himself to me as a dashing and heroic rescuer, but his actual role in my destiny was to crush my heart so completely that I would never be able to put myself back together in the old way, and I would need to spend several years searching the entire planet for healing.

			But none of that had happened yet, and, for the moment, my life still looked pretty good.

			Except there was a problem with my hair, which was a frizzy mess. (Betraying, perhaps, that I was not quite as put together as I wished to appear.) One day a friend looked at my tattered bird’s nest of a hairdo, told me I resembled a young Art Garfunkel, and said I needed to do something about it. She suggested I go see this person named Rayya Elias, who was cutting hair out of a walk-up apartment on Avenue C. Rayya was—I was promised—“really fucking cool” and gave haircuts only to people she liked.

			So I went to see Rayya, to find out if she would like me.

			I was dressed that day like a salesclerk at Banana Republic, which is how I always dressed back then. All khakis and cardigans. And I had a copy of The Atlantic Monthly tucked under my arm. I remember my outfit clearly, because I looked and felt so different from Rayya, who was wearing black leather pants, a white tank top, and motorcycle boots. She had striking tattoos (this was back before everyone had tattoos—remember that long-ago time?) and her apartment was filled with graffiti-inspired art. Guitars and keyboards were piled in a corner. Two scar-faced pit bulls were rolling happily at her feet.

			Rayya sat me down in her chair, put her hands in my hair, and started laughing.

			That laugh! That giant, marvelous, gravelly laugh!

			She said, “Don’t worry, babe—I know exactly what to do with your little duck fluff! I just started dating a chick who’s got the same hair as you. I know how to handle it.”

			I instantly relaxed under her hands, never for a moment doubting her competency. I don’t think I even gave her any instructions; I just fell backward into her field of unwavering self-confidence, trusting that she would take care of me. (This instantaneous act of trust says just as much about me, by the way, as it does about her: I have always loved handing myself over to perfect strangers.) And Rayya did take care of me. With no apparent effort, talking and laughing the whole time, she gave me a terrific haircut. The first of almost twenty years of terrific haircuts.

			I have fallen in love with many people at first sight, but I did not fall in love with Rayya Elias that day. In fact, I didn’t fall in love with her for another eight or nine years—until long after we had become dear friends. But I did like her. She was funny and interesting and exotic. And I definitely agreed with my friend’s assessment of her: really fucking cool.

			I remember asking Rayya about the strange coins that were piled up on her windowsill. She said they were her sobriety chips. I’d never seen one before, and she let me handle them. She had a coin for every milestone of her recovery—one day clean, ninety days clean, six months, one year, two years, three years…

			“If you knew how many ninety-day chips I’ve collected in my life!” she said, roaring with laughter again.

			She told me that she’d been addicted to cocaine and heroin for most of her adult life, but that she’d been clean for three years now. She showed me the scars on her arms from where she used to shoot speedballs. She had more scars on her left arm than on the right one, she explained, since she was right-handed and had better aim with that hand. I remember how comfortable Rayya seemed when talking about her former drug use, and how she used the word junkie with a relaxed pride I’d never before encountered. How at home she appeared in her own battered survivor’s body!

			“It’s a fucking miracle I’m alive,” she said.

			She was ablaze with the exuberant gratitude that I now recognize as being common in early recovery. This is the phase some people call “the pink cloud”—when the newly sober addict is high on the joy of simply being free at last from the grime and slavery of their dependency. They don’t need anything more than what they’ve got in the present moment, because they can’t believe they get to even have a present moment. Life feels simple, bright, limitlessly possible.

			I remember, too, that we talked a lot about creativity that day. I told Rayya I was a journalist and a novelist. She told me she was just starting to make music again and was struggling to find the courage to perform sober. She said it was difficult for her to handle the vulnerability of living a creative life without a shield of drugs to hide behind.

			But here’s what stands out for me most from that first encounter.

			Rayya told me she’d recently purchased a little house in Asbury Park, on the Jersey Shore. She’d figured out a way to work four days a week cutting hair so she could spend three days a week at the beach. She would ride out there on her motorcycle and hang out at the beach alone—writing music, cooking on the grill, watching the sun come up. Sounds like heaven, I said, and she agreed that it was. But she said there were a bunch of people in her life who were furious at her for working only four days a week. They were personally offended by it—as if she were breaking some kind of sacred capitalist rule. They were angry that she was spending so much time at the beach—as if people were allowed to go to the beach only when they were on vacation, and just for a few days a year.

			“I told them to fuck right off!” she said. “I’m not stopping you from going to the fucking beach, dude—why are you pissed off at me? This is my life, man! Get your own life!”

			I was impressed by the casual ferocity of her words—by her absolute confidence.

			I had never once told anyone to fuck off.

			I had never once said to anyone, “This is my life, man!”

			I don’t think I quite understood yet that it was my life I was living. I was trying so hard to be everything to everybody. I was both the breadwinner and the homemaker in my marriage, as well as trying to be an artist. And now it was expected that I must soon become a mother. It was too much, and I was starting to crack. I couldn’t imagine the freedom of a little house of one’s own, a motorcycle, and three days alone at the beach each week.

			Rayya didn’t fall in love with me that day, either. But she did like me. (She wouldn’t have cut my hair if she didn’t!) Years later, though, she admitted that she wasn’t exactly sure why she liked me. I was nothing like her other friends. I wasn’t punk, cool, tough, edgy. There was nothing street about me. Still, she was impressed that I was making a living as a writer. That was interesting to her. She had a lot of questions about my relatively untormented relationship with creativity. Why wasn’t I more tormented? she wanted to know. How did I keep the fear and insecurity at bay, she asked, as I shared my most vulnerable work with the world?

			In this regard, my life seemed like a curiosity to Rayya—just as curious as her life was to me.

			There was one more thing about that day, though.

			Rayya told me years later that when I walked into her apartment that afternoon, she saw a big circle of golden light around my head. She was intrigued and puzzled by it. She claimed she could see it the entire time she was cutting my hair. Having been attracted all her life to the darker side of things, she found herself curious about all that brightness.

			Who has that much freaking sunshine? she remembered thinking. What’s that all about?

		

	
		
			I Belong Here

			It is revealing that I have said more about Rayya thus far in this book than I have said about myself, even though this is technically my book.

			How very typical of me, to have immediately put my focus upon the other.

			It is my way—it has always been my way—to become captivated by other people’s charisma and madness and wildness and beauty. To disappear into their stories and become hypnotized by their existence. To become lost in a trance of themness and to forget who I am, what I am, and where I stand.

			So let me back up and tell you who I am, what I am, and where I stand at this moment in my life.

			If this were a twelve-step meeting in the recovery fellowship that I attend on a regular basis, and if I were speaking about my own addiction, this is how I would begin: “Hi, my name is Lizzy, and I’m a sex and love addict.”

			If I wanted to get more specific about the matter, I might add: “I’m also a romantic obsessive, a fantasy and adrenaline addict, a world-class enabler, and a blackout codependent.”

			And then I would say, glancing around a room filled with people who might not look like me but who all act like me: “I belong here.”

			I love those words: I belong here.

			Those three words save my life, day after day.

			“I belong here” means that I belong here on this planet, where I have seldom felt safe or normal. It means that I belong here in this body, which I have rarely inhabited and which I have freely given away countless times (along with my heart, my time, my spirit, my home, and my money) to many other people to use for their own purposes. It means that I belong to whatever divine force went through all the trouble to create me, and that my belonging is not dependent upon my “getting it right”—whatever that even means.

			I belong here even when I get everything wrong.

			Maybe especially then.

			“I belong here” also means that I belong in my own story, even if it sometimes takes me a few chapters to get around to remembering that.

			Most of all, though, it means that I belong in any room where addicts are gathered in a circle, humbly admitting to themselves, to each other, and to the Gods of their own understanding that they are powerless over their addictions and that their lives have become unmanageable.

			There are not a lot of women out there who will publicly admit to being sex and love addicts, because it sounds pretty gnarly. In fact, it is gnarly. I won’t get into salacious details here, but I will say that my addiction manifests as a sincere yet deeply misguided belief that somebody outside of myself will miraculously be able to heal me on the inside—thereby making me feel safe, cherished, and whole at last. In real-life terms, this translates as a desperate need to have my existence constantly authenticated and reauthenticated through a romantic partner’s touch, eye contact, verbal reassurance, acts of love, or mere physical presence.

			How much reassurance is enough for me to finally feel secure?

			There has never been enough, frankly.

			There can never be enough.

			My desperation to be loved is certainly outsize, and it has caused me to act out in ways that are undeniably insane. Yet I suspect that parts of my story may feel familiar to many of my readers—especially my female readers, who, like me, may have been socialized since birth to believe that they did not possess much inherent value but were estimable only insofar as they were capable of making themselves attractive enough to be chosen. Failing to succeed in this massively important project of proving yourself worthy of being chosen meant that you were a failure, and that nothing else you ever manifested would have much significance in anyone’s eyes.

			Or at least that’s what endless generations of women across a multitude of cultures have been taught—and that’s what I was taught, too.

			Sex has always been the fastest and most direct way for me to feel thoroughly chosen, but what I’m really looking for in my romantic encounters is the love, attention, validation, and approval (“LAVA” in the parlance of recovery) that other humans can sometimes provide, and without which I have often felt like I would quite literally die. Thus I have spent my entire life searching for that magical person who will see me and save me—whether in the short term or the long term. When my plan for salvation with one person didn’t work out (and it never worked out), I just went looking for LAVA with someone else.

			If you’re reading this and thinking to yourself, Well, that seems quite normal! Everyone needs love, after all!, I can assure you that in my case it is not normal. I am not talking here about the healthy expression of human intimacy; I am talking about a force within me that is both terrified and terrifying and that has always been completely out of control.

			I have caused tremendous harm to myself and others through my decades of sex and love addiction. I have inserted myself into other people’s relationships, and I have broken up families; I have lied to myself and others; I have hurt people whom I promised to cherish; I have crossed boundaries with friends; I have run away from people who cared about me and toward people who didn’t; I have cheated on people and allowed myself to be cheated upon; I have tried to buy love with money; I have triangulated, strategized, and manipulated; I have seduced people and discarded them, just as often as I have been seduced and discarded; I have committed and accepted heartbreaking degradation; I have committed and accepted shameful objectification; I have used other people’s bodies as drugs (both sedatives and stimulants); I have treated my own body with terrible disrespect—and I have never been able to stop.

			The closest I’ve ever come to suicide is because of my sex and love addiction, and also the closest I’ve ever come to murder. That may sound dramatic, but it’s incredibly common: People kill themselves and one another over matters of love, obsession, control, betrayal, and jealous rage every day. Romantic breakups and divorces are among the primary causes of suicide, homicide, and addiction relapse, and science has now proven that people can literally die of a broken heart. (The official medical term, by the way, is takotsubo cardiomyopathy. In such cases, there is often no abnormal arterial blockage to be found—in other words, there is nothing wrong with the organ at all. It’s just that the small arteries feeding the heart become physically crushed by the experience of acute grief, and this can lead to a heart attack or death. This condition is five times more likely to be seen in women than in men, causing me to wonder how many cases of women’s cardiac-related deaths are actually caused by brokenheartedness—or perhaps by a long series of emotional disappointments and devastations that wear the body down until the pump finally gives out.)

			If we add to this the astronomical rates at which women are harmed and murdered by their boyfriends and husbands, and how difficult (if not impossible) it is for some women to leave their abusers, I think it’s no exaggeration to suggest that sex and love addiction might be one of the leading causes of death for women worldwide.

			So I take this problem seriously, because I believe that sex and love addiction is a matter of life and death. In my case, without a doubt, it always has been.

			My problem is what’s officially called a “process addiction,” as opposed to “substance addiction,” which was Rayya’s downfall. Process addictions are characterized by extreme compulsivity around certain behaviors—gambling, shopping, hoarding, eating, sex, control, obsession, gaming, skin picking, etc. Put simply: Rayya was addicted to drugs; I am addicted to people. Although I do believe that Rayya was a love addict, as well. In fact, many folks in the rooms of recovery surmise that love addiction is at the bottom of all the other addictions. Our famished yearning for love is the great yawning chasm that we keep trying to fill with other things—with drugs, alcohol, food, money, sex, cigarettes, gambling, gaming, success, perfectionism, workaholism, internet addiction, you name it. Of all the human desires, the need to feel loved is the most fundamental. When unmet or perverted at a tender age, that need can warp our brains into making dangerous and even insane decisions for the rest of our lives.

			From what I now understand, given the latest neurological research, people like me—people with process addictions—have nervous systems that don’t work quite right. Many of us, having experienced at a young age what are officially referred to as “consistent disruptions of safety,” have trouble regulating our own emotions, taking care of ourselves, telling fantasy from reality, understanding the concept of boundaries, knowing whom to trust, and distinguishing our feelings from other people’s feelings. As a result, we can end up with an attachment style that is sometimes referred to as “disordered-disoriented”—which describes my romantic history perfectly.

			Over the years, I’ve used plenty of alcohol and drugs (both legal and illegal) in order to get numb or high—but not nearly at the level that I have used people. I don’t actually need alcohol and drugs to alter my consciousness, because the pharmacy built right into my brain churns out enormous amounts of dopamine as a reward for the experience of sexuality, physical closeness, and emotional arousal—and at a rate that is estimated to be ten times higher than that of a so-called normal person. And it’s not only dopamine that my brain overproduces when I’m infatuated with someone; it’s also adrenaline, oxytocin, serotonin, and norepinephrine. When combined in a powerful rush, these hormones fill me with an almost godlike sense of euphoria, removing my ability to feel pain or calculate risk, warping my perception of reality, and taking away my desire for sleep, food, and fulfillment of other basic life-supporting needs.

			Other people might experience pleasurable sensations from romance, fantasy, or sex; I get wasted.

			If that sounds fun, it isn’t.

			Or rather—as with many addictions—it can be fun at first, but then it quickly becomes hell.

			Because here’s how the story always ends up, whenever I fall into desire and obsession to this degree: As my addict brain becomes increasingly tolerant of these abnormally elevated levels of hormones, I will eventually need to score bigger and bigger hits of “reward” to experience the same high that I felt at the beginning of the romantic encounter. I will do anything to get that release and relief again. Craving sets in, bringing emotional and even physical pain along with it. Soon I am neglecting my own life as I increasingly fixate upon the person who has become my source. My behavior becomes more dangerous, more desperate, more clinging, more demanding, as I insist that the object of my infatuation keep stimulating the release of the hormones that my brain is now telling me I need in order to survive. If the person cannot or will not deliver the goods anymore, I can’t get my craving satisfied. And when I can’t get my craving satisfied, my adrenals will crash. After the crash comes withdrawal. And when I go into withdrawal, I want to die.

			That part isn’t very fun.

			Like all addicts, then, I have suffered—and I have been the cause of suffering in others.

			Like all addicts, I have kept secrets.

			Like all addicts, I have lived a double life.

			Like all addicts, I have always kept a hidden stash of supply to keep me from jonesing. (In my case, “supply” would be potential love interests, with whom I was constantly flirting, texting, temperature checking, and testing the waters—in case I needed them someday.) And there is nothing cute or harmless about flirtation when I engage in it. I’ve heard it said before that drug addicts steal people’s money, but love addicts steal people’s time, energy, and emotional attention—which is even worse, because those thefts hurt people at the level of their heart, at the deepest core of their being.

			Those thefts leave wounds that may never heal—deep wounds to all involved.

			Like many addicts, I always suspected there was something wrong with me. I was a full-on romantic obsessive by the time I was in grammar school (I can still tell you the birthday of every boy I had a crush on in second grade). I knew I was out of control by the time I reached high school, when I kept bouncing from boyfriend to boyfriend, from drama to drama, never able to find peace with anyone. I didn’t know what was wrong with me, but I knew that my friends didn’t act the way I acted. My early twenties were an even bigger mess, as I shipwrecked my heart and body upon one rocky shore after another. But I always thought I could get myself under control by using willpower and common sense—or by finding a new partner. And many times over the years I did pull myself together. I got over it and found someone new or even better. Many times, I believed I had this problem solved—only to discover that I super did not have this problem solved.

			The line between a problematic behavior and an addiction is a murky one—perhaps even invisible. But a good test as to whether you’re an addict or not is to answer these three questions as honestly as possible:

			
					
					Have you tried to stop this behavior and you can’t?

				

					
					Have you managed to stop at times—but you can’t stay stopped?

				

					
					Has your behavior brought consequences to your life that might cause a normal person to say, “Wow, I’ll certainly never do that thing again!”—yet you keep doing that thing?

				

			

			I couldn’t stop; I couldn’t stay stopped; I kept doing that thing.

			No matter how costly the consequences, I kept acting out. One disastrous encounter after another left me shattered, guilt-ridden, shamed, and exhausted. Lessons kept piling up, but I was never able to act differently, despite being a trustworthy and disciplined person in every other realm of my life.

			Like all addicts, I have a disease that is progressive. Untreated, it just gets worse. And I know this to be true, because the last time I acted out in my sex and love addiction, I was more batshit crazy than I have ever been in my life—and I was nearly fifty years old at the time, with thirty years of therapy and spiritual practices under my belt. Yet I did things for and within that relationship that no sane or emotionally stable person would ever do. And I woke up at the end of that encounter exactly the way another kind of addict might wake up in a motel room somewhere off the highway outside Vegas, wrecked and bewildered, with no memory of how she had gotten there—and not sure where that fresh new tattoo had come from, either. Blinking in the blazing sun, wondering where her money went, and asking in devastated confusion, “How did that just happen?”

			Or maybe it would be more accurate to ask: “How did that just happen again?”

			If you’re curious to know how I got this way—how I turned into a sex and love addict—we could sit in a therapist’s office and talk about it forever. And indeed, I have sat in therapists’ offices talking about it forever. But I will not be sharing any of my most traumatic childhood stories here, because those stories involve other people—people who are still alive, people whom I still care about, and people whom I ultimately regard as blameless (whether or not I still choose to have them in my life).

			Partially, the reason I don’t blame anybody for my problems is because I don’t think it’s particularly useful to hold others responsible for my fate or for my behaviors. But I also believe that the people who harmed me had no more control over their compulsive actions than I’ve ever had over mine. And that is nobody’s fault. We are all descended from the same confounding human bloodline, after all—every one of us born of the same long and tangled lineage of addicts and their enablers; narcissists and their prey; the mentally ill and their beleaguered civilian orderlies; abusers and their apologists; manipulators and martyrs; secrets and secret keepers; suicides and sorrows.

			Beautiful people, so many of them.

			Beautiful, talented, extraordinary people who all struggled.

			Beautiful, talented, extraordinary, and terrified people who were all seeking something outside of themselves that could relieve them from their interior pain.

			I’m just one of the lucky ones who finally found her way to the rooms of recovery.

			So why am I talking about all this now?

			Well, there are a few reasons.

			For one thing, very few women ever speak out publicly about sex and love addiction, because there’s so much shame wrapped up in the subject. Their discretion is understandable (nobody wants to be judged or scorned), but this level of secrecy has also, I’m afraid, prevented many suffering people from learning about the nature of their addiction or finding out where to seek help. I myself spent many years talking about my ever-cascading relationship insanity in a multitude of therapeutic settings without a single mental health professional ever saying, “Girlfriend, you’re a sex and love addict—and guess what: There’s a twelve-step program for that.” How I wish I’d known about it sooner! It could have saved me (and a lot of people around me) a considerable amount of pain and suffering.

			But the main reason I’m choosing to be so open about my sex and love addiction is because I’m going to be writing a lot in this book about Rayya’s drug addiction and relapse—and I don’t want anyone to think I’m speaking about my beloved friend from a place of judgment, contempt, superiority, or distance. What she was, I also am. My addiction may have manifested differently from hers, but we both suffered from the same deep spiritual sickness.

			But here’s the thing—I didn’t know it at the time.

			The whole time I was getting involved with Rayya—becoming her friend, falling in love with her, walking all the way to the river with her, being driven to the edge of madness by her awful relapse into active drug addiction—I didn’t know that I was suffering from a dangerous addiction, too, which was leading both of our hearts into treacherous territory. I mean, I knew I was plenty messed up, in terms of my romantic relationships, but I didn’t know I was an addict. And I certainly did not know that, over time, I would become just as addicted to Rayya as she was to drugs.

			My addiction doesn’t mean I didn’t love Rayya; I always loved her, and I always will. My addiction merely means that I needed Rayya at a level that was far beyond healthy. I came to believe, quite literally, that I could not live without Rayya—that a world without Rayya’s attention and infinitely calming ministrations was a world not worth enduring. Driven mad by fear and longing, I tried to drain all the love from Rayya into me before she died—as though through some crazy emotional blood transfusion. In so doing, I turned into a vampire, which is what all active addicts eventually become.

			And the whole time we were together, Rayya didn’t know she was an addict, either. Meaning: She had forgotten. Like all addicts, Rayya had a disease that lied to her—a disease that told her she didn’t have a disease. Forgetting that she was powerless over her drug addiction, she slid into a relapse. And then she became a vampire, as well.

			So what you had when Rayya and Liz came together was a pair of untreated addicts on a slow collision course. It is not surprising that everything went sideways, and that people got hurt. Yet despite it all, I still insist upon believing that we were both innocent—absolutely innocent.

			My view of humanity is that all of us are innocent, or none of us are.

			Because nobody wakes up every morning and says, “How can I be the most fucked-up possible version of myself? How can I cause the greatest amount of harm to myself and others—perhaps even creating patterns of dysfunction that will impact multitudes of people for generations to come?”

			The only thing anyone is ever trying to do is survive their minds, their histories, their dilemmas, their destinies, their days.

			And everyone struggles, and everyone flounders, and everyone deploys their very best coping strategies to relieve themselves of suffering, and we’re all doing the best we can.

			And most of all, as God only knows: Everyone belongs here.
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			The God of My Understanding

			Not a king, not a judge, not a father.

			Not a mother, either—although that comes somewhat closer.

			Not the Word—but not against words.

			Not a list of commandments—but an expression of extraordinary tenderness.

			Not a series of laws—but an offering of guidance.

			Not the silence—but the silence just beyond the silence.

			Not the breath—but breath-adjacent.

			Not a fact—but a knowing.

			Fond, humorous, intimate, fluid.

			Impervious to logic.

			Drawn toward my stillness.

			Contagious in its affection.

			Spacious beyond imagining.

			Unprovable, unmistakable.

			Always pleased to be discovered by me.

			Wanting only for that which will set us all free.

			Wanting only to be here.

			That’s enough for now.

			I’ve said too much already.

		

	
		
			A Few Helpful Definitions Before We Continue

			Codependency: excessive emotional or psychological dependence upon another person—typically one who requires an unusual amount of support and attention on account of depression, anxiety, narcissism, mental illness, low self-esteem, trauma, and/or addiction. An intense feeling of responsibility for another person’s life. The utter abandonment of yourself in order to fixate upon them. The belief that by healing them, you will be healed. The certainty that you will get all the love you have ever required by pouring your love into someone else’s heart. Not a medical diagnosis per se but a maladaptive set of behaviors that springs from a deeply painful unmet need for love, safety, and approval. A strategy of living that never, ever gives the needy person what they need. A timeworn and extremely effective means of avoiding one’s own pain.

			What codependency makes you into: an unhealed wound looking for someone to land on.

			How you can tell you might be in a codependent relationship: You care more about somebody else’s well-being than they do, and/or you believe that you cannot function without them, and/or you believe that they cannot function without you.

			The codependent’s motto: “You break it, we fix it!”

			Who you can be in a codependent relationship with: A lover, a partner, a parent, a child, a sibling, a friend, a boss, an employee—anyone, anyone, absolutely anyone!

			What codependency feels like at first: “You complete me!” or “I will be your hero!”

			What codependency feels like later on: watching in horror as someone else’s life passes before your eyes; wondering in utter bewilderment where your own life went.

			The final destination of codependency: rage, emptiness, loneliness, despair.

			The anthem of the exhausted codependent: “After all I’ve done for you!”

			How to kill a codependent: Lock them in a round, empty, windowless room and tell them there’s someone suffering in the corner who needs their help. Watch them run themselves to death, trying to find the person who needs to be rescued. Alternatively: Sit them in a chair in the center of a round, empty, windowless room and tell them to wait there until somebody comes to rescue them. Watch them wait there until they die.

			What a codependent without recovery typically does after leaving a codependent relationship: goes out and finds another one.

		

	
		
			Or Perhaps We Can See It This Way?

			What if Earth is nothing but a school for souls?

			What if this planet is the toughest and most elite accredited academy for spiritual ascension in the entire universe? What if our souls voluntarily elected to come here to undergo the wild experience of being spiritual entities contained within the forms of great apes, processing reality through the weird and flawed filter of human perception? And what if we pass our days moving through an extraordinarily complex educational curriculum that has been carefully tailored to push each soul toward its highest growth, evolution, and ultimate liberation?

			What if we each agreed long ago to show up in these exact bodies at this precise moment in history—to be dropped into our exact families and influenced by the specific cultures in which we were born, to be blessed or burdened with certain gifts and limitations, to be faced with a series of singular troubles and tests—because there was something our souls could not have learned any other way except through this precise curriculum? (Or as Mark Twain put it: “A man who carries a cat by the tail learns something he can learn in no other way.”)

			What if everything in Earth School is working exactly the way it’s supposed to be working, in other words—by teaching us things we can learn in no other way? What if everything (and everyone) that we label as “difficult” or “an obstacle” or even “dysfunctional” is in fact a deliberately designed construct meant to awaken us to our true natures—a divine crowbar, you might say, that is sent by the cosmos to knock down the doors of our ignorance, demolish our illusions, and give us the opportunity to move past our fears, find our innate courage, propagate wisdom, and help us to remember that we are of God?

			Of course we cannot know if this is how fate works, because none of us know how fate works. But in my life, I have certainly found that the Earth School model is a useful thought exercise during times of darkness, pain, and betrayal—for it takes me out of a victim mentality and offers up a worldview that feels far more empowering and fascinating than the limiting, anguished cry of “Why me?!”

			A more fruitful question than “Why me?” could be “How might this terrible situation be perfectly designed to help me to evolve?”

			Because what if that’s really what it’s all about?

			And what if we are all here to help each other evolve?

			By any means necessary, perhaps?

			My friend Barb Morrison—a fellow recovering addict and old friend of Rayya’s—calls this notion “Greetings from the Boardroom” and imagines it more or less like this…

			Long before we were born, our souls gathered in a giant cosmic conference center and decided what curriculum we each needed to sign up for in order to best learn the lessons we would seek in this lifetime. Some of us asked for tender assistance—for patient guides, devoted friends, loving parents, faithful partners, wise spiritual teachers. Some of us volunteered to provide that tender assistance.

			But some of the really brave students—the ones who wanted to make the most of their experience in Earth School—asked, “Okay, who will volunteer to be my abuser this time?” or “Who will be my alcoholic family member?” or “Who will be the lover who betrays me?” or “Who will be the child who breaks my heart?” or “Who will be the one who dies and leaves me all alone?”

			Now here comes the miracle.

			To each request, some benevolent soul on the other side of the boardroom raised their hand and said, “I’ll do that for you, my love. I’ll do that.”

			And so our teachers arranged to meet us. They agreed to bring us gifts not only of kindness and compassion but also of pain and trauma—by being exactly the people we needed to crash into at some prearranged moment so we could be broken open enough to perhaps learn something essential from the encounter, graduate from that lesson, and evolve ever closer to the light.

			Wouldn’t that be incredibly generous of someone, to do that for you? To help you grow like that?
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			And what if a moment of clarity came—right in the middle of your suffering and struggling—when the two of you recognized each other from the boardroom?

			What if you were like: “Oh, wow, I remember you!”

			And all you could do was laugh, or weep, with gratitude?

			And then—having served your purpose (having delivered or received the critical lesson)—what if you both released each other from your respective jobs?

			What if you set each other free?

			Wouldn’t that be magical?

			My friends, my friends—wouldn’t that be something?

		

	
		
			Can I Write You a Check?

			Allow me to speed through the years that followed, as though we were conducting a “life review” in heaven.

			I ran away from my first husband and toward that other guy—the one who had seemed like such a hero.

			We got high as hell off each other for a while, and then we crashed—hard. This was not the first time that such a crash had happened to me, but I almost died from this one because he and I had soared to such ecstatic heights before the wings fell off. But there was also magic in the breakdown. For it was upon my bathroom floor in the middle of the night, keening over my failed marriage and doomed love affair, that I first heard the sound of God’s voice (or what I came to believe was God) offering me this simple, loving instruction: Go back to bed, Liz.

			I went back to bed.

			And from that day on, I began following that God voice whenever I could hear it.

			After my divorce and my breakup, I quit my job, sold everything, and followed the God voice around the world. I was searching for something—anything—that would heal my heart and restore meaning to my life. At the end of my travels, I met a charismatic Brazilian man who poured love, attention, validation, and approval upon me with lavish abundance. I gave myself over to him without restraint. He gave himself over to me, too. We moved back to America and got married.

			I wrote a book about my travels.

			That book became Eat Pray Love.

			Suddenly I had a shit ton of money.

			This is important to the story.

			Because here’s what happens when you give a lot of money to a crazy codependent person: They do crazy codependent things with it.

			When those big, fat Eat Pray Love royalty checks started rolling in, my distorted thinking informed me that I was undeserving of all this abundance: Why was I so blessed when others still struggled? A solution arose in my imagination: I must give all my money away! I must immediately give this money to people who were either more worthy than me or more needy than me—preferably both! I must save everyone! I must change everyone’s lives!

			Codependents have terribly low self-esteem, you see, and we don’t know how to take care of ourselves. We also have a need to take responsibility for other people, because we live in certainty that nobody else out there can take care of themselves, either—or, at least, not without our constant and anxious interference. Throwing away our time and treasure is what we do, and fostering dependency in others makes us feel safe, valuable, and in control. Significant and sudden affluence, therefore, created a perfect firestorm within me: My innate lack of self-worth and inflated sense of obligation collided with overnight wealth—and pretty soon I was hurling cash at people exactly the way I used to hurl my body at them.

			I paid off the credit card bills and school loans of my family members and friends; I bought them clothes and jewelry and houses; I invested in their businesses; I supported their artistic projects; I paid for their weddings; I sent them on dream vacations, subsidized their therapy, financed their home renovations, and covered tuition for their children. I donated to everyone who came knocking at my door—supporting every fundraiser, charitable cause, and political campaign within arm’s reach. I paid the medical bills of strangers, and I bought cars for neighbors who were going through tough times. I launched businesses in order to keep people employed, and I sent checks to random women who I’d heard were going through divorces. I invented endless work projects around my home in order to give jobs to various local craftspeople. I tithed to churches I did not even attend.

			If you’re reading this and thinking, Well, that was very nice of you!, I wish to clarify that some of it was indeed very nice of me. And some of it was fucking insane.

			Allow me to offer an example.

			One morning in the late autumn of 2008, I woke up feeling a familiar sense of dread—what the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous perfectly describes as “restless, irritable, and discontent” (the hallmark emotional cocktail of the unrecovered addict). Because I was eager to stay faithful to my husband, I wasn’t acting out in my sex and love addiction—which meant I needed to find new and creative ways of settling my nerves and avoiding my feelings of emptiness and anxiety. That morning, I landed on a terrific way to distract myself. The stock market had collapsed only a month earlier, and I knew that people were suffering exceptional financial insecurity. So I went for a walk down the main street of my small New Jersey town, marched into nearly every business on the strip, and asked the proprietors if they needed any money.

			“Could I maybe give you some kind of grant? Can I write you a check? How much money do you need? Just ask! And you never have to pay me back!”

			I believe in my heart that I’m a generous person by nature, but this was not an act of generosity; this was mania. This was me saying to an entire town: “Love me, love me, please love me, please see me, please help me, please save me, let me save you, I’m crawling out of my skin, I’m in over my head, I’ll rescue all of you, I’m so lost!”

			Needless to say, my extravagant benevolence did not end up how I’d imagined it would—with everyone grateful and prospering and all of us acting like a big, happy family. Instead, my impulsive acts of overgiving stirred up a tornado of mutual resentments, misunderstandings, hurt feelings, and even legal issues. And if my plan had been to force everybody to love me by giving them handouts, the results were decidedly mixed. Some people loved me, sure—but those were the people who had always loved me, and for free. With many others, it got messy. I estimate that about half the people I “helped out” during those years now cross the street when they see me coming, because my financial interference in their lives completely contaminated the delicate pH balance of our relationships.

			I was somewhat out of my mind back then is what I’m saying.

			Stay with me, dear reader—this all brings us back to Rayya.

			During this time, I kept driving into the city to get monthly haircuts from her—coming to know her better as time went by, and always enjoying her company.

			Rayya’s life was in session, too. Her destiny was having its own play. For a while, things had been going great for her. She had settled down with that chick who had hair exactly like mine, and they were attempting to build a stable life together. Same-sex marriage was not yet legal in America, but Rayya and Gigi had registered as domestic partners in New York City and were trying their best to be responsible, married grown-ups. Rayya was attending twelve-step meetings, going to the gym, keeping out of trouble. She managed to accumulate some clean time and—for the first time in her life—some savings. Then she got into real estate and bought some investment properties. Rayya liked selling real estate, she said. It reminded her of the thrill of selling drugs. (“Slinging and banging is slinging and banging—whether it’s cocaine or apartments!”) And Rayya was making art again at last. She wrote and directed a few independent short films, wrote some songs, produced some music.

			But she was getting bored with her twelve-step meetings, she admitted to me. The initial exuberance of sobriety was waning. It was slowly dawning on her that she was expected to do this recovery work forever, and she didn’t like that feeling—the feeling that staying sober was now, like, her job. She had never wanted a job, and she didn’t want this one, either. She was chafing under the guidelines and discipline of the sober community, tired of the repetition of the same old prayers, irritated by all the personalities in the rooms. But she was still sticking with her program, more or less.

			And for the most part, she was stable.

			We were both fairly stable during those years, all things considered.

			More stable, to be sure, than either of us had ever been before.

			Then Rayya’s relationship broke up—not over any betrayal; it was simply that she and her partner wanted different things in life, and, as Rayya said, “We were starting to squish each other.”

			While Rayya believed the separation was for the best, she was still sad about it. She had knee surgery around that time, as well, and her leg didn’t heal quite right. She was in pain. Her hepatitis C—a souvenir of her old intravenous drug use—kept flaring up, too. She put on weight, which made her miserable. What’s more, the financial markets had collapsed around the same time her relationship ended, and the real estate market had tanked. Money was now an issue. Rayya was forced to sell her beloved little house in Asbury Park. She also had to move out of the sunny two-bedroom East Village apartment she’d once shared with her partner. She was now living in a humble Chelsea studio with no light. The place depressed her: How had she ended up in a 350-square-foot walk-up apartment with a view of a brick wall, at her age?

			Then one day I received an email from a mutual friend saying, “Rayya Elias is having a really rough time right now. She’s lonely and in pain, and she needs people to check on her.”

			To a codependent like me, a message like that is a dog whistle.

			I heard these words across the cosmos—a cry for help! somebody needs me!—and my disease woke up.

			And that’s when I began strategizing how I could save my hairdresser’s life.
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			Powerless

			It has never been the policy

			of the Great Mother of Destiny

			to stop me

			from pursuing

			any of my wildest schemes and ideas.

			It’s almost as if she knows

			that constraining me

			would cause me more harm

			than any injury

			I could ever bestow upon myself.

			And so she allows me

			to throw myself headlong

			into street fights

			and doomed love stories

			and comic operas

			and courtroom dramas

			and all my other fierce little high-stakes battles.

			She watches my antics

			(and the antics of my 10,000

			ridiculous subselves)

			with nothing but affection, saying:

			“Darling child, not to worry.

			Someday all 10,001 of us

			will laugh about this together—

			once you have finally learned

			how to careen into my arms

			on the glorious wings of failure.”

		

	
		
			Who Will Be My Home?

			What happened next is that I gave Rayya Elias a home.

			Actually, I gave her a church—a beautiful eighteenth-century chapel located in a tiny village in rural New Jersey. A small box of light surrounded by dogwoods, willows, and a tall stand of bamboo that sways all day through the breeze like an undersea kelp forest.

			A few years earlier, I’d found a listing for this church on Craigslist and had bought it sight unseen, all the way from an internet café in Luang Prabang, Laos. In a life full of impulsive actions, this was one of my wilder leaps of faith—and, as it turns out, one of my better ones. But really, I’d had no choice. When I’d first seen a tiny, grainy image of the church pop up on the computer screen, my soul had emphatically said: You must buy this place. This will be your forever home.

			My church was—and still is—a place of quiet magic. The previous owners had done the hard work of repurposing it into a house, so all I needed to do was move some art and furniture into the place and then sit in the great chamber at the center of the building, gazing in awe at the original soaring windows of wavy glass that perpetually drench the place with dancing light. When I got quiet enough, I could almost hear the prayers and hymns contained within these walls—the voices of the faithful and the yearning who had worshipped here for over two hundred years.

			But I ended up living in the church for only a few months before my husband and I decided that we needed to find a more practical living arrangement. Lovely as it was, this little chapel was not an ideal space for two people to share—especially not two people who were both working from home. There was no privacy in that big, empty box, and not much heat—and the colonial-era acoustics meant that if you so much as sniffled in one corner, it would echo through the entire building and disturb your partner. So we moved to a sturdy Victorian one town over. But I kept the church because I had gotten the idea to turn it into an artist’s residence and spiritual sanctuary. I had a dream of creating a space where friends and strangers could come and stay whenever they needed to write books, make art, record music, meditate, pray, or recover from their various crises, catastrophes, and heartbreaks.

			In other words, despite the fact that I’d been given very clear instructions by my soul that this church was meant to be my forever home, I almost immediately started giving the place away to other people—so I could save their lives and make their dreams come true.

			“Why are you giving this to me?” Rayya asked in bewilderment the first day she drove out from the city to see the place, which I had offered to her, rent free, for the entire summer after her divorce.

			“Because someone told me you were having a tough time,” I said. “I thought it might be nice for you to get out of the city this summer and have some peace. Because you deserve it. Because you need it.”

			She stood in the center of the church and wept.

			“It’s so beautiful,” she said. “This is the most beautiful room I’ve ever seen. Nobody’s ever given me anything like this. I don’t know why I can’t stop crying. I never cry like this!”

			The truth is, I never paused back then to consider why indeed I was giving my sacred sanctuary over to Rayya—a person whom, in fact, I did not know very well. The simple and spiritual answer, I suppose, is that it was our destiny, and I certainly will never argue against destiny. But the more complex psychological answer is that it was a codependency reflex on my part—an impulse born from my own deep-rooted sense of anxiety and unease.

			I have a long personal history of not always knowing where home and security can be found. My parents—who prized self-reliance above any other virtue—made it clear to me growing up that I was expected to leave the house right after high school and never live there again. And I get it, I really do get it; after all, that’s exactly what they had done when they were young. So that’s what I did, too.

			I went out into the world and tried to find places of my own to live. I was always anxious about it. In some ways, this anxiety was a terrific motivator. Fear made me resourceful, and I had some extraordinary adventures as a result—like working on a ranch in the Wyoming Rockies, and studying birds of prey at a wild game preserve in Kenya, and babysitting children in Mexico. I will cherish the memories of those escapades forever.

			In other ways, though, I became more codependent than ever. On the surface, I appeared to be a confident young go-getter. But my inner life was, as it had always been, a tremulous fear-scape. I was neither mature nor emotionally secure, and I wasn’t yet ready for the demands of adulthood. Hidden beneath all my apparent ingenuity was a terrified child constantly asking, “Who’s got me? Who will keep me safe? Where do I belong?”

			And thus I began my lifelong quest to make other people into my home.

			When I was nineteen years old and working as a diner waitress in Philadelphia, I met a jazz musician who was old enough to be my father. He was a good man. He didn’t have much, but he generously shared with me everything he had. With gratitude, I exchanged my body and attention for his apartment, his care, and the lessons he taught me about life. I tried to give him money for rent, but he would never take it. “I want you to save your money,” he always told me. “I know someday you’re going to leave me, and when you go, I don’t want to be worried about you out there.”

			And he was right: I did leave him.

			That relationship blew up because all my relationships blow up. Like a thief in the night, I left that good man behind, running off to California with somebody who didn’t belong to me. And for sure someone should’ve been worried about me out there, because that relationship swiftly blew up, too. I remember making desperate calls from pay phones in San Francisco, reaching out to all my friends, looking for places to stay. Back to New York City I came. I slept on my friend Susan’s couch on Fourteenth Street for six weeks, sobbing in silence and shame, night after night. And then I ran straight into the next relationship and the next living situation. And then the next, and the next…

			I once estimated that between the ages of twenty and forty-eight, I lived in approximately twenty different homes. That’s not everywhere I stayed (that number would be incalculable); it’s merely everywhere I lived—everywhere that had my actual name on the lease or the mortgage. And I never lived alone. I couldn’t bear to live alone. I couldn’t bear being alone with the open wound that was my own mind. But I also couldn’t bear the chafe and strain of intimacy. I couldn’t last anywhere, and I couldn’t last with anyone. So I came and went, colliding and separating, roaming the planet, constantly looking for places to land and people to merge with.

			I sometimes used to call this behavior “being a free spirit,” but my wild instability was quite the opposite of freedom, because I had no agency in the matter—only urgency. Also, if I was so “free,” why did I always end up feeling trapped? It’s because my moves were motivated by desperate situations in which I was running either toward somebody or away from somebody else. I constantly found myself in stories that started out with passion but ended up with shame. So much shame, in fact, that during those years there were entire geographic regions that I had to flee at top speed, because my behavior had created dramas that made it impossible to remain there for another day.

			Goodbye, Philadelphia!

			Adios, Oaxaca!

			Well, I guess I can never go back to Wyoming again!

			The Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous describes how addicts always end up “puzzled and humiliated,” no matter how hard they try to get their lives straight. That’s how I have always felt at the end of my relationships: puzzled and humiliated. And because I have a lifelong tendency to fall in love with people who are either alcoholics or addicts themselves or the adult children of alcoholic or dysfunctional families, my partners were always in a state of disarray, as well. They brought their own disorder to my already disordered life, which added exponentially to my upheavals. One of my most chaotic relationships, for instance, was with a man who, at the time we met, was being fired from his job, breaking up with his girlfriend, and getting evicted from his apartment—all at the same time.

			“Move in with me!” I said, naturally enough.

			And so I welcomed him—this heartbroken, unemployed stranger (who, like me, was clearly struggling to find his way in the world)—into an apartment I’d rented for myself only a week earlier.

			Why would I do such a thing?

			Why would anybody do such a thing?

			The answer is that I was getting something essential out of that relationship: I was getting his need. I was getting his gratitude. I was getting the warmth, power, and utter security of his complete dependence upon me.

			I can still remember how good it felt, watching him fold his T-shirts and jeans into the dresser drawers that I had emptied out for him. I got a contact high from his sheer, palpable relief at having a roof over his head at last—and a woman who was being nice to him. And then, once he had settled in, I started pouring myself into this man in every way I could imagine—trying with formidable determination to bestow upon this near stranger all the things that I myself most desperately craved in life.

			And what did I crave, exactly?

			Belonging, reassurance, support, devotion, connection, worth, home.

			And what did I expect in return for showering these exact offerings upon a man I barely knew?

			Why, his love, of course!

			I’d basically given him no choice but to love me—and obviously he could never leave me, right?

			I mean—where could he even go?

			Now, was I honest about any of this? Did I tell this man in all frankness, “Okay, so here’s the deal: I will pour the entirety of my life force into you. I will support you and nurture you. I will sacrifice my own welfare in order to take care of your every need. I will uplift you in every imaginable realm of your existence, and I will make sure you never have an unmet desire. But in return, you must love me—which, in my definition, means that you must give me an unshakable sense of inner security. You must do this for me because I cannot do this for myself. I actually have no idea how to love myself—so that’s gonna be your job, my man. And you better not fail at it, because I’ve got a whole flotilla of fears and insecurities that I simply cannot handle. And if you do not adequately handle those feelings for me, I swear to God, I will rip the rug right out from under this relationship, and I will go out there and find someone else who can—while simultaneously blaming you for letting me down. You cool with these terms, bro? You still wanna do this thing?”

			Did I ever say that, to any of my partners?

			No, I did not.

			But when the emotional bill came due for my goods and services, and that bill was not paid to my exact liking?

			That’s when things got ugly.

			That’s when things always got ugly.

			But now let us return to Rayya.

			Let us return to the year 2008—when Rayya’s relationship had just broken up, and her body was in pain, and her finances were strained, and her heart was aching, and her friends were starting to get worried about her.

			Let us return to that first moment when my soul essentially said to Rayya’s soul: I will take care of you now.

			I remember bringing her tea with honey on that bright, sunny day when she first drove out to New Jersey to visit the church I had offered her for free for the entire summer. I also remember bringing her a bowl of homemade chicken soup and a blanket to snuggle in. It was a chilly spring morning, and I’d built a fire in the woodstove. We sat on the couch together and played with the two new kittens (strays, twins) I had recently adopted from a nearby farm. Rayya tucked a kitten under her chin and cried all over its orange fur while it purred and purred.

			Today as I write these words, I am sitting in the same old church, where I am currently living contentedly and peacefully all alone.

			I look back at those two women now—as though from above, as though from the choir loft—with a tenderness that nearly crumples my heart.

			I watch them drink tea and play with the orange kittens.

			I watch a living version of Rayya weep in undefended sadness about her divorce while sharing her fears and insecurities about her future.

			I watch a younger version of Liz reassure Rayya that she has a safe place to stay now, to get out of the city, to take some time for rest and healing.

			I watch Liz say, “You can stay here for as long as you want, until you feel better.”

			How earnest they both are, in their openness and trust!

			How ignorant they are, of the love and drama they are about to set into play.

			Our original agreement was that Rayya would stay at my church for three months.

			She ended up staying for almost nine years—right till the end of her life.

			Nobody could have seen it at the time, but what Rayya and Liz were unwittingly setting into motion that day—with their warm tea and stray kittens and honest tears—was something you might call “till death do us part.”

		

	
		
			A Brief History of Womanly Overgiving

			Before we continue with our story, I wish to point out that I am not the only person in the world who has ever done this. Meaning, I am not the only person who ever had the big idea of trying to win love, attention, validation, and acceptance by showering LAVA upon someone else.

			And I am certainly not the first person who ever communicated to somebody (either openly or silently): “I can only feel safe and important if you love me and appreciate me.”

			In the parlance of attachment theory, this is called “externalizing your sense of security,” and it never ends well. Nonetheless, it’s incredibly common—especially among women, who are more likely than men to try to earn their value through lavish acts of overgiving to others. This is because women have always been taught that we can get love only by giving love—even if we must sacrifice our own security, health, and well-being in the process.

			And when I use the word sacrifice, I do not use it lightly.

			Multiple studies have shown, for instance, that heterosexual women who are married and have children do not live as long as women who are single and childless. Why? Because women give themselves to death. In every way that success can be measured in society (longevity, prosperity, contentment, physical and mental health), wives and mothers pay—and pay dearly. They also earn less money than their single counterparts while doing more unpaid work than their partners do (more housework, childcare, eldercare, volunteer work in the community, emotional support of neighbors, friends, and relatives, etc.). Married women and mothers also get less sleep and exercise than single women, and weigh more. They are more likely to be depressed or anxious, less likely to be sexually satisfied, more likely to abuse substances, and more likely to die from stress-related diseases, accidents, suicide, or homicide.

			On the other hand, it has been statistically proven that in every way success can be measured in society (once more: longevity, prosperity, contentment, physical and mental health, etc.), married men strongly outperform single men.

			Why?

			Because their female partners are literally pouring life into them, at a steep cost to their own existence.

			Sociologists call this “the marriage benefit imbalance”—meaning that the institution of marriage benefits men far more than it benefits women. I would like to register a formal complaint, as a woman, stating that this arrangement, quite simply, sucks. I would also like to state that the stubborn endurance of this imbalance causes me to feel rather cross whenever I watch yet another dumb romantic movie about a woman who is desperately trying to get some dude to marry her, even as the man tries to avoid being “trapped” in her web. If these stories told the truth from a sociological standpoint, the woman would be running for her literal life to get away from the institution of marriage, while the man would be begging her to take care of him forever so he can live long and prosper.

			But it is not only within the realm of marriage and motherhood that we see this pattern of women overgiving to men.

			Young girls who attend coed schools do not perform as well, academically or emotionally, as girls who attend single-sex schools—whereas boys perform better in schools where girls are present. Why? Because girls pay attention to the boys—helping to socialize them, motivate them, and assist them with their work. Again, to their own detriment.

			And corporations with women on their boards outperform corporations without female leadership (by a staggering 25 percent)—even though corporate life is brutal and punishing for women.

			Even within the realm of addiction and recovery, this pattern holds: Female addicts are more likely to recover if they are placed in a single-sex rehabilitation facility, whereas male addicts are likelier to stay clean and sober if women are around to help and inspire them—once more, at the expense of the women.

			Of course, not every relationship (personal or professional) is defined by a woman sacrificing more of herself than a man. It is also not the case that every relationship consists of a man and a woman. Our concepts and understandings of gender are transforming before our eyes—and I pray that all this transformation of culture and consciousness will eventually bring a better deal for all those who identify as women.

			But the reality of life is that very few relationships are perfectly or even reasonably balanced. So it is worth questioning, in every partnership, “Who is playing the traditional role of the woman here?”—meaning: Who is pouring more care and nourishment into this relationship (or project or institution)? And who is the beneficiary of all that care and nourishment? And what is the cost to the overgiver?

			Now, listen—I could sit here all day ranting about the patriarchy, but this isn’t a book about the patriarchy; this is a book about my trying to take full accountability for my own life. It is essential to my emotional sobriety that I take personal responsibility for my part in any story that involves dysfunction. Thus, I believe there is one other important question that we must address here, namely: What is the overgiver getting out of this obviously imbalanced arrangement?

			Or at least, what do they think they’re getting?

			Because nobody overgives for no reason—even if those reasons are deeply hidden or disguised as acts of pure altruism.

			So what is the payoff, exactly?

			In my case, the payoff has always been love—or at least, the desperate hope of love.

			And how far am I willing to go—how much will I extend myself, exhaust myself, burn myself out, or manipulate, seduce, soothe, manage, and control others—in order to get my own hidden needs and hungers met?

			Are you kidding me?

			To earn love?

			I will give up everything I have.

			I will overgive myself right to the edge of annihilation.

			But only always.
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			Public, Private, Secret

			Gabriel García Márquez once wrote that every person has three lives: “a public life, a private life, and a secret life.”

			In the years after Rayya Elias moved into my church, I certainly had all three of those.

			I was living right out there in the blazing focus of the public eye, being observed by millions of strangers who—having read Eat Pray Love—had become deeply invested in me. They wanted to know everything about my marriage, my personal-growth story, and my ongoing spiritual and creative journey. Time magazine named me one of the 100 Most Influential People in the World—which is a hilarious title to bestow upon a codependent who has always felt responsible for everyone. I tried with all my heart to use that influence in the most ethical and useful manner possible, because apparently it was now my job to save the entire world. I taught workshops and gave TED Talks, and as social media grew, I grew right along with it—sharing my life and my thoughts online. I joined progressive social movements and attempted to be a good ally. I helped to raise money and awareness wherever suffering and injustice lurked. And I never stopped writing.

			That was my public life, and it looked good.

			As for my private life, it was good. Out of respect for my ex-husband—a man whom I still care about and admire dearly—I will share nothing further in these pages about him, other than to say that we were always good to each other, that we loved each other, and that we are still kind to each other.

			But I had a secret life, too.

			And in my secret life, I wasn’t doing so hot.

			I wasn’t acting out in my sex and love addiction, but I was almost never not tense and afraid. I was hardly ever not worried that my life was going in the completely wrong direction, that I had made all the wrong choices, that I was a fraud, that there was something fundamentally bad and wrong about me, and that I should be ashamed of myself.

			These feelings had nothing to do with my career, with my marriage, or with anything that was going on inside or outside my home. They were just the feelings I’d always had—the foundational doubts and fears that festered at the core of my being. I’d always felt like there was something wrong with me, something missing, something contaminated in my groundwater. Even on my best days (and there were so many best days back then!) I still felt low-key bewildered and unsafe. But I kept those feelings secret because they seemed ungrateful, given my multitude of blessings. Anyway, I was accustomed to that sense of dis-ease. Because that’s just how life feels, right? Terrifying and nerve-racking?

			And listen, I worked hard to be happy back then, and to keep my head above water. Gratitude lists and exercise, self-help books and personal-growth programs, and quality time with loved ones. Staying out of trouble and living an exemplary life. Seeking professional help and therapies of all kinds when I needed extra support.

			But I also drank every day. Maybe not a huge amount of alcohol, by some people’s standards, but I certainly needed to drink every day, and I also needed to take sleeping pills every night. I messed around with weed, too. And I was constantly on and off antidepressants and antianxiety medication.

			I took refuge in my work, my friends, my marriage, my garden.

			I tried to help everyone out.

			I kept giving, and giving, and giving.

			So many good things, happening all around me!

			So many good things, being created through me!

			Still, the feeling of “not okay” persisted.

			“Where is God in this story?” my sponsor might ask me today, if I were to report such a batch of unsettled feelings.

			Well…that would be an extremely good question.

			I could not have told you where God had gone.

			The loving deity whose compassionate voice I’d first heard on the bathroom floor during my divorce seemed very far away during those flush and shiny post–Eat Pray Love years. The spiritual practices I had studied with such discipline at the ashram in India had long been neglected, as I’d returned to my old habit of trying to control the world in order to feel safe within it. Yoga had been replaced by going to the gym; meditation had been replaced by hard work and good deeds; a search for divinity had been replaced by constant overachieving and a nonstop hustle for approval.

			Another way to say it is this: I had taken my life back into my own hands.

			I was working hard, yes, but I was the one who was doing all the work—struggling to keep myself afloat; striving to fix, manage, and control pretty much everything; battling against reality whenever and wherever reality did not please me; and fighting to keep all internal and external chaos at bay.

			This is the exact opposite of spiritual surrender, and it will tire a body out.

			But if you’d asked me how I was doing back then, I would’ve told you I was doing great!

			Because it was true: I was doing great—compared with how I used to be doing.

			Without a doubt, these were the happiest and most stable years of my life thus far. And I was truly amazed by all my abundance, proud of my fidelity to my marriage, and grateful for my blessings.

			It’s just that I didn’t know how to stop feeling exhausted, frightened, and ashamed.

			But I kept all that dark stuff hidden.

			Until into my life—into my secret life—stepped Rayya.
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			Why Does Your Nose Look Like That?

			Here’s the thing I didn’t know about Rayya Elias when I moved her into my church: She was great.

			I’d always known that Rayya was funny and interesting and cool—but I’d never realized she was great.

			For many years, after all, our interactions had been sporadic and limited. We saw each other only when I needed a haircut, and never for more than an hour or so at a time. She would cut my hair, we would catch up on each other’s lives, she would make me laugh—and then we would go our separate ways. Consumed as I was by my own dramas and projects, I never thought much about Rayya when I wasn’t sitting in her chair, and I doubt she thought about me. We never saw each other in the outside world or in social settings. But as soon as she moved out to New Jersey and became part of my daily life, I got to see her interacting with others—and that’s when her greatness became evident.

			It turned out that Rayya had a talent for human interaction the likes of which I had never seen before, nor encountered since. I discovered that I could add her to any social gathering and she would not only roll with the vibe but would become the vivacious heart at the center of the event. I never needed to worry about where to seat Rayya at the table or who else was going to be at the party; everyone loved her. And it’s not like she was trying to earn anyone’s love through pandering or people-pleasing, either. In fact, she was incapable of that sort of thing. No, Rayya always showed up exactly as herself—a boisterous, candid, hilarious, affectionate rock ’n’ roll badass who spoke to everyone with the same fantastically disarming candor, and who drew forth beautiful authenticity from everyone she met.

			The first time I saw this candor in action was soon after Rayya had moved into my church. Some overseas visitors were staying at my house, and I wanted to take them to an American Major League Baseball game. I invited some neighbors and friends to join us, as well—and I invited Rayya. Since there was such a big group of us, I ended up renting a stretch limo so we could all go to the game together and not have to worry about parking.

			But as we began the long drive to Shea Stadium that day, the fun I’d anticipated wasn’t quite happening. The conversation in the back of the limo was stilted and forced. Most of my guests didn’t know one another, so there were a lot of polite inquiries about where everybody was from and what they all did for a living. I was doing most of the social heavy lifting, trying to entertain my guests and find subjects that we all could relate to. But the conversation wasn’t flowing all that smoothly. I also had to admit that it was a little strange to be sitting in the back of a stretch limo in the afternoon with a bunch of grown-ass adults—as if we were on our way to some weird later-in-life prom.

			But then one of my guests suddenly flew into a copious and uncontrollable sneezing fit. She was deeply embarrassed, but she couldn’t seem to stop sneezing. She explained that her allergies were unmanageable this time of year. It was springtime in New Jersey; everything was in bloom.

			Rayya handed the woman a tissue and said, “Man, I’ve got allergies, too! It’s the worst! Does yours come with postnasal drip? Yeah? Mine, too! I hate that shit! Doesn’t it remind you of when you used to smoke crack, and you would always get that nasty acidic cocaine-drainage thing happening down the back of your throat?”

			The limo fell silent.

			I looked around at the startled faces, taking in the impact of Rayya’s words upon these deeply respectable people—a civil engineer, a stay-at-home mom, an art teacher, a school nurse. Not one of them, by any stretch of the imagination, looked like they ever could’ve been a crack aficionado.

			Rayya also looked startled: “Wait, you guys know what I’m talking about, right? Don’t you remember that horrible crack cocaine taste?”

			More silence.

			Now Rayya was genuinely astonished, glancing around the crowd, trying to find a taker: “Nobody? Seriously? Are you telling me that none of you ever smoked crack? Never? Not even in the eighties? Not even you, Liz?”

			Trying to break the awkwardness, I said, “Me? Are you kidding, Rayya? While you were out there on the streets smoking crack, I was at the library writing term papers!”

			Rayya burst out laughing, gave me a high five, and exclaimed, “Well, I guess that explains why you’re paying for the limo, and I’m just riding in it!”

			Everybody roared with laughter, and that was it—from that moment on, all formality was cast aside and we had a blast together. Because Rayya had been so immediately authentic, everyone else got to be authentic, too, shedding their carefully arranged public personas and becoming loose and free. And I got to sit back for the rest of the afternoon and take a rare break from trying to keep everyone happy, because Rayya was doing it for me—and she was doing it without even trying.

			Over time, I would learn that this moment had not been an anomaly. Rayya was indeed a social magician who could make anyone feel at ease, who was funny and direct and warm, and who always cut right to the center of human realness.

			“Hey, you little fucker” is how she used to affectionately greet my godson, who was about six years old at the time—and who kind of was a little fucker back then, albeit in an awesome Tom Sawyer sort of way. Rayya’s salutation always made him laugh because it was so clear she had his number. He loved it. His parents loved it, too. They explained to Sloan that there was such a thing as “regular language,” which normal people spoke, and then there was “Rayya language”—which only Rayya was allowed to speak. And Sloan totally got it. Even a first grader could see that Rayya was different from other people and that the normal rules didn’t apply to her.

			“You guys know I hate kids, right?” she casually mentioned one night at dinner with this same family—who happened to have two other children as well as Sloan, all of them present. Then she added, looking at the dumbstruck children: “No offense, you guys. It’s nothing personal. It’s just that kids suck. You’ll see for yourselves someday.”

			The kids burst out laughing, and loved her forever as a result. (And when I say forever, I mean forever: One of those children, Callie, now nineteen years old, recently got a Rayya-inspired tattoo so she could honor her hero for the rest of time.)

			But this is how Rayya was—the straightest of straight shooters. If she found herself seated with a bunch of intellectuals and was unable to follow the drift of their conversation, she’d be like, “Guys, nobody has any idea what the fuck you’re talking about,” and everyone would feel instant relief at not having to pretend to be smart anymore. One night when she was seated at a restaurant next to someone who was acting particularly arrogant and entitled, she just laughed at his antics and finally said, “Wow, man! I never knew what a little bitch you could be!”

			And the wildest thing was that this “little bitch” started laughing, too—amazed and disarmed at having been called out with such blunt but affectionate honesty. Somehow Rayya had managed to cut him down to size at the same time as tucking him under her wing—and in the end, he only loved and trusted her more for her honesty.

			You could say that Rayya had no filter, and some people did say that about her, but I don’t think that’s fair. To say that someone has no filter is to imply that they are not in control of their words—that truths slip out of their mouth unbidden and land upon their targets in a sloppy or chaotic manner.

			That is not how I experienced Rayya.

			I believe she knew exactly what she was saying, and she said it with intention. She shot the truth straight out of her heart with the precision of a master archer. And it was beautiful to behold because Rayya loved the truth. Truth was her religion, her passion. When I asked her why she loved the truth so much, she explained that after so many years of having to hustle and lie as an active drug addict, the truth felt like heaven to her. Truth was her place of safety, a badge of honor, and proof of her recovery. What’s more, she believed that being honest was just the simplest path through life and the surest means of eliminating confusion and drama.

			“The truth has legs,” she used to say. “It always stands. When everything else in the room has blown up or dissolved away, the only thing left standing will be the truth. Since that’s where you’re gonna end up anyway, I figure you might as well just start there.”

			Maybe this notion sounds obvious to you, dear reader, but to me it felt like divine revelation. I had never before encountered such directness in a person, nor had I ever witnessed someone who placed such trust in the power of simple and unblinking honesty.

			I had not grown up feeling that the truth was a place of safety—and for reasons that I will not go into here, it wasn’t. From earliest childhood, my survival strategy was to always give the pleasing answer, never the truthful answer, because it felt safer to be pleasing than to be truthful. So I learned how to read other people’s faces and discern what they needed to be told in any given moment in order to keep them calm and happy. This vigilance turned me into a nervous child, constantly monitoring the room to stay ten steps ahead of everyone else and—when I sensed tension coming—misdirecting everyone’s attention, or creating some sort of spontaneous and distracting entertainment, or simply running for the hills.

			It was a tough job for a little kid—making sure nobody around me ever got angry, or sad, or disappointed. The strain did a number on me. I always had digestive and sleep problems. I was a bed wetter and a thumb-sucker, of course. My little body was a clenched fist; my childhood dreams were horror movies. I was a bright and cheerful child (and I understood that it was very important for me to be bright and cheerful), but I was also jumpy, tearful, easily frightened. At eleven, I had the sort of excruciating backaches that people get in middle age. My hands always shook. I remember teachers commenting on it: “Smart girl like you, why can’t you draw a straight line?”

			Because being straight is scary, lady!

			But it wasn’t scary to Rayya.

			Not only was she deeply honest herself, but she had the most sublime ability to tell when someone was being dishonest with her—and she would never let them get away with it. (“She didn’t want your false self,” our friend the writer Jonathan Miles would say of Rayya at her memorial service, years later. “She wouldn’t allow your false self.”) And so we all spilled our truths to her sooner or later, whether we’d originally planned to do so or not.

			Back in college, I once took an ethics class with a professor who both looked and sounded exactly like Peter Falk. I remember him teaching us that many people learn to lie as children, because we are given such mixed messages from our caregivers about the nature of honesty. As he said one day in his fabulously thick New York accent: “Take my mutha, for instance—she demanded the truth, but she couldn’t deal wit’ it!”

			But Rayya both demanded the truth and could deal wit’ it—and that, to my eye, was a miracle.

			If there was anything tense or unspoken between Rayya and another person, she’d say to them, “Let’s just lay it on the table, man. The sooner we see this mess, the sooner we can start cleaning it up. And don’t spare my feelings, dude—just say it! I’d rather have it come out all wrong than stay in all wrong. Cuz if it stays in, it’s gonna be all wrong.”

			And never did I see her use the truth for harm.

			One night back in 2009, when Rayya had only recently moved to town, I invited her over for dinner with a mutual friend who was going through a divorce. It was a bad divorce—the kind of divorce that involves addiction, abuse, cheating, lying, and the possibility of financial ruin.

			Let’s call my friend Tina.

			I’d been inviting her over for dinner a few nights a week, just to make sure she was okay and to keep her company. But clearly Tina was not okay. She was tanking. And she had the jaundiced skin and swollen face one typically associates with heavy drinking.

			Out of politeness, I’d made no direct mention to Tina of how worried I was about her condition. I’d been taught as a child not to pry into other people’s private business, so I stood back and watched my friend’s suffering from a remove, although I was racked with concern about her well-being. The only way I knew to care for my friend was the way I have always cared for my friends: I will feed you, I will soothe you, I will shower you with encouragement and praise and gifts, I will silently feel your feelings for you, and I will distract you from your pain with my funny stories.

			But that night, I had invited Rayya over to our house for dinner, too. Rayya was a mere acquaintance of Tina’s, not an intimate friend. But that did not stop Rayya from walking straight up to Tina, putting a hand on her shoulder, and saying with firm tenderness, “How you feeling about the divorce, babe? How’s it going?”

			“I’m fine,” said Tina. “Just a little tired.”

			Rayya looked more closely at Tina—the same way she used to look at a haircut from all angles, searching for loose strands.

			“Really?” she asked. “Fine? Just a little tired?”

			“Yeah,” said Tina, slumping farther down into her chair.

			Rayya leaned in. She took Tina by the chin, gently tilting up her head.

			“Then what’s with the yellow eyes? What’s with the booze breath? Why does your nose look like that? What’s really going on here, dude? Are we really not gonna talk about how much you’ve been drinking?”

			I gasped.

			Because you can’t say that!

			Where I come from, we do not confront our friends about their binge drinking. And when someone says they are “fine” or “tired,” we accept those answers without further inquiry, because, in fact, “fine” and “tired” are the only socially acceptable answers to the question “How are you feeling?”

			But “fine” and “tired” were never answers that Rayya would accept. (I cannot tell you how many times over the years she said to me in exasperation, “Goddamn it, Liz—tired is not an emotion! Dig deeper! Look inside yourself! What’s actually going on in there? What are you feeling?”)

			When Tina did not immediately respond to Rayya’s outrageously direct questions, she pushed again: “Come on, Tina. We don’t need you to stay all zipped up for us, babe. Just tell the truth.”

			What happened next was astonishing.

			Tina was taken aback for a moment. But then—far from taking offense—she became…unzipped. She collapsed into Rayya’s arms and began to weep. For a long time, Tina sobbed while Rayya held her with quiet ease.

			Then, as Tina’s voice returned, the whole story spilled out. She confessed to binge drinking, to cutting herself, to suicidal ideation, to begging her husband not to abandon her (even as he was already living with someone else). She confessed to every last bit of the defeat and shame in which she was living.

			As Rayya took charge of the situation, the entire tone of the evening shifted. The vibe went from “Liz trying to cheer Tina up” to “Rayya allowing Tina to be honest.” And the relief was palpable, because the unspoken thing had finally been spoken: Tina’s awful, hidden, poisonous secret life was now on the table, being openly discussed.

			Throughout all the sobbing and confessions, Rayya kept her gaze—calm, unalarmed, and fully present—upon Tina’s face. Whenever Tina started drifting back into the drama of her story, Rayya would put up her hand and say, “That’s enough of the story, babe. We know the story already, we get it. But we don’t live in our stories anymore, okay? If you’re living in the story, you’re still living in the problem. That’s the old way, and it’s getting you nowhere. We live in solutions, dude, or else we die. So let’s start planning some solutions here. Because the way you’re living is about to take you under. And if the booze doesn’t kill you, then it’s gonna make you end up looking like a washed-up old crack whore, and nobody wants to hit that.”

			“I need help,” Tina said, laughing and weeping at the same time.

			“Yeah, you sure do.”

			“Will you help me?” Tina asked. “Can I call you tomorrow? Will you come over and help me?”

			“Nope,” said Rayya. “But I can point you to some rooms where help can be found.”

			I sat back and watched this conversation unfold as though I were a visitor from another universe—and maybe I was.

			How was Rayya doing this?

			How was she telling the truth, extracting the truth, offering compassion without getting pulled into the role of a rescuer, holding perfect boundaries without laying on any shame, and making the suffering person laugh—all at the same time?

			What sorcery was this?

		

	
		
			What’s Water?

			I want to pause for a moment to make a disclaimer.

			I do not wish to exaggerate Rayya’s virtues or to idealize her in any way.

			This is not only because I want my memoir to be as accurate as possible but also because one of the central characteristics of sex and love addicts is that we assign magical qualities to people, and then we become enraged when those people fail to live up to our fantasies, expectations, and projections. I have often been guilty of the crime of pedestalization—with Rayya and also with many others. So it is essential to my own emotional sobriety that I describe her with as much clearheadedness as I can muster.

			However.

			That said, and this disclaimer having been duly disclaimed, I happen to believe that we each do possess certain magical qualities—innate talents and gifts, assigned to us, perhaps, by our Creator. Nobody has all the gifts, but everybody has some. And I will stand forever by the truth that the way Rayya Elias dealt with people was pure magic. And her impact upon me was definitely magic. Because as we got to know each other better, I began to notice something happening to me whenever she was around. Or rather, something stopped happening to me whenever Rayya was around.

			What stopped happening was that I stopped feeling frightened.

			Specifically, I stopped feeling frightened of other people.

			If Rayya was in the room, I stopped feeling like I had to work the room in order to survive. I stopped feeling like I had to cover my ass, or read everyone’s minds, or charm everyone into submission, or ceaselessly monitor the microexpressions on everybody’s faces in order to make sure that all the humans (the most unpredictable and chaotic species on the planet) were kept calm and happy at all times.

			This fear of people had been such a constant presence in my life that I’d never fully noticed its magnitude. “High vigilance” was just the default setting of my nervous system. It was like the old joke about the two fish who meet one day, swimming about in a lake. One fish says to the other, “The water’s cold today.” The second fish, puzzled, replies: “What’s water?”

			Fear of people was the water I’d been swimming in my whole life.

			But whenever Rayya was around, my fear went away. Because she could so effortlessly manage anybody’s chaos and insanity, I didn’t have to do it anymore. All she had to do was walk into the room with that confident, relaxed sailor’s gait of hers, and every cell in my body would say, “Everything’s okay now. Rayya’s here.”

			I cannot communicate strongly enough that this was the first deep and consistent experience I’d ever had in my entire life with the sensation of absolute safety. Having believed for my entire life that constant low-grade terror was just my destiny and my inherent nature, imagine my amazement when Rayya’s presence simply took it away.

			And now I get to tell you a story—my very favorite story—about this unique and compassionate power of hers.

			We went to a funeral together once, Rayya and I.

			The mother of a dear friend had died, and we wanted to pay our respects. We knew enough about this family to know that they were riven with dysfunction, addiction, and suffering, so we were expecting more than a touch of drama. But when we arrived at the gathering, we stepped into a crisis that immediately sent panic down my spine.

			It turned out that one of the deceased’s grandchildren—a young man suffering from meth addiction—had recently gotten out of prison. He had a history of violent behavior, and the family was frightened of him. Therefore, they had not invited him to the funeral and had tried to prevent him from finding out the date and location. But he had found out about it and had shown up anyway.

			You know who’s really scary?

			That guy.

			That guy, who—on top of addiction, a history of violence, and grief at the loss of his grandmother—has just found out that his family tried to hide the details of her funeral from him?

			That guy is terrifying.

			Everyone at the funeral was trying to stay away from his seething rage, praying he didn’t go off. The tension was off the charts, and my internal fear alarms immediately hit nuclear-meltdown level.

			But here’s what Rayya did.

			She walked right up to him without the slightest fear or hesitation, and she did this beautiful thing that she always used to do with people when she was concerned about them. I must’ve seen her do it a thousand times over the years. I can almost feel her doing it to me right now.

			Rayya made a loose fist with her right hand and gently tapped the furious young man on the chest, right over his heart.

			“How you doin’ in there, bud?” she asked.

			How you doin’ in there?

			Because here’s the thing—Rayya knew there was someone in there. The rest of us saw a criminal, a possible killer, a drug addict, a menace. But Rayya knew there was someone who was still inside that damaged human heart. Someone who was sick. Someone who was lost.

			She knew this because she had once been that person.

			She used to tell me how bewildering it had been for her, all those years earlier, whenever she got lost inside her own addiction and madness. She used to say, “I always knew I was a good person, but I couldn’t find myself in there. I was so sick, and I just couldn’t find myself underneath all the sickness.”

			Back then, she would watch herself stealing from people, hustling and lying, even threatening them with violence—and all the while, she knew she was good. She knew this wasn’t her true nature. This couldn’t possibly be who she was! She couldn’t possibly be this dirty junkie whom people looked upon with such disgust and fear. Yet her interactions with the world constantly affirmed that she was this dirty junkie. And every single cop and prison guard and psychiatric nurse who was paid by society to deal with people like her drove home the shame even further: You are the problem, you are the worst, you are our burden and our collective nightmare.

			Once Rayya got clean and sober, she never judged people, no matter how badly they were acting out. She never condemned them—not even when she was angry or frustrated with them, not even when she was setting boundaries with them—because she knew what it was like to be at the very bottom. She knew what it was like to be feared and despised. She knew what it was like to live completely outside of your own integrity, a million miles away from your heart. As she said to me once, “Until you’ve stolen money from your father’s wallet to buy heroin while he was sick in a hospital bed, you don’t know what it feels like to need to be forgiven.”

			She also used to say, “Mercy is what I owe, because mercy is what I always needed—and mercy is what I have been given.”

			So that was the face the young meth addict saw at the funeral when he looked down and saw Rayya Elias tapping lightly on his heart, asking, “How you doin’ in there, bud?”

			He saw the face of mercy.

			And for a moment, he crumpled.

			His rage collapsed and he looked like he was about six years old—just an overwhelmed child grieving his grandmother. Grieving, perhaps, his entire lost life. I thought for an instant that he was going to fall into Rayya’s arms and weep, as I’d seen so many other troubled people do. And I wish he had done that—for there was never a more comforting feeling than Rayya Elias taking you in her arms and saying, “I’ve got you.”

			I wish he could have felt that feeling.

			But then something prideful or wrathful took hold of him again, and all his crazy came back. He muttered an obscenity, pushed her away, and strode off in some random direction, careening off a wall or two in the process.

			When Rayya returned to me, she was thoughtful.

			“Are you okay?” I asked, shaken.

			“Yeah, I’m good,” she said. “But listen, babe. I want you to gather up all our valuables and lock them in the car, and then bring me the key. Then we need to walk around this place and let everyone know to do the same thing. Don’t make a big scene about it. Just tell all the people not to leave their purses or wallets or phones lying around unattended today. Everything goes in their cars, everything gets locked up. You got it?”

			So that’s what we did, and everyone complied, and the day proceeded without further incident.

			That night at dinner, I thanked Rayya for taking care of everybody at the funeral, and for protecting us from the dangerous young man. She looked surprised, then her face softened.

			“Oh, honey,” she said, and suddenly tears stood in her eyes. “Did you think I was protecting us? No, baby, no. I was protecting him. Because here’s the reality, babe: We’re fine, and we’ll always be fine—even if he stole our car! Nobody needs to worry about us. But the odds are that kid doesn’t have much longer to live. He’s really far gone, and he doesn’t have any support system. But there’s always a chance he might get clean someday, with a miracle. And if he ever cleans up his life, as part of his recovery he’ll have to make amends to every single person he’s ever harmed. And I don’t want that poor kid, in addition to everything else he’ll have to face someday, to be forced to deal with the fact that he stole money from people at his grandmother’s funeral. I wouldn’t want that for anybody. So that’s what we were doing today, honey. We were keeping him safe from that—from the worst thing he could do to himself.”

			That was my Rayya.

			Someone who could, at her best, understand and protect the humanity of everyone in the room.

			Someone who could keep both predators and their potential victims safe.

			That was the woman I fell in love with, and that is the woman I still love and miss to this day.

			This was the person I believed I had always needed.

			And once I saw who she was, I couldn’t let her go.

		

	
		
			A Poem for Rayya: One Year Gone

			The scientists say you were only ever made of particles.

			And that your particles were liable to change behavior

			when they knew they were being watched,

			and turn into waves,

			which could then transform into emptiness—whatever that even is.

			Is this how you managed to disappear,

			despite the fact that I never took my eyes off you?

			You tell me, Rayya, where your vividness went—

			and all your unfinished songs.

			You tell me why I still seek your advice every day—

			or what I am to do now, without it.

			You tell me why I keep staring at that door,

			certain you’re about to walk in.

			I ask everyone where you went, but nobody knows.

			Or rather:

			Those who claim to know seem the least reliable of all.

			The scientists also say

			that less than five percent of our universe is made of matter.

			The rest of it is made of We-Don’t-Know-Yet.

			And the We-Don’t-Know-Yet is only expanding.

			Maybe the gods designed it this way on purpose—

			so that we (the living, the grieving)

			would have somewhere vast and elastic

			to store our sorrows,

			and our ever-widening love,

			and all our beautiful, unanswerable questions.
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			Let Me Break It Down for You

			I don’t know whether it’s right or wrong that I fell in love with Rayya Elias while I was married to someone else.

			Can we even categorize the process of falling in love—a process that many of us experience as seismic and overwhelming—as right or wrong?

			I don’t know.

			I do know that I could no more arrest my growing feelings of love toward Rayya than I could stop the tides.

			But here’s what I also know: I kept it secret.

			And that’s some real addicty shit right there.

			Because secrecy is the greenhouse in which addiction blooms, flourishes, and metastasizes.

			The unfortunate reality of addiction, though, is that all active addicts keep secrets and tell lies. They really have no choice: An addict must lie in order to protect her supply. You cannot be an active addict without lying, because your interior world would collapse if you didn’t have access to the substance, person, or behavior that regulates your nervous system, and your exterior world would collapse if people knew what you were up to—because what you are up to is not socially acceptable. Hell, what you are up to might not even be acceptable to you, which is how addicts learn to lie to themselves before they lie to anyone else. Thus the addict’s reality becomes split between what she is doing in the shadows (sometimes even behind her own back) and what she is allowing other people to see.

			This split started happening within me as soon as I became dependent upon Rayya—and I became dependent upon Rayya very quickly. Once I saw how powerful and emotionally stabilizing a force she was in my life, I imprinted upon her like a baby goose to its mother. She was my first phone call in every moment of crisis, my buffer in every social setting, my consigliere, my confidante, my conscience. And because I was enmeshed in so many messy and unboundaried relationships back then, I always had plenty of emergencies to bring to her attention. Our story out there in New Jersey might have started off with me trying to save her life, but now I felt like she was saving mine. (And that, my friends, is what you might call the codependency two-step!)

			“Let me break it down for you…,” she used to say, when I would come crying to her over some overwhelming personal disaster or another.

			“Babe, I know you come from a softer planet than Earth, and you can be trusting as hell, but the way it works in reality is like this…,” she used to say, pointing out where someone might be deceiving or manipulating me.

			“Here’s what you’re gonna do now…,” she used to say, laying out my marching orders, much to my relief.

			I could never predict exactly what kind of advice she was going to give me, but it always seemed to be just right. When I was judgmental and exasperated, she might recommend that I show mercy and kindness. Once, for example, I came to her in a state of murderous fury with a friend. I had allowed him to stay at my house for two weeks while I was traveling, and the only thing I’d asked him to do in return—the only thing!—was to make a spare set of my own keys for me when he had the chance. An easy enough assignment, it seemed to me, but my friend had failed to do it, even after I’d reminded him about it twice—even after I’d given him the address of a locksmith and told him I would reimburse him! When I’d asked the guy why he hadn’t done this one easy task for me, he had collapsed in tears about how hard his life was right then and how overwhelmed he was with everything.

			For some reason, this had woken up my moral outrage (which has always been a light sleeper, to be honest), and I started ranting about it to Rayya.

			“Why the hell couldn’t he just make the fucking keys?” I asked. “How hard is that? He had one job. Why couldn’t he just do it?”

			Rayya stopped me in my tracks and turned me to face her. She put a hand on my arm and said with a tone of even amusement, “Honey, he didn’t make the keys because he can’t. He just can’t, babe. Not this week, for some reason. Maybe a month ago he could have done it, or maybe next month he might be capable of it, but this week, he just can’t. That’s all. You don’t need to throw the entire legal code at him. See if you can find some mercy in your heart.”

			It melted me.

			Because when I saw the compassion in Rayya’s eyes, I remembered whom we were talking about. The man to whom I’d lent my house was indeed going through a period of great suffering and loss, and everything was probably really hard for him—if not impossible—right then. I remembered times in my own life when I couldn’t execute the simplest of actions because I was so overwhelmed by stress, trauma, or despair.

			“Just make the keys yourself, babe,” said Rayya. “We have to remember to take it easy on people sometimes.”

			But other times, Rayya would encourage me to fight back, to set a boundary, to stand up for myself. She was especially intolerant of people she felt were taking advantage of my overgenerosity. I remember her pacing around my living room one time in clenched-fist fury at someone who was ripping me off in a business interaction. She stood over me while I sat at my laptop and she dictated, word for word, a letter of fierce anger and nonnegotiable closure to the situation.

			“But I would never write these words to anybody!” I said, reading it over. “It doesn’t even sound like me! It’s too harsh and final!”

			“Push Send,” she instructed, while my hands shook in fear. “Push Send right now, babe, and put an end to this story, or else I’m gonna have to go burn that motherfucker’s house down tonight.”

			Essentially, Rayya’s advice always seemed to boil down to one of two simple answers: Either I had to grow a spine and set a boundary with a person or I had to grow a heart and accept someone just as they were. I was never certain which way it was going to go, but somehow she always turned out to be right, because her instincts about people were extraordinary. So in the end, I always did exactly what she told me to do, while simultaneously going limp with relief at the prospect of not having to figure out the hardest part of my own existence anymore—the part that involved dealing with other people.

			How did I ever survive without her? I often wondered.

			And how would I ever survive without her in the future if she went away?

			She couldn’t go away.

			I couldn’t bear it if she went away.

			But how could I make sure she never went away? How could I make sure that I never again had to return to the empty, windswept tundra of fear and anxiety upon which I had struggled alone for years? This problem felt psychologically urgent to me (but of course it did; the hallmark of addiction is always urgency!), but it also felt perplexing from an ethical standpoint, because Rayya did not belong to me. And I belonged to someone else—someone I cared about deeply.

			Looking back now, I can see that this might have been a good time to start telling the truth.

			There were some very important and difficult conversations that I might’ve had back then within my marriage, and also with Rayya. Conversations about my growing feelings of love toward my best friend. Conversations that might have forced all of us to make huge changes in our lives, or at least might have brought the truth to the surface more swiftly and cleanly.

			But I was not remotely capable of such conversations. I had no skills for that kind of rigorous honesty, nor any courage for it. I can say in all earnestness that I would’ve rather died than told anyone how I felt about Rayya. I didn’t want to hurt anyone, I didn’t want to get hurt, I didn’t want to lose anything I already had, and I didn’t want to lose anybody. So instead of being transparent, I did exactly what I’d been doing my whole life to survive: I strategized and manipulated and kept secrets in order to feel that I was controlling the situation.

			So…in the end, how did I get Rayya to not leave my church and go back to New York City after her first summer in New Jersey?

			Like so many eminent New Jersey residents before me, I made her an offer she couldn’t refuse.

			I invited her to stay at the church for another nine months, for free.

			And how did I justify this offer—to myself, to her, to everyone?

			I told her she needed to write a book.

			To be fair, it wasn’t such a bad idea. Rayya was one of the most gifted storytellers I have ever met, and her life was positively cinematic in its ups and downs. I loved her stories, and I thought the world might love them, too. So I suggested she live at the church for the rest of the year and write a memoir about her life’s journey.

			I said, “Give me a first draft after nine months. That’ll be your rent.”

			“But I don’t know how to write a book!” Rayya protested.

			“Of course you do,” I promised. “It’s easy! All you have to do is say what happened, using your natural voice. Just pretend you’re talking to me. You’ve written songs before, and movie scripts. It’s the same thing. In fact, it’s easier, because it’s just straight-up storytelling, which you’re great at. Let’s just call this an official artist’s residency. Let’s call it a grant. I’ll help you with it! And once you’re finished with the book, I’ll send it to my agent.”

			Remembering those words now, I feel a sense of vertigo, of nausea.

			I recognize this sensation as shame.

			Because I can see very clearly what I was up to back then, and I cannot call it integrity. This was me attempting to manipulate somebody else’s life. This was me pulling the strings of someone else’s longings in order to get what I believed I needed—which was for her to stay. Rather than speaking honestly about my feelings and needs, I kept my motives hidden behind a gesture of grand generosity.

			And what choice did she have but to say yes?

			Wait, let me rethink that.

			I do not mean to imply that Rayya had no agency in the matter. Of course Rayya had a choice! She was never anybody’s victim, and I’m not powerful enough to control anybody’s destiny—no matter how hard I try. And we must not rule out the possibility that she might have been playing her own subtle games of manipulation in order to get what she wanted out of me.

			But let’s also remember her circumstances: She was fresh off a divorce, her finances had taken a hit, and she had been living in a tiny studio apartment that literally faced a brick wall. She was almost fifty, and her body was battered from a lifetime of drug addiction, street living, and hepatitis C. It was getting harder for her to stay on her feet all day, cutting hair. And she always felt like she was failing as an artist.

			Now here comes someone offering the chance to be a creator at last and to take nearly a year off from work. Here comes someone offering friendship, community, and access to a glamorous life. Here comes someone who thinks you’re awesome and tells you so all the time. Here comes someone offering a beautiful place to live, creative encouragement, insider access to the New York publishing world, and perhaps even the prospect of fame and success. (Success: something Rayya longed for so deeply that she had the word tattooed on her arm in Arabic.) Here comes someone saying, “Your story is valuable! You are valuable!”

			And it was true—Rayya’s story was valuable, and she was valuable.

			But that’s not why I was making the offer.

			I was making the offer because I already believed that I could not live without this person, and I didn’t know any other means of ensuring that she wouldn’t leave me but to produce a tempting package of promises and incentives that might, just might, get her to stay in my life a tiny bit longer.

			And that—as much as it hurts my heart to admit it—is the truth.
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			God Pauses Now and Asks Me to Stay

			God pauses now and says to me, very quietly:

			I know what you want, sweetheart.

			You want to not be here at all.

			That’s the only thing you’ve ever wanted—

			to find the portal out of this terrifying world.

			To escape your humanity—

			with all its built-in dilemmas, painful trials, and terrible disappointments.

			Thus the childhood daydreaming,

			that turned into adolescent fantasy,

			that morphed into bottomless longing,

			that metastasized into a tireless search for:

			Get me the hell out of here.

			How convenient, then, when you discovered

			all those fancy little tricks and strategies and substances

			that could land you immediately where you’d always wanted to be:

			heightened,

			held,

			cocooned,

			muffled,

			safe,

			and gone.

			But how dreadful to awaken time and again,

			after all your efforts and attempts,

			only to discover that you were still here.

			And that you still didn’t know how to do it.

			(The dilemmas, trials, disappointments.)

			Angel.

			My little one.

			You’ve been so tireless in your search for escape.

			Don’t you wonder why it hasn’t worked yet?

			Clever girl like you—

			don’t you think you should’ve been able to figure out by now

			how to game the system and put an end to all suffering?

			Have you ever contemplated why I’ve never let you leave here for good?

			I can assure you only of this: I’m not keeping you here as punishment.

			I am keeping you here because I want you here.

			Want you here, as you—with all that you are, and all you have done.

			Made you this way for a reason.

			Placed you into this exact body for a reason.

			To walk this earth, as it is.

			To learn to accept this life precisely as it comes to you.

			To stop searching

			for yet another teacher,

			yet another soulmate,

			yet another destination,

			yet another distraction,

			yet another achievement,

			yet another magical sensation

			that will take you to an even higher plane of vibration

			from which you will only, heartbreakingly, have to come down.

			You, who have always loved novelty.

			You, who are always searching for the next new thing.

			Tonight, I’m asking you to try something really new.

			I’m asking you to trust me.

			My darling.

			My beloved child.

			I’m asking you to stay.

		

	
		
			The Justification Factory

			Once more, I must be careful here, in the telling of our story.

			I do not wish to pathologize my relationship with Rayya any more than I wish to idealize it.

			I am not merely a walking dysfunction; nobody is.

			I am also a wonderful person—kind, generous, bighearted and enthusiastic, and quick to celebrate and uplift my friends. I love to share, I love to give, and I love to be of service to other people’s dreams and talents.

			And Rayya was a wonderful person, too—vivid, courageous, loving, funny, and loyal.

			Our love for each other was sincere, and it was marked by dysfunction and manipulation. As in many relationships, our shining attributes and our character defects were on display at the same time. Yes, I had initially been drawn to rescue Rayya when she became lost and in need of help, because I am deeply attracted to people who are lost and in need of help. But then she’d turned around and offered me something that nobody else had ever been able to provide. She gave me a profound sense of emotional security, while also modeling an admirable spirit of compassion and tolerance toward those who were suffering and struggling through life. She fortified my spine while softening my heart. I liked the person I became when I was around her; I was both more courageous and more kind when Rayya was in the room. Maybe that’s what true love does for us: It betters us. Moreover, she seemed to do all this effortlessly—even joyfully—while also being mindful not to take too much from me in return. (At least not in the beginning!)

			So I submit that I loved Rayya Elias dearly—and that I had good reason to love her.

			But I am also a love addict, which complicates matters somewhat.

			Actually, it complicates matters considerably.

			A friend of mine who is familiar with both my messy relationship history and my recent recovery journey asked me the other day, “So where is the line, exactly, between regular love and love addiction?”

			To which I could only reply, “I’ve got bad news for you, buddy. Nobody really knows.”

			It’s the same with all addictions. When does a regular drinker become a heavy drinker? And when does a heavy drinker become a problem drinker? And when does a problem drinker become an alcoholic? And when does an alcoholic become a danger to themself and others?

			It’s often impossible to know exactly when, how, and why these escalations occur. In the rooms of recovery, this is called “the invisible line”—that shady moment when complete dependency sets in, and the addict is no longer capable of living a manageable or dignified life. The invisibility of that line is a large part of the reason that identifying and treating addiction is so difficult. It’s also why addicts of all varieties are so masterful at denying that they have a problem in the first place, and why they are so good at gaslighting and deceiving their loved ones.

			But if I had to define the difference between regular love and love addiction, I would say that it has to do with the level of intensity—with the sense of urgency, dependency, and desperation that grows by the day until it becomes an obsession, trailing behind it a wreckage of lies, destruction, and self-abandonment. And once that hungry ghost is awakened, it can never really be sated.

			The complicated truth, then, is that I fell in love with Rayya for a set of very understandable reasons—but over time I came to love her with the famished lunacy of a true addict. But that only happened because I had a secret operating system based in fear and need that was running in the background of all our interactions, governing my decision-making from the most shadowy recesses of my mind and pushing me in directions that were unsafe, unethical, and dishonest.

			And, as it turns out, so did she.

			I will never know exactly when Rayya started drinking. I have no way of knowing. She never gave a straight answer about it to anybody. Her story about alcohol changed depending upon whom she was talking to. But I now understand that she was drinking in secret long, long before she did it in public.

			But let me see if I can piece together some information here, based on what I do know.

			Rayya moved into my church in 2008. After I invited her to stay for another nine months, she did indeed begin working on a memoir—which was all about her miraculous recovery from substance addiction. She struggled with the focus required for writing, but she kept at it, and I poured encouragement and guidance into her wherever I could. She was determined, she told me, to finish at least one creative project in her life that she could be proud of, no matter how difficult.

			But by the end of that nine-month period, she was still not quite finished with the memoir, and I still couldn’t bear to let her go. We worked out an arrangement where she would pay me just enough each month to cover utilities, so she could officially move into the church and settle down.

			My relief was immense: Rayya was staying; I would be safe forever.

			We became closer by the day. She called me whenever she was in trouble, just as I called her when I was in trouble. But it wasn’t only problem-solving that brought us together; it was also delight in each other’s company. Very soon, Rayya became my plus-one for social events and professional engagements. She flew to London to do my hair and makeup for the British premiere of the Eat Pray Love movie—and she also walked the red carpet with me. (I will never forget Rayya making Julia Roberts laugh uproariously when she said to her, mid-hug, “Dude, you smell so fucking good right now!”) We went to Mexico together, to Detroit, to Los Angeles, to Austin, to Australia, to New Zealand, to Miami. We went to the movies, to weddings, to Target, to McDonald’s, to Thanksgiving, to the DMV, to Beyoncé concerts, to karaoke, to the Jersey Shore. We met Oprah together. We tried on bras together, shopped for shoes together, ate Korean barbecue together, made tacos together, watched football games together, got Botox together.

			We were almost always out there in public now as “Rayya and Liz,” and people were growing accustomed to that pairing. You might wonder how this impacted my marriage, but I—using my excellent compartmentalization skills—convinced myself that there was absolutely no problem here. The way I saw it, I now had a platonic partner who enjoyed attending the sorts of social events with me that my husband disliked, and who also helped to stabilize my mental health. If you looked at it through a certain lens—while peeking through the cracks between the fingers of the hands you were holding over your face—it could be seen as a win for everyone!

			And although Rayya and I never crossed any obvious boundaries—never flirted with each other, never got physical with each other—I can see now that we were living in a state of shared denial about what was actually happening here. And what was actually happening here was that I was steadily moving my love and loyalty away from one person and toward another—just as surely as if I were moving a valuable set of silverware from one home to another, one spoon at a time, while nobody was looking. All the while pretending that I was not doing that.

			Meanwhile, Rayya continued to date other women. I tried to be supportive about her romantic endeavors, because of course she deserved to have someone in her life who loved her—someone who was available! But if I am honest, I can see that these women never really had a chance with Rayya, no matter how great they were—and often they were great—because Rayya herself was not available. She had already imprinted her heart upon me, just as I had imprinted my heart upon her. And she would often come home from her dates and say to me and our friends, “She was nice enough, but she’s not Liz.”

			“But you can’t expect anybody to deliver that level of intimacy on a first date!” I would protest (while secretly, shamefully rejoicing). “You and I have been friends for a decade and a half, Rayya! Look how long it took us to reach this level of closeness! You need to give people a chance!”

			“But can’t we just clone you instead, so I can have one of you?” she would say. “Wouldn’t that be easier for everyone?”

			And everyone would laugh and act like this was a completely normal thing to say.

			Still, not everyone liked the Rayya and Liz Show.

			An old friend of Rayya’s told me years later how sometimes she would be on the phone with Rayya, in the middle of an intimate conversation, and suddenly Rayya would say, “I gotta go—Liz is on the other line!” And she would hop right off and not call back for days.

			Another old friend of Rayya’s said to her at the time, “It’s like you’ve divided your friends into two categories. You’ve got your A-list friends, which is only Liz. And then you’ve got your B-list friends, which is everyone else.”

			“That’s right,” said Rayya, with her characteristic straightforwardness. “And don’t ever expect it to be any different.”

			And one day an old friend of mine was talking to an acquaintance about some event that I attended with Rayya Elias, and the acquaintance asked, “Who’s Rayya Elias?”

			Without thinking, my friend replied, “She’s the love of Liz’s life.”

			So everyone knew. But nobody knew knew.

			Because that’s what secret lives create: wild, hallucinogenic distortions of reality.

			Speaking of distortions of reality, I would guess that it was probably sometime around 2011 that I started noticing that the love of my life always carried bottles of Angostura bitters around with her, hidden in her purse.

			Maybe you are familiar with this concoction, maybe not.

			Bitters are a staple of every bar—a potent proprietary blend of herbs, spices, and alcohol that, when added to certain cocktails, both deepens and brightens the flavor profiles of those drinks. Bitters deliver such an intense taste sensation that you don’t need much of the stuff—just a dash. But Rayya wasn’t using the bitters to brighten up a cocktail—because she didn’t drink cocktails, because she was sober. And she wasn’t adding a few drops to some nonalcoholic beverage, either, as people sometimes do. No, she was just straight-up drinking the stuff, before, during, and after every meal—on the rocks—often downing an entire bottle at a time. And Angostura bitters have an alcohol content of 44.7 percent, which is equivalent to most vodkas, whiskeys, rums, and tequilas.

			Now, I know this doesn’t make sense—that somebody who claimed to be sober was also drinking every day—but that’s what Rayya was doing. She was doing this, mind you, while she was still telling her story of sobriety at twelve-step meetings (including Alcoholics Anonymous meetings) and also writing a memoir about her victory over substance addiction.

			Soon the bottles of Angostura bitters started showing up everywhere—not only in her purse but also in her suitcase, in the fridge, on the kitchen shelves next to her boxes of cereal, in the glove compartment of her car. She even kept bottles of bitters—multiple bottles—at her friends’ houses for when she came over to visit. (We all kept finding them in the weirdest places for years after she died.) She always had to check her luggage when we flew, because she wouldn’t go anywhere without a significant stash of those magical little bottles.

			I never questioned any of this, because I never questioned anything Rayya did back then, because I essentially saw Rayya as a godlike figure who was always right about everything. Nevertheless, she did once tell me that a doctor had “prescribed” the bitters to her, to help her digest her food and to take the edge off her chronic stomach pain.

			Now, I don’t know what the doctor actually said, because I wasn’t there.

			I do know a few things, though.

			I know that, a few years later, Rayya would also tell me that a doctor had prescribed cocaine to her (don’t worry; we’ll get to that story eventually), so she may not have been a reliable narrator on such matters. But I also know that Angostura is what’s commonly called a digestif—which is exactly what it sounds like: something that helps with digestion. The mixture, in fact, was created in 1824 by the German surgeon general of Simón Bolívar’s army, who prescribed it to his troops in Venezuela to ease their stomach problems. Angostura bitters, in other words, were indeed once used medicinally.

			Then again, so was cocaine.

			I also know that Rayya suffered from chronic stomach pain, which was probably a result of the gastrointestinal mayhem that can arise from long-term opioid dependency. That pain was also exacerbated by her hepatitis C—and by the fact that she ate like a ten-year-old at a birthday party pretty much every day.

			In fact, Rayya inhabited a body that was always suffering in one way or another. She had persistent back pain, joint pain, headaches. Her legs—which had been broken once in childhood and again in a brutal beating by drug dealers on the street—constantly ached. She had arthritis in her hips and shoulders, feet and hands. (In other words, this person who always appeared to be completely comfortable in her own skin literally never was.) And given what we now know about how our bodies keep the score, I think it’s fair to surmise that her extreme physical pain was also the legacy of deep and unhealed trauma.

			Whatever the cause, I knew that Rayya vomited frequently, almost daily, and her stomach almost always bothered her. So I’m sure the bitters did help to relieve her physical distress. Maybe her emotional pain, as well. Anything with 44.7 percent alcohol is bound to take the edge off.

			But I also have trouble believing that any reputable doctor would recommend the daily imbibing of alcoholic beverages to a patient who not only was an addict in recovery but also suffered from an incurable and potentially fatal liver disease. It just took me about one minute of googling to find a study by the World Journal of Clinical Cases saying that “no safe level of alcohol intake has been established for patients with cases of HCV” (hepatitis C). Drinking with an HCV-infected liver has been categorically proven to increase viral replication, weaken the immune system, increase oxidative stress, and lead to higher rates of fatal cirrhosis and hepatocellular carcinoma—more commonly known as liver cancer. Which is, in the end, what killed my beloved friend.

			There were some people in Rayya’s life who had more piercing questions about the omnipresent bottles of bitters than did I. They’d say, “Wait, aren’t you sober? Are you really supposed to be drinking that stuff?”

			“It’s just herbs,” she would say. “For my digestion.”

			“But it’s got alcohol in it!” they might protest.

			And here’s where things began to get shady.

			Because multiple times over the years—more times than I can count—I watched Rayya blink in amazement and then say, with convincing sincerity, “Really? It does? Oh my gosh. I didn’t know that!”

			I even remember someone once showing Rayya the label of the bottle and pointing to the spot that read “44.7% alc./vol.” To which Rayya responded, “Wow, I can’t even read that without my glasses.”

			Once I even heard her say to someone, “Bitters aren’t really the same thing as regular alcohol. It’s, like, burnt alcohol.”

			(His reply? “I don’t know, Ray. I’m pretty sure 44.7 percent alcohol means 44.7 percent alcohol.”)

			Looking back on it now, I have trouble making sense of how I made sense of this extreme cognitive dissonance. I was watching an allegedly sober person drink every day without admitting that she was drinking—and right in front of my eyes. I was also watching the single most honest person I had ever met pretending—again and again—that she didn’t know her alcoholic drink had alcohol in it.

			But here’s where my disease comes in: because I somehow made all this okay.

			I overlooked it, rather than looking it over.

			I had to overlook it. My fear- and need-addled brain could not handle a reality in which Rayya had any weaknesses or character flaws whatsoever, because she had become my place of safety. Rayya was trustworthiness to me, embodied in human form. And I could not let go of that. I had to keep living in a storyline where Rayya was the soul of all integrity—or else my terror of the world would come back, and I could not bear to have my terror of the world come back.

			It is truly incredible what you cannot see, when you cannot bear to see it.

			Please understand, I’m not judging Rayya here. I don’t have a leg to stand on when it comes to judging anyone else’s elaborate coping mechanisms, pain-evasion tricks, or dependency-concealment strategies. Only look at the secrets I was keeping during those same years! It’s more that I’m marveling over the complex and intricate justification factory that is the addict’s mind in action—as evidenced both in Rayya and in me.

			But it does bear noting that for more than a decade before Rayya started carrying bottles of alcohol around with her everywhere, she had been attending twelve-step recovery meetings in programs that were tailored to both alcoholics and drug addicts. And while her attendance in the rooms of recovery had become increasingly sporadic over the years, she surely must have remembered the warnings that were constantly offered in those rooms—that alcohol is just as serious a drug as any narcotic; that addicts cannot use any intoxicating substances without running the risk of relapse; that full sobriety is a necessity for recovery; and that thinking of alcohol as being “different” from other drugs has caused many addicts to return to lives of active addiction.

			Over the years, Rayya must’ve heard these warnings being read and discussed hundreds, if not thousands, of times.

			So she knew.

			Yet she stuck with her position: Not only was alcohol “different,” but bitters were not alcohol.

			So it was all cool, as you can clearly see.

			It was all totally cool.

		

	
		
			What’s a Trigger Warning?

			I think it’s fair to say that 2013 was the best year ever for both Rayya and me—at least in terms of how things looked from the outside.

			In March of that year, Rayya published Harley Loco.

			In October, I published The Signature of All Things.

			For both of us, these books were proving grounds and personal triumphs.

			Rayya’s memoir was evidence to herself, to her family, and to her community that she indeed had the discipline to start, sustain, and complete a creative project that would get her noticed on a global scale, and that she—an immigrant kid who’d scarcely been able to finish high school, who’d been a drug addict for much of her adult life, and for whom English was a third language—could really write.

			My novel was evidence to a legion of professional and amateur critics that despite the wild commercial success of Eat Pray Love—a book that had shunted me straight into the chick-lit dungeon of many people’s imaginations—I could still deliver a novel that announced me as an important literary figure.

			We’d both worked our asses off on these projects—about four years of labor apiece—and we both received plenty of acclaim for our efforts. Rayya was compared to Patti Smith and Jim Carroll, called “Huck Finn on heroin,” and praised by Deborah Harry as having written a punk masterpiece that was “true religion.” I reached number one on the New York Times bestseller list, was compared to Victor Hugo, sold the movie rights to the BBC, and made all the “Best Books of the Year” lists.

			And we kept working hard once our books were published.

			Slinging and banging, hustling and proving.

			I traveled all over the globe to promote my novel, and I promoted Rayya’s memoir, too, for which I had written the foreword. Rayya often came with me when I was touring. We were interviewed and photographed together quite often that year, because people were becoming interested in our unlikely-seeming friendship: How had the Eat Pray Love lady and this street-smart Syrian ex-con become so close?

			“Everything about their pact rails against the natural order,” wrote The Sydney Morning Herald in a cover story about us entitled “Opposites Attract.” “Yet here they are, fourteen years into what has become a very deep friendship; clasping hands, finishing each other’s sentences, Elias absentmindedly fixing Gilbert’s hair.”

			“I know it sounds like a love story,” said Rayya in that article. “And it totally is.”

			To which I was quoted replying, “Well, I’d rather go to the laundromat with you than to, like, Prague with anyone else.”

			Over time, these interviews began to produce anxiety in me, because I could see that I was revealing far too much of my true heart in them. My passionate devotion to Rayya—which I thought I was keeping so well hidden—was blazingly obvious in every story. Also, people kept snapping pictures of me gazing adoringly at my “friend,” and I would cringe whenever I saw the results.

			I’d been reading Hilary Mantel’s Wolf Hall novels during that time. In them, Thomas Cromwell—the master puppeteer of Henry VIII’s reign—is constantly warning other courtiers: “Arrange your face.” Meaning: Your facial expressions are revealing far too much information about your true feelings, and you are putting yourself in mortal danger.

			But I have never been very good at arranging my face.

			At a book event in Michigan one night, a woman in the signing line said to us, “You two are such a terrific couple. You should get married!”

			“Believe me, I know!” said Rayya. “If Liz wasn’t straight, she’d totally be my wife.”

			To which I blurted out, “The reason we’re not together isn’t because I’m straight, for God’s sake! It’s because I’m married. And I’m trying to be good.”

			Then I froze, mortified.

			To be fair, what I’d said was true: Sexual orientation had no bearing whatsoever upon why I was trying to keep my feelings for Rayya a secret. I could not care less about the gender of the person I love. But it was also true that I was trying to be good. And I believed at the time that being “good” meant staying faithful to my marriage, which was now in its tenth year. I could not bear the idea of failing at yet another relationship or causing more drama and upheaval in my life and the lives of others. I’d come so far from my days of romantic chaos (I believed, anyhow), and I never wanted to go through the shame of a relationship blowup again. And I was proud of my peaceful, caring marriage. My fidelity was evidence that I was stable, normal, responsible, reliable, and, yes, good. So I needed to keep a strong boundary between me and Rayya in order to know that I was standing on solid ethical ground here and that I didn’t need to be ashamed of myself anymore.

			But apparently I wasn’t doing a very effective job of it—because what kind of conversation was this to be having in a book-signing line, in front of a total stranger?

			Arrange your face and shut your mouth, I scolded myself firmly, and then turned to the next person in line, asking, “Who would you like me to make this out to?”

			Later that night, alone in my hotel room, I wept with longing for Rayya, but I also wept in fear of what was happening to my life.

			I was becoming unmanageable again.

			I was losing control.

			Arrange your face.

			Put it away.

			Stuff it down.

			Hide, hide, hide.

			Keeping secrets is exhausting work—as is book touring—and I was bone-tired during much of that year. But I was also grateful that I got to be near Rayya, and we really did make a great traveling pair: We shored each other up, made each other laugh, and kept each other safe—each in our own way. Rayya styled my hair and makeup for all my events and acted as my bodyguard when people tried to get too close. Ever since the outrageous success of Eat Pray Love, I’d become frightened of getting cornered by volatile, demanding, or otherwise challenging people—but of course, Rayya had no trouble whatsoever dealing with challenging people.

			One of Rayya’s first book events took place at a bar on the Lower East Side of New York City, at a group reading called “Voices from the Edge.” I had encouraged her to read from the first chapter of her memoir, which is a harrowing (yet also weirdly and improbably funny) account of a time when Rayya was kidnapped and assaulted during a drug deal gone wrong. That night, Rayya did not so much read the chapter as perform it, and the audience loved it. They were breathless, laughing, and amazed by it, and she got a rousing standing ovation.

			But after the event, a woman came up to us and chastised us for not having given a trigger warning before the reading.

			“What’s a trigger warning?” Rayya asked.

			I’d never heard the term, either—not back in 2013.

			Frowning in disapproval, the woman said, “It’s a warning you’re supposed to give people before you share sensitive material. What you read tonight was violent and disturbing. Somebody in this audience could’ve had a trauma reaction to it, based on their own experiences.” Turning her attention to me, the woman said, “And you certainly should have known about trigger warnings, Ms. Gilbert, if your friend didn’t.”

			Instantly, I found myself collapsing into a vortex of shame and deep moral failure—which is how I always feel when anyone criticizes me.

			Not Rayya.

			Before I had a chance to apologize, Rayya backed the woman up against a wall, saying, “Listen, bitch. If you didn’t want to be triggered tonight, maybe you shouldn’t have come to an event at a Lower East Side bar called ‘Voices from the Edge.’ ”

			The woman tried to protest, but Rayya cut her off.

			“Did it even happen to you, what I wrote about?” she demanded. “Tell me the truth. Did you ever get abducted by a psychopath? Did you ever get gun-raped?”

			“No, but—”

			“Yeah, well, here’s the thing about that ‘sensitive material’ you’re talking about: That’s my fucking life. That shit actually happened to me. This is my story, my book, and it tells the story about my body—and you’re not gonna make me feel ashamed of myself for sharing the truth about my own life. In fact, if you can’t enjoy the night like everyone else, just get out of here. Nobody wants to hear your bullshit.”

			So, yeah, Rayya was a fairly effective bodyguard.

			What Rayya wasn’t good at, though, were interviews—which I am very good at. You could wake me from a deep sleep in the middle of the night, stick a microphone in my face, and tell me I’m live on NPR, and I’d be fine with it. But Rayya was petrified of being interviewed. Her biggest fear was to be publicly exposed, in her own words, “as a total fucking idiot.” Always insecure about her lack of education and elocution, she used to tremble in panic before every interview. I coached her through each encounter, reminding her that she was the foremost expert on the subject of her book—herself.

			But people often did ask Rayya questions she didn’t have answers for. The war in Syria was raging during that time, and interviewers often assumed that she, a native Syrian, would have some special insight about the conflict. Rayya was the least politically minded person I’ve ever met, however, and she didn’t know a thing about what was going on over there. So I taught her to say to reporters: “Listen, that’s not my area of expertise. I left that country when I was a kid and never looked back. Now if you want to ask me about the Detroit underground punk scene in the 1980s…”

			Rayya was also terrified that her mind would go blank during an interview. So I taught her, should she ever find herself at a loss as to how to answer a question, to just respond, “Sorry, man. I did a lot of drugs back in the day, and my brain doesn’t always work right. Give me a minute here to figure out what to say.” That response always got a laugh and broke the tension.

			In the end, she needn’t have worried, because she nailed her interviews the way she nailed everything—by showing up as herself, as this raw and hilarious and vulnerable person whom nobody else could ever be. The interviewers loved her, the crowds loved her. And when she and I did an event together at the Sydney Opera House, I encouraged her to close it out by singing the Lord’s Prayer in Aramaic, just as her grandmother back in Syria had taught her. Rayya’s voice, powerful and unaccompanied, filling that legendary hall with ancient words of faith, sounded like a direct channel to the divine. It brought the audience to tears.

			And together, we took a bow.

			I can see now that Rayya and I were both at our most gleaming that year. Me, a happily married internationally famous author. She, a radiant example of the miracles of sobriety. Both of us out there selling our stories and seeing the world and bringing inspiration to the people. But both of us were also—each in our own way—fearful and troubled and full of barely contained secrets.

			All of which would soon enough be revealed.

			Because the truth, after all, has legs.

			And when everything else has blown up, the truth will always—always—be left standing, patiently waiting for everyone to acknowledge it at last.
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			Make Your House into a Temple

			Quitting is not the same as recovery, it turns out.

			Anyone can give up a thing for a little while.

			Anyone can clamp their jaw,

			stuff their fists into their pockets,

			and wrench their gaze from their desires.

			Anyone can make chalk marks

			on the walls of their prison cell,

			joylessly counting down the days.

			Hell, you’ve done it.

			For weeks, months—sometimes years, even.

			Being good, staying clean, walking around in your invisible restraints.

			Until you can’t take it anymore—and then you come out shooting.

			Child, we need you to stop all that now.

			The trick is not to try harder this time.

			In fact, there is no more trying.

			(Also, there are no more tricks.)

			There is only an invitation, and it reads:

			Give it all over to God.

			Make your house into a temple of emptiness,

			my tired darling,

			and peace will come live with you forever.

		

	
		
			Rigid Bitches

			At some point in 2013—I can’t remember exactly when—Rayya asked if we could go out to dinner alone. There was something she wanted to share with me privately, she said. Something she was afraid I would judge her for, or completely misunderstand.

			“You can tell me anything,” I responded—because it was true, she really could.

			That night over sushi, Rayya launched into the most incredible of tales. She told me that the last time she was home in Detroit, some of her friends and family members had staged a “reverse intervention,” gathering together to tell her that they really, really wanted her to start drinking wine.

			Apparently Rayya’s loved ones back in Detroit had claimed that they longed to be able to share a nice bottle of wine with her sometimes—just as they shared wine with everyone else. Why should she miss out on a glass of wine, they said, especially in a sophisticated or celebratory setting? Especially because she was such a foodie, who appreciated delicious things! They’d also apparently reported that they hated seeing her trapped forever in the disgraceful old label of “addict” when she had not used drugs for so long and was clearly cured of her addiction! At what point would it end—this shameful burden of always having to call oneself an addict? It was as if Rayya were being forced to wear a scarlet letter! She was a completely different person now than she had been twenty years ago! Why must she continue to be exiled from the pleasant experience of adult beverages, like some kind of child? Why must she remain an outsider? If anything, it made them feel uncomfortable when she didn’t drink.

			“Come, now,” had said these loving—and curiously unnamed—people. “Just have one drink of wine with us! Try it! It won’t do you any harm!”

			“So I did have just one glass of wine,” confessed Rayya. “And it was really nice! And it didn’t do me any harm. So what I want to tell you is this, even though it terrifies me to say it: I would like to start having a glass of wine with you sometimes at dinner. But I’m so afraid to bring it up, because I’m afraid you’ll condemn me for it, and I’ll lose you!”

			“You could never lose me, honey!” I said. “Never in life!”

			And then, because I’ve always been a sucker for grand gestures of loyalty, I said, “In fact, let’s order you a glass of wine right now!” and I immediately called over the waiter.

			“Oh my God, your reaction is such a relief,” said Rayya, wiping her eyes. “I was really scared of what you would say. And I’m terrified of what my sober friends will say, because they’re all a bunch of fundamentalist Big Book thumpers. You know what a cult twelve-step can be, right? Everything is so black-and-white with those rigid bitches. So we don’t need to tell them about this, okay? They’ll just freak out, and I don’t need that. But what I really need you to understand, babe, is what a big deal this isn’t. You know that alcohol was never part of my addiction story, right? Have you ever heard me talk about drinking? I always hated getting drunk. I hate the taste of it, I hate the feeling of it. Alcohol couldn’t get me nearly to where I needed to go, to get as fucked up and erased as I needed to be back then. Only heroin and cocaine could ever get me to that level. And you know how it is—by the time you get knocked out on alcohol, you’re puking and sick, and next thing you know you’re in the hospital getting your stomach pumped. Fuck that shit. Too messy. I can never have more than one glass of wine, anyway, without feeling a little sick. I actually kind of hate alcohol. So there isn’t any danger in this.”

			Now, listen.

			I don’t know whether that conversation ever really happened back in Detroit—wherein Rayya’s loved ones formally “gathered together” to beg her to start drinking wine. But I do know that if I had not been so blind with infatuation, or if I were an entirely different sort of person altogether, I might have asked a few pointed follow-up questions here.

			Perhaps starting with “Wait—a reverse intervention? What?”

			And perhaps ending with “Wait, tell me again why you want to drink wine even though you hate alcohol?”

			Certainly, somewhere in the middle of her story, I might have interrupted and asked, “Wait—can you explain to me why you want to hide this information from your recovery friends? Aren’t you the one who taught me that we’re only as sick as our secrets?”

			But my mind didn’t go in any of those directions.

			Instead, this is literally what I thought: Rayya is so much cooler than other people! The rules really don’t apply to her!

			And so it came to pass that, over the next few years, I watched as Rayya made a habit of drinking wine with her friends at dinner every night. Just one glass. Or maybe sometimes two glasses. Or maybe a beer and then a glass of wine. Or maybe a beer and a few glasses of wine and a cocktail and then some scotch and an aperitif. And I certainly watched her drink an ocean of Angostura bitters at every meal, and sometimes randomly during the day when her stomach was really bothering her. But I never saw her get sloppy drunk or out of control. Maybe a little loud sometimes, but not messy. Except maybe that one time at a friend’s birthday party when she seemed to have a lot to drink and I thought perhaps she shouldn’t have been driving. But I didn’t say anything about it, because Rayya was a really good driver, and I always felt safe with her at the wheel.

			And then there was that one night when she got so drunk and loud and disorderly at a San Francisco restaurant that I was filled with embarrassment for her, for myself, for everyone involved. Walking back to our hotel, Rayya passed out on the sidewalk, and our friend had to help me drag her semiconscious body down the street, through the lobby of the hotel, and back up to our room.

			“It’s just because her liver is so compromised,” I said to the startled doorman. “She’s not normally like this. She doesn’t have a drinking problem or anything.”

			Nothing to see here, folks!

			Rayya was so sick and dehydrated the next day that I called in one of those hangover-remedy companies that will come to your house and administer an IV filled with electrolytes and vitamins. That was some top-tier enabling behavior on my part, but what I remember most about the moment is this: While I watched in exhaustion—having been up all night helping my friend while she vomited and suffered—Rayya joked with the nurse about how much she loved needles and drugs. She even said, “Hey, maybe you can let me shoot myself up with whatever you’ve got hidden in that black bag.”

			Yes, indeed—nothing to see here.

			Anyway, alcohol played such a big role in my own existence back then that I never really questioned whether it was good or bad, healthy or harmful. Drinking is a huge part of my family’s history and it had been a huge part of my married life, as well—in both of my marriages. (I met both my husbands in bars, just for starters.) Wine, especially, was such a familiar presence in my home—the fancy and loquacious guest who was always welcome at the table. So I was more than happy to be able to share wine with my favorite person. Rayya was fun to drink with, because Rayya was fun to do anything with.

			It turned out, though, that Rayya had every reason to be afraid that her recovery community would freak out when they heard she was drinking. Because soon enough they did hear about it. And indeed, they freaked out.

			Some freaked out more than others—depending upon the closeness of their relationship to Rayya or how much work they had done on their own codependency issues—but all of them pretty much freaked out. Some of them cried, some of them raged, some of them argued with her, some of them cut her out of their lives completely, saying they couldn’t be around this kind of behavior because it jeopardized their own sobriety. And some of them fought back with fire, saying things like:

			“I am not cosigning this fucking bullshit, Rayya.”

			Or “I’m not going to sit here watching my friend lie to herself about not being an addict and pretend it’s cool.”

			Or “Why are you even opening the door of using anything again? Setting aside the fact that you’re an addict, you have fucking hepatitis C, dude! You’re honestly gonna go out there and drink on a hepatitis liver? This is gonna kill you!”

			But Rayya stuck to her position that alcohol was not a problem for her, that her doctor had said it was okay, and that she wasn’t an addict anymore. Moreover, all these sobriety zealots really needed to chill the fuck out and mind their own goddamn business—and, by the way, maybe some of them wanted to take a look at why they were still so miserable after nearly twenty years of recovery! If working a program was so fucking great, then why were they still bitching and moaning in meetings every week about the same neurotic shit? Didn’t they ever get sick of listening to their own voices? Bunch of victims!

			Basically, Rayya pushed away all her sober friends after that—or accused them of abandoning her. She was hurt that they didn’t trust her, but she didn’t want to live by their code anymore. They were always so negative and depressing, anyhow, she said, so fuck them.

			Looking back at this story now, with the benefit of hindsight, I must be very careful. I must be careful of how I judge Rayya—and I must be careful, as well, of how I judge my younger self for what she could not or would not see about the dangers of this situation. Without the mitigating presence of mercy, hindsight can make me into something like a cruel deity, fiercely condemning these ignorant mortals for what they did not know: How could you have been so stupid and reckless?

			And I must also remember the heartbreaking rules of Earth School. The reality is that, at any given time in a human life, we cannot see beyond what we understand to be true right then. We are only ever working with the level of wisdom that we have acquired up till that moment. We cannot access tomorrow’s wisdom today, much less yesterday. And when wisdom finally does arrive, it often enters our minds through the pain of lived experience. If you haven’t lived the experience yet, then you don’t get the wisdom.

			That’s how Earth School works, and you can’t skip any grades in Earth School.

			So let me be humble and merciful here, when I say that today—nearly ten years later—I know so much more about addiction than I did back then. I certainly don’t know everything, but I’ve learned a lot. And I gained that wisdom through my painful lived experience of Rayya’s relapse, as well as through my own continuing recovery from sex and love addiction. Perhaps most educational and devastating of all, I have access now to Rayya’s journals, which she left for me after she died, and which she encouraged me to use as research for the book that she wanted me to someday write about her. In those journals, Rayya reveals the true story of what was happening during those years. She was both drinking and suffering to an extent that I didn’t see at the time—because she didn’t let me see it. She didn’t let anyone see it. Not even me, her “all the way to the river” friend. And she certainly didn’t let anyone in her recovery community know the true extent of her pain.

			“I most certainly am an addict,” she writes in 2008. “Am I drinking? Is it drinking to have the bitters? Is it? I’m not sure I would consider it as a relapse. Am I abusing it? Am I ruining my sobriety? No. I have no intention of fucking up a good and slow and long and beautiful sobriety.”

			Those words were written several years before the bottles of bitters started appearing in public—and long, long before Rayya started pretending that she didn’t know they contained alcohol. But apparently she had already recognized the situation as a potential problem for her. A problem she had decided to keep to herself.

			“Could my mind be playing tricks on me?” Rayya asks herself again about her drinking, in a journal entry a few months later. “Could I be in denial about my own disease?”

			She promises herself in that same journal entry that she will go to a meeting later in the day and share about it, but I don’t know whether she did or not. What she did do that year—a lot, apparently—was hole up in the church for days at a time and numb out her feelings with food, alcohol, and television: “Watch TV, eat, and sleep. Is that laziness or is it depression? I’m not an expert, but one thing I know is that I’ve lost my zest for life.”

			By 2010, she is more emphatic about her problem.

			“STOP DRINKING!!!” she writes as her final and most commanding New Year’s resolution that year.

			But she doesn’t stop drinking, and she still doesn’t tell anyone about it.

			Later that year, in defeat: “I’m a fuck-up and I’m crazy.”

			“Wine, wine, wine,” she writes in 2011. “Is it so bad? Is it like heroin? I don’t think so, but I’m consumed with it lately for some reason.”

			Consumed with wine? This was a full two years before she sat me down to say that her loved ones in Detroit had just staged a “reverse intervention” for her, inviting her to sample one tiny little glass of the stuff.

			By 2012—around the time that I am deifying Rayya as the person who has the answer to my every problem, and whose presence magically erases all my pain and fear—she is writing: “Why is it that I suffer? I’m afraid of myself, of my thoughts. When I wake up, I’m afraid of the day. I’m afraid to feel, because I associate that with pain. Fear that I can’t take care of myself. Fear of not being loved. That I don’t know things, anything. So I’ll put my armor on. I don’t let anyone in, and I go out there in the asphalt jungle and I become everything I’m afraid of. I become MIGHTY.”

			I need to address something painful here, before we go on—just to get it off my conscience.

			There have been times in the years since Rayya died when I have blamed myself for what happened to her—for her gradual slide, and then eventual collapse, back into active addiction.

			After all, look what I did!

			I lured her out of New York City, taking her away from the recovery community that had been her spiritual family for years. Then I set her up in an old church in the middle of nowhere, leaving her alone with nothing but her own thoughts to keep her company—always a dangerous scenario for an addict. I gave her an assignment of writing a book that she wasn’t sure she could write, thereby kicking up all her deepest insecurities and fears. I threw her into a lifestyle where alcohol was at the center of every glamorous gathering. I reinforced her ego’s most grandiose stories about itself, basically treating her like she was the highest power in the universe and completely buying into her “mighty” self-mythologizing. And worst of all, I went years without expressing my honest feelings for her—which probably created a dust cloud of confusion and mixed signals and bewilderment within her mind about what, indeed, was true about our relationship.

			No wonder she drank, I sometimes tell myself.

			But I must be careful of that line of thinking, too—because guilt is one of my ego’s favorite methods of taking me down, and if I fall deeply enough into shame, I will end up relapsing myself, just to relieve the pain of it. The terrorist who lives within my mind constantly tells me that I am to blame for any pain that anyone associated with me has ever experienced—and that’s bananas thinking, but it’s where my mind always goes. My codependency gives me outlandish ideas about how responsible I am for others, and my anxiety distorts my perception of reality—convincing me that I can control people and keep them safe, if only I try hard enough.

			But I cannot control anyone.

			Nor can I keep people safe from their own choices.

			Adults get to do whatever they decide to do—even to the point of their own self-destruction or death. And as my sponsor always reminds me when I am about to overstep into someone else’s territory: “God didn’t bring anyone into your life for you to control them.”

			Because I can’t control them.

			I have enough trouble controlling myself.

			And because I cannot control myself, I have made mistakes. Big mistakes. I have used people and attempted to manipulate them in ways that are far from ethical. And I certainly used and manipulated Rayya, trying to extract from her a sense of safety and courage that I could not muster in myself. But I also must remind myself daily—sometimes several times a day—that I am not responsible for anyone else’s addictions, because I don’t possess that kind of authority. I can neither make someone use nor (as life has taught me again and again) stop them from using.

			And never in history was anybody able to stop Rayya Elias from doing something she was bound and determined to do. Her will was a runaway train packed to the rafters with TNT.

			And that goes for me, too.

			That goes for all addicts.

			We are all runaway trains—and nobody can stop us from acting upon our worst and wildest ideas, once we get started.

			Nothing can stop us but a miracle.

		

	
		
			Turn It Loose

			Somebody said to me once in a twelve-step meeting:

			You think you’re the only bitch up in here who’s ever been to hell?

			You think everyone in this room didn’t want the same thing you wanted—

			to figure out how to get high without having to pay for it later?

			You think they didn’t try as hard as you tried to find a fix that sticks?

			You think anybody in here wanted to walk away from the one fucking thing that ever felt good?

			You think they didn’t have to grieve their asses off, when they finally put it down?

			You think everyone in here hasn’t lost something they can never get back?

			You think anyone in this room believes that staying clean is about being stronger than other people?

			Better? Smarter? More disciplined?

			You think it’s about how much time you’ve earned,

			or how much of yourself you’re willing to shove away,

			where no one else can reach it?

			Good guess.

			But you are dead fucking wrong, my friend.

			You are dank with misunderstanding tonight, kid.

			Right now, all you need to know is this:

			Your ego is fighting for its life, and it does not sleep.

			And your addiction is clamoring like hell to keep itself relevant.

			And your mind is keeping itself busy telling you all its most terrible lies.

			The only chance you have for survival is not to fight anymore.

			Submit before the utter impossibility

			of orchestrating your life exactly according to your desires,

			and you’ll find that things get a lot easier.

			You control so much less of this world than you think you do, newcomer—

			and if you want to be happier, try controlling even less than that.

			Stop blocking the one miraculous gift we have given you for immediate release.

			It’s called surrender.

			You’re holding it in your hand right now,

			but you’re also crushing it to death.

			Girl, you better open it up.

			Bitch, you better turn it loose.
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			The Thing I Don’t Want Anyone Knowing About Me Today

			Let me pause here for a moment.

			Let me catch my breath, in this current place and time.

			As of the exact moment of this writing, Rayya has been dead for 2,137 days.

			I have been clean and sober for 1,617 days.

			As a sex and love addict in recovery, I define a “clean day” as any day where I have not used another human being—not as a stimulant or a sedative; not as a badge of honor or a bodyguard; not as an emotional-support animal, a sleeping pill, a sex toy, a babysitter, a parental-replacement figure, or a good-looking trophy; not as some infinitely wise Delphic oracle who is here to answer all my most challenging life questions; and certainly not as a mirror that I can stare into, searching for evidence that I am lovable, attractive, worthy, normal, respectable, special, desirable, valuable, irreplaceable, adored, secure, or good.

			Being a sex and love addict in recovery does not mean that I can never experience sex or love again; it only means that I have to be sober about it—and there’s a plan in place for me around that, when and if the time comes. We will discuss that plan later in this book.

			But being clean and sober (for me, at least) also means that I choose not to use drugs or alcohol anymore. Not in any form. Drugs and alcohol only make it easier for me to act out in my primary addiction. Whatever lazy, ineffective guardian I have posted at my internal Gates of Good Sense takes one sip of booze and instantly starts waving everyone through, not bothering to read anybody’s credentials or check IDs. Thus, intoxicating substances are inherently dangerous to me. And to paraphrase Rayya: They don’t get me anywhere near where I want to go, anyway.

			Most of all, as I have learned over the past five years, being sober within a program of recovery means that I must be very, very careful about what I’m thinking—and that I must never let my thoughts go unexamined or unreported. Protecting my sobriety means that every day I must reveal the truth to somebody about what is actually going on within the sealed-up, locked-down nineteenth-century mental hospital that is my mind.

			And addiction is a disease of the mind. It’s a disease that wants nothing more than to get me alone in the darkness of my head so it can kill me. And the way it starts killing me is by filling my consciousness with a swarm of grim and sinister thoughts about what a worthless piece of shit I am, how terrible everybody else is, how badly I’ve been mistreated and misunderstood, how many unforgivable mistakes I’ve made, what a horrible place this world is, and how much I deserve instantaneous relief from all this suffering.

			I believe that every human struggles with such destructive and demonic thoughts, but in addicts, these thoughts quickly become both uncontrollable and unbearable. Once the thought storm begins—driven, as the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous says, “by a hundred forms of fear, self-delusion, self-seeking, and self-pity”—I’m doomed. My addiction will think me right into hell, and then it will try to convince me that the only sensible way out of hell is to use something or somebody as a drug, to act out in some manic way, to grapple for control, or to die. And those dark voices are always warning me to keep the torments of my inner life a secret.

			If Satan existed, he could scarcely do better at seeding pain and destruction than to hide himself within the human mind, saying things like “You’re a failure and a fuckup, nobody understands you, you deserve some escape, you should probably just go drink something, or overeat, or spend a bunch of money, or fuck somebody, or take command over someone else’s existence, or blow up your own life, or just kill yourself—but don’t tell anybody I said any of this.”

			(Satan: translated from the Hebrew as “the accuser”—a shadowy internal figure I know all too intimately.)

			The best way I can stay ahead of the hellscape of my addict brain is through radical honesty within the bounds of trusted, sober fellowship. I’ve got to talk my thoughts up and out of my mind every day and put them right out there in broad daylight, where they can be seen, shared, and tested against reality by people who care about me and who understand the nature of addiction. As part of my ongoing recovery, I have to (no, I get to) check in with my sponsor every day and turn over to her my latest batch of fears, fantasies, and resentments. But I also get to share my painful thoughts and feelings at meetings and turn them over privately within my sisterhood of fellow recovering sex and love addicts, too. One of my best friends in the program and I exchange phone calls a few times a week that always begin this way: “Okay, sis, here’s the one thing I don’t want anyone knowing about me today.”

			Because that’s how you stay sober: You have got to let somebody know the things you don’t want anybody to know. Otherwise, your shadow self will keep running the show from the dankest corners of your mind, growing ever stronger in the darkness, poised for any opportunity to strike and take you down once more—and perhaps forever this time.

			After all, as they say in the rooms of recovery: “Addiction never rests; it only waits.”

			When I look back at Rayya and Liz in 2013 (Rayya pretending she’s still sober, Liz pretending she isn’t in love with Rayya), I am overwhelmed by a longing to slip through a portal in time, sit the two of them down at a table, and say, “Listen, you guys—you really need to tell somebody what’s up here. You’re both living secret lives, and it’s gonna take you down. This level of concealment, this level of denial, these attempts at self-control, these desperate acts of self-medication, all this using—it’s not sustainable for either one of you. You’re both gonna crash if you don’t come clean.”

			The thing is, though, Rayya already had a community filled with fellow recovering addicts who had loved her for years, and who would have gladly received her admissions of shame and fear and helped her to process her overwhelming desire to drink. They could have guided her back to the principles of the program—back to the acts of service that keep us sober; back to a position of humility and surrender. But Rayya had pushed all those people away in order to chart her own path. And the last thing you ever want an addict doing is charting their own path.

			She had also pushed away the God of her understanding. In fact, during those heady years of success and secrets, we had both let drop any connection to an intelligence greater than our own. And addicts don’t do well when they lose contact with a higher power—because then they start believing that their own demented thinking is the most supreme intelligence in the universe, and that’s never a good idea.

			What comes to mind now is a pair of poignant letters that were exchanged in the early 1960s between the Swiss psychoanalyst Carl Jung and Bill Wilson, the cofounder of Alcoholics Anonymous. In his letter, Bill W. (as he is known in the rooms) thanks Jung for an incident that had occurred thirty years earlier. A suffering American alcoholic named Rowland H. had come to Switzerland to meet Jung in person, begging the great doctor for relief from addiction. Jung had apparently worked with Rowland for many months, but Rowland kept relapsing. At last, Jung had determined that he could do nothing more for this man—that the poor fellow was beyond the reach of medical or psychiatric help and was likely soon to die. When Rowland asked in anguish if there was no chance for rescue from his alcoholism, Dr. Jung mentioned that there were cases on record of addicts being saved by powerful experiences of spiritual awakening. Although such spontaneous experiences were rare, they did sometimes occur. And so Jung recommended that Rowland H. go find himself a religious community, join it wholeheartedly, and “hope for the best.”

			This same Rowland H., now desperate and humbled, soon returned to America, where he joined something called the Oxford Group—a collective of spiritually minded individuals who had come to believe that fear and selfishness were at the root of all human suffering, including the suffering of addiction. The members of the Oxford Group had banded together not as a religious body per se—for there were no dues or fees, no hierarchy, no scripture, no bylaws—but rather as an “organism” of individuals from a multitude of religious backgrounds who had given up completely on trying to manage their own bewildering existences and had “surrendered their lives to God.”

			That was the plan: to have no plan anymore but God’s plan.

			It was quite a radical idea. And what made it even more radical was this: The founders of the Oxford Group had come to believe that God’s voice could be heard not through the reading of scripture, nor by listening to sermons, but only through quiet contemplation and a deeply private inner listening. In an era when such practices were unfamiliar to the West, these people were basically talking about meditation. The Oxford Group was encouraging its members to become, in essence, mystics—listening for voices deep within themselves that could guide them through the torments of the world. Voices that only they could hear.

			And the wild thing is: It worked.

			They discovered that the question “What is thy will for me?” seemed to open the door to divinity quite nicely. Whenever they asked that question with sincere humility, they actually heard and felt guidance arriving from the beyond. And when these seekers followed that inner guidance system—and surrendered completely to its will—many of them were restored to sanity. Even some of the most desperate alcoholics and addicts among them were able to find peace and sobriety at last.

			Over time, the group’s members also discovered that the problem of self-centeredness could be alleviated through acts of service to the community, and that salvation from fear could be found through an ongoing series of “conversations” that members had with one another each day, in which they revealed their darkest terrors and resentments, knowing that they would be received with kindness.

			If all this sounds like an AA meeting, that’s no accident—because the Oxford Group (which did indeed get Rowland H. sober, and which eventually sobered up Bill W., as well) was the model upon which Alcoholics Anonymous was ultimately based. And AA—along with its many twelve-step grandbaby programs, including the fellowship to which I belong today—still upholds these same principles: that selfishness and fear are the cause of all our mental troubles; that sharing your darkest inner thoughts on a daily basis with a group of understanding friends will keep you out of hell; that there should be no hierarchy or fees within an “organism” of like-minded fellows; and that surrendering your will to a higher power of your own understanding ultimately sets you free.

			This subtle yet emboldening concept—that the only higher power that can set you free is the higher power of your own understanding—has always been one of the keys to the success of the twelve-step program. It doesn’t matter whom or what an addict feels to be their spiritual archetype; the essential thing is only that they give themselves over to some sort of intelligence that is bigger than their own, laying down their inflated ego by admitting that their life has become unmanageable and that they definitely need some new management around here.

			I stand in constant awe of the infinitude and diversity of the higher powers I have encountered in the rooms of recovery. For some of my fellows, God is a feeling—something they might experience in the presence of art and music, for instance, that lifts their spirits and makes them want to continue living. For others, God is nature (as indicated by the helpful acronym GOD, for “Go Out Doors”). For still others, God is a consciousness that can be found within the guidelines and collective wisdom of the twelve-step meetings themselves (as indicated by the equally helpful acronym GOD, for “Group Of Drunks”).

			Some of my fellows still believe in the Gods of their cultural upbringings, while others have radically broken from their original religious systems—especially if those systems were abusive or oppressive. Some feel that their higher powers are male, while others take direction from divine holy mothers, mighty goddesses, or a host of ageless, genderless spirits. Some see God most simply as reality (“that which is”)—an immovable and nonnegotiable force against which they have ceased fighting. Others find divinity in silence and meditation—in a space they call “wordless oneness” or “noncritical observation.” Others experience God as the act of waiting in humble faith through difficult moments, rather than acting out of impulse. (“God is in the pause,” we are often told, and I’ve also been taught that PAUSE stands for “Perhaps An Unseen Solution Exists.”)

			Some recovering addicts believe that they are being guided by angels, while others call out to their ancestors for help. Some see God in signs and dreams and visions. I myself hear my higher power—whom I choose to call God—as an unconditionally loving, incredibly affectionate, and infinitely wise voice that speaks to me from within my own mind.

			Each addict gets to decide for themselves to whom or to what they are surrendering, but surrender itself is essential for the miracle of recovery to occur.

			Surrender.

			That’s a tricky one, though.

			Surrender is a difficult concept for anyone to face—and seems an especially unlikely notion to have arisen from a group of early-twentieth-century privileged white Christian men born into a capitalistic, individualistic, and militaristic society that had promised them happiness through power, influence, and never-ending quests for wealth, status, and material gain. Yet capitalism’s promises had failed these men miserably, as they fail so many of us, and had left them spiritually bankrupt. Rowland H. himself (born Rowland Hazard III) was the scion of a wealthy family of textile merchants and a graduate of Yale. He was married to a Chicago banking heiress and had briefly served as a state senator. But living at the very pinnacle of society had not spared him from a life of alcoholism and suffering, and the finest doctors in the world had been unable to straighten him out. It was surrendering his will to a higher power that saved his life, restored him to sanity, and gave meaning to his soul.

			“Ego-collapse at depth” is the powerful phrase that Bill W. uses in his letter to Carl Jung—referring to the utter breakdown of self (more commonly known as “bottoming out”) that an addict must undergo before admitting at last their powerlessness over their addictions. All the external scaffolding that you have been using to prop up your fragile yet stubborn identity must fail and crumble before you are finally able to admit that you just might be out of control and that there just might be a power greater than yourself out there—a power greater than anything that your own distorted thinking could ever provide.

			Jung agreed. Remembering his patient Rowland H. from many years earlier, he wrote back to Bill W.: “His craving for alcohol was the equivalent, on a low level of the spiritual thirst of our being for wholeness, expressed in mediaeval language: the union with God.” Without that powerful feeling of spiritual union, Jung went on to say, the ordinary man “cannot resist the power of evil, which is called very aptly the Devil.”

			This is why Alcoholics Anonymous—for all its faults and its creaky old 1930s language—is still the best game in town by far when it comes to sobriety. Recovery rates from addiction are dismally low, but AA has been estimated to be 60 percent more effective than any other program at getting addicts clean and keeping them clean—precisely because it guides people toward a spiritual and communal solution to a disease for which, after all these decades, there is still no better course of treatment. And even after all these years, it’s still completely free.

			But many people cannot stomach the language of spiritual surrender. And the stronger the constructs of one’s ego, the more difficult it is to release the fantasy of self-will and self-power, and to give yourself over completely to the flow of what some recovering addicts call “life on life’s terms” (or, as nonaddicts apparently call it, “life”).

			Reading Rayya’s journals today, and comparing her secret pain with the “mighty” persona she presented in public, I can see that she did not wish to admit powerlessness to anyone—not even to the God of her own understanding, whoever and whatever that may have been. She didn’t want anyone knowing her business, she wasn’t making time for any spiritual practices, and she definitely didn’t want anyone telling her she shouldn’t be drinking. There was no “life on life’s terms” happening here: The terms were all Rayya’s. And since Rayya was the biggest, toughest, smartest, coolest, most badass bitch around, her terms were always some extremely convincing version of “I got this.”

			But she didn’t got it, was the problem.

			And instead of asking for direction from a higher power, she just kept asking herself.

			“Am I lazy?” she writes. “When I think of lazy, I think of someone who doesn’t want to do anything for anyone or for himself. Only wants to sit around watching TV and eat and schlub.”

			“I’m an addict,” she writes. “I’m a shoe addict, a food addict…”

			“It seems to me that I’m slipping,” she writes. “What a pity that I can’t just do life.”

			“What do I want?” she wrote in her journal in 2009. “I know what I want—to be rich and famous, to get chicks and have people admire me and fawn over me. To have my friends say, ‘I knew it! I knew you would be famous! I knew you’d make it!’ There, I said it. It’s actually liberating to have finally spit it out. I WANT TO BE FAMOUS AND RICH WITH MONEY AND HEALTHY AND WANTED AND LOVED AND SOBER AND IN A HOT AND HEALTHY RELATIONSHIP AND ENJOYING EVERY MOMENT OF THE DAY!!!”

			I want, I want, I want—there it is: the ferocious drumbeat of the ego, pounding away within the blistering furnace of the self.

			But all that wanting did not keep Rayya from hiding and suffering.

			Nor did it keep her from drinking.

			And even as her triumphant recovery memoir was being published in 2013 to rave reviews, and she started getting everything she’d always wanted, Rayya was writing in her journal: “Shit happens, life happens, and you adapt or change, or get lost in the vacuum that becomes your dark reality. All the should haves, could haves, or wishes get sucked up into the high-priced melee that is your life. You start looking really good on the outside while your insides are rotting.”

			Just as Rowland H. could not be saved by wealth, privilege, a dynastic marriage, a senatorial position, and access to one of history’s most brilliant and legendary psychiatrists, Rayya Elias could not be saved by the public success and acclaim she had always longed for—and that she was finally receiving in abundance.

			Nor, for that matter, could all my great success save me from my anxiety and love addiction.

			Things did indeed look “really good” for both of us during those exciting and busy years, but things were not good at the core.

			And as Rayya wrote to herself back then, in secret resignation, “At least when you’re a drug addict, everything matches. You look bad, you feel bad, and the writing is on the wall.”
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			How to Surrender

			For once in your life,

			let the butter cut the knife.
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			I’ll Be Underneath the Ground Soon Enough

			On April 25, 2016, I got a phone call from Rayya.

			“Are you sitting down?” she asked, just like people do in the movies.

			I sat down.

			“They found tumors,” she said. “Lots of them. Not just in my liver. In my pancreas, too.”

			The breath left my body and for a long moment did not come back.

			I’d known that Rayya was getting a liver ultrasound that day, but I had assumed—as had she—that the results would be not only good but also cause for celebration.

			Rayya had recently learned that there was an amazing new treatment available for hepatitis C, a disease that had dogged her body for years, causing her fatigue and stomach pain, bruising and bleeding, and swelling in the legs and abdomen. Hepatitis C had always been classified as incurable, but recently DAAs (direct-acting antiviral medications) had been shown to eradicate the virus completely from the liver when taken in intense doses over a period of six months to a year.

			It sounded like a miracle to Rayya. Without the virus in her system, just think what she could do! The energy she would have, the clarity of mind! There could be a whole new life for her!

			The promised cure was indeed miraculous, but it wasn’t cheap. Most insurance companies didn’t cover the treatment, and by some estimates, it could cost up to eighty thousand dollars to gain access to these wonder drugs. But I had told Rayya I would help pay for her treatment if her doctors advised it.

			What was money if it could restore my best friend, my person—my Rayya—to health and wellness?

			Before she could get access to the DAAs, though, she had to get a liver ultrasound, to find out whether she was a good candidate for the cure. It had seemed like almost a formality. Her doctor had assured her she’d probably be fine. As long as she didn’t have advanced cirrhosis, or liver cancer, or something crazy like that, she’d be eligible for treatment. So she’d made an appointment for a scan in New York City early on a Monday morning, assuming she would get the green light.

			She’d been so cheerful and chatty with the medical staff that morning, joyful at the prospect of being released at last from a disease that had been dragging her down for nearly thirty years. But when the technician had passed the ultrasound probe over Rayya’s abdomen and looked at the images on his screen, he had suddenly gone quiet.

			Then he’d left the room and called for a doctor, who came in and looked at the images, too. The doctor also went quiet.

			“I swear, the temperature dropped in that room by about ten degrees,” Rayya told me later. “Nobody was talking. And right then I knew I was gonna die.”

			“We’ve noticed some unusual masses in both your liver and your pancreas,” the doctor finally reported. Rayya said the man looked ashen. He was young. Painfully young. He clearly did not know how to do this part of his job yet—the awful, emotionally gutting part where you have to tell someone that they might have a fatal illness.

			“What did you find?” she asked.

			“One large mass and more than a dozen smaller ones.”

			“Tumors?” Rayya asked.

			“It would appear so.”

			“Is it cancer?”

			“I wouldn’t be able to answer that. You’ll have to take these findings to your primary care physician and make an appointment for a biopsy.”

			The doctor handed her a folder with the test results. He was unable to meet her eyes.

			“Does it look bad, though?” Rayya pushed.

			“Again, I wouldn’t be able to answer that,” he said, turning away from her. “But do you have any further questions for me?”

			“I don’t know, man. Do you have any fucking answers for me?”

			“Um…no.”

			“Then I guess I don’t have any questions for you, dude.”

			Rayya left the clinic and stepped back into the bright light of day, carrying a folder under her arm that she already knew contained her death sentence.

			It was a gorgeous, sunny morning in New York City on the Upper East Side—a neighborhood Rayya hardly ever visited. She felt lost. Her mind wasn’t working right. She knew she needed to call people, but she’d forgotten how. She knew she needed to get herself to where her friends were, or to family. She needed to get herself to where somebody could hug her, but that seemed impossible to figure out. She walked toward a subway entrance, without even paying attention to which subway, and started to descend into the darkness. Then she stopped at the bottom of the stairs. Her body refused to take another step.

			I’ll be underneath the ground soon enough, she thought. But not today.

			She climbed back out into the sunlight and hailed a cab.

			Might as well start spending all my money now, she thought.

			She laughed.

			Then she started crying.

			That’s when she called me.

		

	
		
			I Saw My Future

			It is not possible for me to share everything that happened next—in the direct aftermath of Rayya’s diagnosis of terminal cancer—because those details involve conversations that I had with my now ex-husband, and I do not wish to tell that part of the story publicly. They were painful conversations, but brief and kind. In those conversations, I told the truth at last, about my feelings toward Rayya. And we agreed to end our marriage.

			I can, however, report that when Rayya called me on April 25 to tell me about her ultrasound results, I immediately knew that she was going to die—and that she would die soon.

			After we hung up the phone, I lay down on my bed, and I wept and wept and wept.

			I cried so hard, I fell out of time and space.

			I saw things there, in that timeless void.

			I saw Rayya dying.

			I saw her lying in a hospital bed and taking her last breath, with me sitting beside her, holding her hand.

			I saw her disappearing from this world without my ever having told her what she was to me, or how much I loved her.

			I saw myself going to her funeral.

			I heard people at the funeral saying, “I’m so sorry your friend died”—and nobody knowing what she had been to me.

			Nobody ever knowing what she had been to me, nobody ever knowing what I had lost.

			I saw myself coming home from the funeral. Driving back to my beautiful house. Taking off my funeral clothes and hanging them in a closet.

			I saw my future, in the years after Rayya died.

			It was hideous, what I saw.

			It was a bleak, postapocalyptic landscape in which I would never again be okay—and nobody would ever know why.

			I saw all this, and my soul was appalled by what it beheld.

			I knew then that I had to go to Rayya and be with her until her death.

			I could not stop her from dying, but I could not allow that future—the grim, lifeless future I had just beheld—to occur.

			Everything would have to change now.

			Everything would have to be confessed.

			I did not know how I was going to do any of this.

			I did not see how I could survive it.

			But here is what I can clearly see about that moment, looking back on it now: When I finally stopped crying and stood up from that bed, my marriage was already over.

		

	
		
			This Very Light

			Why this now?

			Why this evening—

			more than a year after your death—

			have I been overcome by such sobbing, stabbing pain?

			Why so sudden, why so sodden?

			It’s as if my body only noticed a minute ago that you were gone.

			And now it heaves and shudders in despair.

			How could I have done it?

			How could I have walked through your death,

			planned your funeral and paid the bills,

			witnessed your cremation,

			packed up your home,

			settled your affairs with the IRS,

			given away your books and boots and guitars and watches,

			handled everyone’s grief and rage and insanity without losing my head,

			politely answered questions from the press about the details of your demise,

			thrown away your hilarious stash of hidden butterscotches and chocolate bars—

			how could I have done all that without so much as a trembling hand?

			But suddenly this evening I have become an entire wailing Greek chorus.

			I cannot stop keening,

			and I cannot seem to get off this bed.

			I hear you saying: Call somebody, dummy.

			But I can’t think of a single person to call.

			Because the only one who would fully understand what I have lost here is you.

			And the only one who could ever comfort me was you.

			Maybe it’s the quality of the light this evening that is making me so sad.

			An early summer sky,

			soft blue and feathered with pink clouds,

			will always take me back

			to the first night we spent together.

			This very bed.

			This very light.

			I wouldn’t let you go to sleep,

			because I couldn’t stop telling you how much I loved you.

			I had waited so long to say it, and now I could not stop saying it.

			Finally you said, “Babe, I love you, too,

			but you gotta let me get some rest—

			I have fucking cancer.”

			Why was that so hilarious to us?

			We laughed as hard then as I am crying now.

			Oh, this life, Rayya.

			This stupid world.

			This world is such a riot of catastrophic events and chaotic upheavals—

			why would anyone ever choose to be here?

			And why—

			having found love at last within this lawless, barren tundra—

			why would anyone ever leave?

		

	
		
			A Thousand White Doves

			On the day that I finally told the truth to Rayya—that I loved her, that I had loved her for many years, and that I wanted to be with her until she died—we had never so much as kissed.

			But again, it was a simple conversation.

			After I confessed my love to her, I asked, “Do you like me that way?”

			Do you like me that way?

			What a thing to say!

			I might as well have passed her a note after gym class reading “Check box, yes or no.”

			In the space between my question and her answer, I held my breath, saturated with both hope and fear. I watched as Rayya put her hand on her chest and shut her eyes.

			After a long silence, she opened her eyes and smiled.

			She said, “I feel like a cage just opened in my heart, and a thousand white doves flew out.”

			Then she gathered me up in her arms and said, “Baby, my baby. My beautiful baby, why did you take so long to come to me?”
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			Circling the Bed

			It feels weird now, and somehow clinical, to call it “sex”—what Rayya and I did, that first night we were alone together in bed.

			But lovemaking is such an annoying and cloying word, so I won’t use that, either.

			I also can’t say, in the biblical sense, that we came to “know” each other for the first time, because we already knew each other so well. I had never known anyone better, in fact—and nobody has ever known me better—than Rayya and I knew each other, long before we shared a bed.

			I knew everything about Rayya—physically, mentally, emotionally. I had already seen her body a thousand times, and she had seen mine. We had seen each other in dressing rooms, at beaches, in doctors’ offices, in saunas and swimming pools and hotel rooms. How many times had one of us turned around and said to the other one, “Does my butt look weird in these jeans?” We had already seen each other’s pimples and boils and sunburns and sags and cellulite. We had already danced together, more times than I could count. We had already cried in each other’s arms, so many times. Comforted and supported each other. Held hands through the scary parts. Lain with our heads in each other’s laps.

			I knew the multitude of scars on Rayya’s body the way I knew my way around my kitchen. Life had been hard on her, and I knew all her wounds. I knew the scars from her abdominal surgeries, her knee surgeries, her breast reduction. I knew the track marks on her arms, the tattoos she’d gotten to cover them up. I knew that huge divot of a scar on the bottom of her foot, from a melanoma a doctor had carved out of her. (I was the one who had first noticed the big, brown, oddly shaped mark on her foot a few years earlier, one afternoon at the beach. At first, I’d thought it was a leaf or a smudge of mud, and I tried to wipe it off. When the mark didn’t come off, I said, “Babe, you gotta get this thing checked out immediately.” A week later, when the doctor removed the growth, he told Rayya, “Your friend just saved your life.”)

			I knew the purple hash of bruises and scars on her shin from that epic beating by drug dealers on East Ninth Street—a beating that had left her also with the thin white scar on her forehead and the lump on her lip.

			I knew she had a tiny and even delicate waist but never let anyone see it.

			I knew she hated her hips and thighs—but I didn’t.

			I already knew the topography of her cheekbones and the gorgeous strength of her nose. I already knew the chestnut luster of her hair. I already knew the broad, lush sweep of her eyebrows. (“Hey, what part of the Middle East did those eyebrows come from?” an Egyptian woman once asked Rayya randomly on the streets of New York. “Are you one of my people?”)

			She was my people.

			She had been my people for so many years already.

			I knew that Rayya hated it when girls kissed her too softly and “weakly,” but she also hated it when anyone other than her took charge in bed.

			So I was more than happy to kiss her strongly, and to let her take charge of everything else. We were calm, familiar, and beautiful together. Inevitable and unhurried. And just for that night, nobody was trying to impress anyone. Nobody performed. For long stretches of time, in fact, we did nothing but look at each other in amazement.

			“It’s you,” she kept saying.

			“It’s you,” I would reply.

			“It always had to be you,” she said. “It couldn’t be anyone but you. It was always gonna be you or nobody.”

			In the end, it is not so much about what we did that night in bed but what we became.

			Maybe the best way I can describe it is to say that Rayya and I became a completed story that night—a story that finally made sense.

			I fell asleep just before the sun came up, but Rayya didn’t end up sleeping at all. She told me later that she’d been overcome by such a wild energy—an energy so ferocious and specific and primal—that she couldn’t possibly rest. She thought she would explode, she said, if she tried to lie still beside me.

			“So what did you do instead?” I asked.

			“I got up and paced around the room, circling the bed,” she reported.

			“Why?”

			“Because I wanted to protect you. I wanted to draw, like, a barrier around you with my energy. I wanted to create a force field that would protect you forever—long after I’m gone. Because I never want anything or anybody dangerous getting close enough to you to harm you.”

			While she did this—while she patrolled the bedroom like a wolf—I slept in peace, unaware of her movements but safer in my slumber than I had ever been in my entire life.

		

	
		
			Balls to the Wall

			They gave her six months to live.

			It was April.

			She would definitely be gone by Christmas, they said.

			“When the end comes, it’ll come fast,” one of the doctors explained, when Rayya asked for the non-sugarcoated truth about how it would all go down. “That’s how it is with pancreatic and liver cancer at such an advanced stage. You won’t be incapacitated for months and months, though. If you let the cancer take its course, you’ll be able to live your life for a while, walking and talking and seeming relatively fine—and then all your organs will begin to shut down quite suddenly. There will be some pain toward the end, but we’ll make sure you don’t suffer.”

			Of course, the doctor added, the cancer could be treated. If Rayya wanted to go that route, there were chemotherapies that could slow the growth of the tumors and perhaps extend her life for a few years—but there would be no cure. And then she would be constantly sick from the chemo itself.

			Rayya rejected this option completely: “No chemo, no radiation, no surgery, no hospitals. No life-extending measures. I don’t mind dying of cancer, but I refuse to be a cancer patient for the rest of my life.”

			I was amazed by her fortitude and her certainty, but then I was always amazed by Rayya. How very like her, to face death without flinching!

			But the real and perhaps strangest truth was this: After Rayya got over the initial shock of her diagnosis, she actually rather liked the idea of the sudden death the doctors were promising her if the cancer was left untreated.

			She liked the drama of it, the intensity of it, the swiftness of it.

			Most of all, she liked the freedom she felt this was bringing to her life.

			I don’t know whether it’s a normal reaction for somebody to experience a sense of euphoria after receiving a death sentence, but Rayya certainly did. I don’t know whether there is even such a thing as a “normal reaction” to a terminal cancer diagnosis—but Rayya’s response to the prospect of six months of life followed by a sudden death was a vivid, wild exuberance. She hid this exuberance at first from other people, because her friends and family were still reeling from the news of her diagnosis and she didn’t want to freak them out. But when we were alone together, she let fly an unrestrained ecstasy at the clarity, the simplicity, of what she had been told by the doctors.

			“Everyone spends their lives wondering how they’re gonna die,” she said, “and now I get to know? That’s amazing! It’s done, it’s settled. Why do I feel like this is such great news? It just makes everything so easy.”

			Then she would launch into a rapturous list of all the things she never had to do again, or worry about, knowing she would be dead in six months. She never again had to worry about what she ate or how much she weighed. She didn’t have to worry about those cigarettes she could never quit smoking and what they were doing to her lungs. She didn’t have to work anymore or feel bad that she never went to the gym. She could stop stressing out over not having any retirement savings. She never had to endure another Pap smear or mammogram, or get the oil changed in her car, or go to the dentist, or worry about her credit rating, or deal with annoying people, or think about climate change, or care who won the presidential election. She never had to get old, or worry about who would take care of her then. She never again had to feel the heavy Monday-morning dread and low-grade depression that seemed to be a normal part of her life. She was a little sad, she admitted, about having to miss the conclusion of Game of Thrones, but she could get over that.

			She didn’t have to do anything now except, in her own words, “live my life to the max, man, and then flame the fuck out.”

			In other words, she didn’t have to do anything now except what she wanted to do—which had always been her dream, anyway.

			And what Rayya wanted to do with the rest of her life—now that she knew her “expiration date,” as she kept calling it—was to spend every minute she could with me, to make as much music as she could, to eat a bunch of incredible meals with her friends and family, to go on some fabulous trips (she dreamed of California, France, South Africa, and Fire Island), and to spend every last dime of her money.

			Spurred by how brief and precious was her remaining time on earth, she doubled down on her creativity, and I did all I could to support her dreams and visions. I rented music studios in both Detroit and New York so we could record some songs she had written long ago and other songs that we had written together—love songs, songs of joy and sorrow. She got a gig at Joe’s Pub reading some of her work before a delighted audience, and we looked into renting a theater in downtown New York so we could produce, on the fly, a one-woman show of music and stories about her life. She made arrangements to speak to female inmates at Rikers Island, where she had once been imprisoned, wanting to instill them with a sense of their own value and possibility. (“This jail cell is not where you live and it’s not who you are,” she assured them. “Your mind is where you live, and your heart is who you are. If you’re peaceful inside your mind and good inside your heart, that’s all that matters.”)

			I started carrying a notebook around with me everywhere, writing down everything she said and did—greedy to somehow collect her, even as she was on her way out. Others were eager to collect her, as well. Early that summer, we met a British filmmaker named Marc Francis. He’d been working on a documentary about death and dying, and he asked if he could shoot a few scenes from Rayya’s life as she was facing terminal cancer. Rayya happily agreed. But once Marc had spent an afternoon following her around with a camera, he decided to jettison his earlier vision for the project and focus the film entirely upon her.

			“It’s just that she’s so charismatic,” he said. “And her courage and humor about death is amazing. I love the brazenness of her refusal to get medical treatment and to just live instead. Anyway, it’s not like the audience will be paying much attention to the other characters in the film, once they meet Rayya.”

			Believe me, I understood completely.

			Rayya was so excited that a filmmaker wanted to document her death, you might have thought she’d won the lottery.

			“This is so fucking cool, Marc!” she kept saying every time he pulled out his camera. “Just record everything, dude. I don’t give a shit what people see.”

			Maybe it was because Rayya had already “died” so many times as a drug addict—flatlining in one overdose after another—that the news of her impending mortality did not much frighten her at first. (“I’ve been dead before,” she explained, “and it’s not that big a deal.” As one of her oldest song lyrics went: “My faith to keep me warm / died more times than I was born.”)

			When I think back upon it now, I wonder if it was the prospect of relief from pain that filled Rayya with this sudden sense of purpose, creativity, and soaring ebullience. Not relief from the pain of cancer, which she was not yet experiencing, but a promise that soon she would be relieved from the pain of life—from the pain that had driven her toward heroin in the first place and that had sent her back to drinking in recent years. Life can feel difficult for everyone, but addicts suffer the anguish of existence at a level that feels truly unbearable. People don’t stick needles in their arms and pump themselves full of mind-erasing drugs for no reason, after all. And the thing Rayya had always loved about heroin was the way it eliminated her from consciousness—how it allowed her to discard her entire identity, as if her “self” were some heavy old overcoat she didn’t need to wear anymore and could just throw to the floor in a crumpled heap. The only problem with heroin was that you had to come back from the high. You had to wake up, stand up, put the overcoat back on. That had always been heartbreaking for her. But soon she could leave the world without ever coming back.

			“Let’s just blaze out,” she said, her eyes brilliant with an elation I had never before witnessed in her. “All the way to the river, baby, all the way to the river. Let’s just live balls to the wall until I die!”

			Enthusiastically, fervently, grandly, I agreed to it all.

			I wasn’t the only one in Rayya’s circle who came along on this ride. There were a few other family members and friends, some of her exes, and a handful of our fellow artists and creators who also got caught in the upswell of consequence-free excitement that Rayya’s death sentence had suddenly unleashed.

			“Do you remember all those glittering nights, at the very beginning?” Rayya’s nephew Sami asked me recently, recalling the early days of Rayya’s cancer diagnosis. “Do you remember all those nights we went out to Sid Gold’s piano bar to do karaoke? All those incredible meals where nobody cared about the cost? It was so gangster, the way you guys were living. It made a big impact on everyone. It was like we all started asking, Wait—why aren’t we all making art? Why aren’t we all spending our money while we have the chance? Why aren’t we all singing and dancing all night? It was like your love activated all of us. Do you remember that?”

			Do I remember it?

			I remember every spectacular moment of it!

			What I remember most about that time is how electric I felt. My entire body and imagination were thrumming with the prospect of living without any limits or rules whatsoever—of doing whatever the hell we wanted; of throwing off the shackles of respectability and responsibility; of burning up the last few months of Rayya’s life as her literal “ride or die” lover; of gunning through our short but intense romance with such a heightened level of passion that I truly believed we would generate enough love to last me for the rest of my life, and I would never, ever have to suffer or feel pain again (not even after she died!). Somehow we would both be rescued, transformed, and immortalized by the sheer, blasting heat, joy, and liberation of this once-in-a-million-years love story.

			Christ, it felt amazing!
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			Fuck the Expense

			Of course, I should also probably mention that we were high as hell at the time.

			If you ever want to see two people go on a wild bender, have them fall desperately in love with each other, make them suppress that love for about eight years, and then suddenly allow them to release their true feelings for each other—and do it against a compelling backdrop of imminent death, where there are literally no more consequences. If at least one of those people (but probably both of them, to be honest) is a sex and love addict, then the ride will become even more outrageous.

			That was the trip we were on, man, and we were flying.

			We were drinking a lot around that time, too. And there was a lot of weed involved as well, because Rayya’s cancer diagnosis gave her access to the best prescription marijuana available in New York at the time, and we kept ourselves busy sampling all of it. We were both using a lot of Xanax and Ambien to settle our hyperactivated nerves. What’s more, a concerned friend had given us a bunch of psychedelic mushrooms and MDMA to help us process the reality of Rayya’s impending death. So that was also going on, and often we were literally out of our minds.

			But the truth is this: I had far more powerful substances coursing through my bloodstream than mere alcohol, weed, Xanax, psilocybin, sedatives, sleeping pills, and ecstasy could ever produce—and so, I suspect, did Rayya.

			We were sky-high on love drugs from the internal pharmacy: endorphins, oxytocin, adrenaline. And as we got higher on those drugs, we got wilder with each other. We couldn’t take our eyes off each other; we couldn’t take our hands off each other. The tenderness and intimacy of our first night in bed together had escalated into a nearly violent (sometimes literally violent) rapture as we pushed each other to ever-wilder expressions of eroticism. We were ecstatic, phosphorescent, dangerous, brilliant, and full of wild courage. We were writing poems about each other, staying awake just to watch ourselves breathing, and pouring words of devotion back and forth. We were laughing and crying and rolling around the bed in fits of blinding passion. Who needs food? Who needs sleep? Who needs money, plans, clothes, a home—anything but love? Who gives a shit about cancer? We were divine angels, wrapped together in a single cloak of stars. We had waited a thousand lifetimes to be together, and we would never be separated again—not even by death. We would love each other so hard that loss and pain would no longer have any power over us—and then our love would build a bridge across the cosmos, far beyond the reach of suffering, where we could meet each other in the eternal realm as beings made of light.

			We were formless, ageless, fearless, and gorgeous.

			We were lit.

			Just to be clear: Rayya was the one who officially had no future, but I was now acting as if I didn’t have one, either. In the same way that Rayya had once discarded her entire existence for cocaine and heroin, I now discarded my entire existence for Rayya. I dropped everything I was working on and completely forgot about anything I had ever cared about before her cancer diagnosis. Blew off working on the novel I’d been researching for two years. Canceled most of my publicity appearances for the paperback publication of my book Big Magic. Canceled all my upcoming speaking events, interviews, and workshops. Canceled production of my podcast. Stopped calling my friends. Told my family to leave me alone, that I’d catch up with them later. Started divorce proceedings. Stopped being interested in healthy food and either didn’t eat at all or ate the way Rayya was eating—and Rayya was eating like someone who was awaiting execution (hamburgers, spaghetti, BLTs, steaks, french fries, fried chicken, foie gras, sushi, peanut M&Ms, popcorn, Oreos, icy sugary drinks, and lots of pork products—or as Rayya called it, “vitamin P”). I put on weight, stopped exercising, stopped going outdoors entirely for a few weeks—and could not have cared less.

			And then I began to really pour myself into Rayya—showering her not only with love but also with money and resources. I completely took over her life from a financial standpoint, paying for her medical expenses and her rent and her bucket-list experiences—the recording studios, the flights, all her “last meals”—and also buying her things. So many things! Anything that Rayya had ever wanted I insisted she must now have. Because anything that made her happy made me happy.

			Watch me now as I fall backward into an ocean of Rayya’s material longings.

			Do you want a Range Rover? Here is your Range Rover.

			Do you want a brand-new piano? Here is your brand-new piano.

			Do you want a Rolex and Prada boots? Here are your Rolex and your Prada boots.

			Do you want me to rent you a penthouse apartment on your favorite street in the East Village, with floor-to-ceiling windows and a terrace and sweeping views of your old favorite neighborhood, so we can live here together until you die?

			Here you go, my love—it is yours, it is yours, it is all yours!

			Does it make sense to buy a piano and a luxury watch and a high-end car for someone who is supposed to be dying in a few months? I don’t know. It certainly made sense to me at the time. Had Rayya specifically asked me for these things? I cannot now remember. But I knew her well, so I knew exactly what high-status luxury items she had always desired. And I desired her. So I gave it all to her, and fuck the expense: I didn’t care if it bankrupted me.

			I’ve always been bananas extravagant like this when I’m in love (hell, I would throw money into the open window of a passing car if the strangers inside the car promised to love me in return), but these were extreme circumstances, and so my overgiving pathology was more activated than ever. I didn’t care about anything but Rayya, and now that she would be leaving the earth soon, there was no reason for me to hold back on transferring all that I was, all that I had, into her dying form.

			This was my grand act of romantic annihilation, and I did it to myself.

			Was she looking for someone who would “blaze out” with her?

			Did she desire a partner who could really go “balls to the wall”?

			Did she want someone who had always wanted to live as though there were no tomorrows?

			Heaven help us—she had come to the right place.
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			Simple

			God pauses now to ask me:

			Tell me again, darling, why you’re so reluctant to be simple?

			Why you would rather hustle than flow.

			Explain to me once more

			why you keep digging for bigger and bigger prizes

			with your strange, robotic claw.

			And what is your confounded hurry, anyway,

			to know how all this will end?

			How about this for an answer:

			It will end when it ends—

			and when it ends, it won’t be you who ended it.

			Can you live without knowing any more than that?

			Can you live with accepting things just as they are?

			Can you take what you’ve been given,

			and leave the knowing and the wanting to others?

			Desperate and cumbersome,

			your mind lurches from desire to fear and back again—

			taking breaks only to feast upon your own heart.

			But what if you gave up on all your hungers now,

			and traded them in for a life of peace and dignity?

			And what if everything that was offered is simply this:

			Whatever you see before you right now?

			That is what’s yours.

			A world called: Enough.

			Its only reward a faint birdsong of contentment.

			That is the new thing, my love.

			Available to you at a moment’s notice.

			Whenever you are ready,

			finally,

			to retire from the hard and dangerous and exhausting work

			of always wanting more.
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			Coming Down

			How high can you fly before you crash?

			How long can you stay intoxicated beyond all recognition?

			How long can you sustain a buzz, a bender, a peak experience, a magic carpet ride, a hot-burning flame of mania, a trip to Venus on a pink cloud?

			How many days can you cut Earth School before you get called to the principal’s office?

			These are all very good questions that addicts do not generally like to answer.

			When pushed, however, an addict’s short response to all these questions is usually something along the lines of: As long as I can.

			We will keep this ride going for as long as we can.

			And we will not put it down until there is nothing left to smoke, drink, fuck, eat, spend, hoard, shoot into our veins, disappear into, or lick off the carpet in crumbs.

			Rayya and I kept that love-addict high going with each other for a few months after we finally came together as romantic partners, which is a pretty good run. And boy, did we have fun.

			“How can I be so happy when I’m also dying?” she kept asking, and I wondered the same thing: How can I be so happy when she is also dying?

			We soared on that happiness like it was a hot air balloon. We managed to shut out the demands of reality for a good chunk of the spring and early summer of 2016—to cocoon ourselves in bed and lose ourselves in each other’s gazes and words and bodies. We stopped making love only to make music, food, and art. We were able to completely forget about the past, the future, mortality, life itself. They were the most iridescent and heightened few months of my life, and—I believe—of hers.

			I never wanted it to end.

			But then, of course, it ended.

			Because every high always ends, no matter how incandescent. Eventually somebody has to get out of bed and open the blinds and notice that there are ninety voice messages on their phone and stacks of mail piling up outside their door.

			There was still a world out there, goddamn it—and that world was trying hard to get Rayya’s attention.

			I never want there to be a world out there.

			But much to the dismay of my love addiction, it turned out I was not the only person in Rayya’s life. She was rich with friends and family and community. She was abundant with people who loved and needed her (and whom she needed and loved), and these people were having their own reactions to her cancer diagnosis. Rayya might have wanted to flame out in a blaze of glory, but a lot of these people wanted her to stay.

			They didn’t want to lose their sister, their aunt, their business partner, their beloved friend. They were experiencing their own anguish and panic and confusion at the prospect of her death, and they called upon her to slow down the process with chemotherapy, or even to look for radical cures. Everyone had opinions and advice, and everyone was calling her daily to demand an audience. Everyone, it seemed, had a doctor they wanted her to meet, a radical new cure they’d heard about on TV, a clinic in Switzerland they thought she should check out, a new study they wanted her to read, an uncle who had spontaneously gone into full remission, or some unconventional scientist who was doing research with light waves. Everyone had some magical diet or guided meditation or prayer or supplement that could keep her alive for many months, if not years!

			Much of this was wishful thinking, but some of it was grounded in reality. As Rayya and I had been told in the early days of her diagnosis, there were indeed some treatments out there that had been shown to extend the lives of patients with Rayya’s exact diagnosis. Nobody who was legitimate claimed they could cure her, but the miracles of modern medicine, combined with some prudent changes in lifestyle and diet (ha!), might be able to buy her some extra time. And once Rayya’s loved ones heard about this, they pushed her even harder to get chemo—to go to any lengths to live a little bit longer. Why wouldn’t she fight for her life? they asked. If not for herself, why wouldn’t she try to survive for them? How could she give up so easily? How could she be so selfish or cowardly or flat-out stupid as to not try to survive?

			More than anyone I’ve ever met, Rayya hated being told what to do, and she bridled at all this unsolicited advice.

			“It’s my fucking life, it’s my fucking body, it’s my fucking choice,” she kept saying—which was, of course, just a variation of the same song she’d been singing in some form or another since the day I’d first met her back in the year 2000, when she’d expressed outrage at the thought of people telling her that she was spending too much time at the beach.

			But I cannot fault anyone for their efforts to sway Rayya. I understand now that unsolicited advice is always driven by panic on the part of the person bestowing it, and I am frequently guilty of that panic myself. (I would much rather tell you what to do, in other words, than sit with my sadness or anger or fear about what you are doing.) And the more we love and need someone, typically, the more we try to control them—especially when we are afraid. I was certainly trying to control Rayya in my own frantic way: I was trying to control her by getting her to love me so ferociously that I would not have to feel the weight of my own life anymore, or face my unbearable grief at the prospect of losing her. Other people had their own strategies for controlling Rayya—for not wanting to feel whatever her cancer diagnosis was making them feel. And those strategies included pressuring her not to die.

			In the end, she caved to her family’s wishes that she fight the cancer, but only in a “sort of, kind of” way.

			She agreed to try chemo for three months—but not for a moment longer.

			“I’ll do it just to make everyone happy,” she said, “but I know I’m gonna hate it, and it’s not gonna work. So after three months, I’m gonna quit and do whatever the fuck I want again.”

			I will never know Rayya’s true motives for agreeing to get the cancer treatment that she had so adamantly insisted she did not want.

			Maybe it was, indeed, to “make everyone happy.”

			Or maybe it was because she didn’t have the fortitude, after all, to defend her true wishes against the opinions of people whose love and approval she had always craved.

			Or maybe she had a secret hope that chemo just might work—that she might be miraculously spared.

			Or maybe death—in whose face she had been brazenly laughing for months—is really terrifying, once you get close to it.

			Terrifying, humbling, powerful, inescapable.

			Maybe death is something we cannot help trying to run from—even the mightiest among us. And Rayya had at last been starting to experience physical suffering from the cancer, which was showing up as excruciating abdominal pain. She couldn’t bend over, she couldn’t hold her guitar close to her body, she couldn’t hold me close to her body. If she twisted around to reach for something behind her, she would cry out in sharp pain and shock. The tumors were growing, and they were taking over. Death’s reality could no longer be ignored.

			Never having been that close to my own death, I cannot begin to imagine what Rayya might have been feeling that summer—the summer that she truly believed would be her last on earth.

			All I know for certain is this: She finally decided that we needed to get out of bed and go to Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center and let them give her some chemo.

			But she made that decision in tears—the true source of which I will never know.

		

	
		
			And Then? And Then What Happened?

			Chemotherapy turned out to be a dark and powerful sorcerer—effective but vengeful.

			Rayya entered into treatment three months after she’d been diagnosed—halfway through her projected life expectancy, in other words. And the chemo did indeed provide the miracle it had promised (it shrank Rayya’s tumors a small amount and certainly extended her life for a few months), but it also exacted a punishing cost.

			As the tumors shrank, so did the abdominal pain Rayya had been experiencing, but it was replaced by a raft of grisly side effects that Rayya found even worse. Her mouth was full of sores; her gums bled; her palms and feet burned; she was constantly nauseated, vomiting, miserable; her skin itched madly; sleep was impossible, yet she was always exhausted; sunlight hurt her eyes and skin; she didn’t have the energy to go outdoors, to see friends, or even to focus on a simple TV show. Eating a lot of ice cream and taking a lot of steroids caused her to put on weight, which enraged her. (“I thought cancer was supposed to make you skinny! Who the fuck gets fatter when they’re dying?”) She couldn’t make love, sing, go for a walk, engage with her friends. Worst of all, she lost the ability to sense and name even the simplest bodily sensation: She couldn’t tell anymore if she was hot or cold, hungry or full, present or absent.

			She kept saying, “I feel like I’m here but not here. I’m not in my body, but I also can’t escape my body.”

			Emotionally, she was also ravaged by the treatment. What she called “the poison in my blood” left her feeling depressed and angry but also confused and crazy. Her mind weaponized against itself, and the weed that she smoked to help with the nausea turned her paranoid and self-hating. Nighttime became hell—for both of us. Rayya often couldn’t sleep, and she wouldn’t let me sleep, either. She would wake me up and ask, her voice tight with terror, “Do I even have cancer? Is this even real? Did you actually see the test results, or am I making this all up? Am I really sick, or am I just trying to get people to feel sorry for me because I’m a fat, lying, manipulative, lazy asshole?”

			I would soothe her and reassure her until she slept, and then I would fall back to sleep myself. But a few minutes later she would wake me again: “Why did you sign up for this? Why would anyone sign up for this? You had a whole life out there, a big life. Why are you staying awake with me all night to clean up my puke and shit? Why are you dealing with a pathetic crybaby? You should just leave me.”

			Again I would soothe and reassure her. (“Where would I ever want to be but here?” I remember asking. “You are my home, you are my love, you are my everything.”) Again she would drop off, and so would I—only to wake up a bit later because I heard her vomiting in the bathroom. I would immediately go to her. She wasn’t always able to speak when she was in this much discomfort, so I would say nothing, just sit on a pile of towels in the corner of the bathroom, waiting to see what I could do to help, drifting in and out of the room and my own fitful sleep in order to bring her cold packs and hot compresses, tea and Gatorade, dry toast and hard candies, cigarettes and beer.

			By dawn, the apartment would look and smell like the aftermath of a frat party, and both of us would be ruined for the day.

			It was brutal.

			But also, a great trust and tenderness grew between us during those months of chemotherapy. I’ve never had a baby, but there were times when I felt that this is what a mother must experience, tending to her sick child in the dark of the night. It was grueling, but it also felt like a sacred encounter with unconditional love. Not a glamorous kind of love—not the passion we had gotten high on all summer, during the first riotous fire of our sexual explorations—but the deep and primal love of one mammal caring for another. As the autumn progressed, our days had become more difficult, but my life’s purpose was radically simplified: I existed for no reason, I truly believed, except to serve Rayya’s needs. And I was excellent at this role, which made me feel proud, even in this time of great suffering.

			“Never leave me,” she would beg me at night, when she was in pain. “Never go anywhere without me. Never let me wake up in this bed and not find you here by my side.”

			I promised her again and again that I would never leave her.

			We even developed a little call-and-response declaration of love and reassurance that we repeated whenever she was in distress.

			“Who do you belong to?” I would ask.

			“I belong to you.”

			“And who do I belong to?”

			“You belong to me.”

			“And how do we know this to be true?”

			“Because the heart knows who it belongs to.”

			“And how long have our hearts known who they belong to?”

			“Since before the Earth’s crust cooled,” she would say, her voice small and tired in the dark.

			But in the afternoons, when she was more rested and cogent—in other words, when she was back in her more “mighty” self—Rayya would look at me sometimes with concern, even discomfort. Leveling me with that famously penetrating gaze, she would ask in a voice that was all adult: “But what are we gonna do, babe, about you? This job of taking care of me—it’s too big a job for you to handle alone. Your system’s gonna break down if you don’t get some rest. You need to stay in touch with your friends. You should take a few days off. It might even be good for both of us if we had some time apart.”

			“Absolutely not” was my constant reply. “I’m not going anywhere. I won’t ever leave your side, not even for a moment.”

			I’d heard of people who got overwhelmed by the job of caretaking a sick loved one, but those people were obviously weak losers who didn’t know how to love people as hard or as powerfully as I knew how to love people. Others might crack or have needs of their own—but not me. Never me! I had no need for rests and breaks, no need for outside assistance. I had the whole situation handled. I had love; I didn’t need any help!

			Still, help did arrive in one unexpected way: Spirituality came back into both of our lives during that time. I’d had a random encounter in the hospital one day with a woman whose husband was also dying of pancreatic and liver cancer. When I told this woman that my partner was suffering from the same disease as her husband, she said to me: “Do you pray every day? You need to start praying. You won’t be able to survive this experience without prayer.”

			There was something about how simply she spoke that made her seem like a divine messenger. I felt the truth of her words in my heart, and I believed them completely.

			So I started praying every morning as soon as I woke up, and soon Rayya joined me. Our prayers were simple but calming: We would take turns talking aloud to God while we held hands under the covers. We didn’t know any formal prayers, so we just asked God for guidance, turning over our fears and pain to a power greater than ourselves. What I remember most about that ritual was that we each often prayed for the well-being of the other. I never once heard Rayya pray to God to extend her life, but I did hear her say, many times: “Dear God, please let Liz know how grateful I am for her presence here, and that I could not do any of this without her.”

			Just as I would often say: “Dear God, please give Rayya the strength and courage she needs to get through this day.”

			Those morning prayers are among my most cherished memories of my time with Rayya. More than anything else I experienced at her side over the years as her friend and lover, speaking to God together knitted our hearts into one and brought us into a shared sacred space. And it did something remarkable to my spirit, too—fortifying my strength and clarifying the day ahead. Prayer also seemed to calm Rayya’s terror and sorrows, and many times it eased her physical symptoms as well. I’d never before had a partner with whom I could share such holy encounters, and it was beautiful.

			And there were beautiful moments, too—even during the worst episodes of suffering and disruption. Over time, for instance, I discovered that the best way to get Rayya to fall back to sleep after bouts of pain was to tell her stories. One night, in exhaustion, holding her shaking body in my arms, I found myself saying, “Once upon a time, in the greatest city the world has ever known, in a little box of light they called their own, there lived a brown-eyed peoples and a blue-eyed peoples…”

			I felt her body go still, and then she asked, in a tired voice, “Are we the brown-eyed peoples and the blue-eyed peoples?”

			“That’s us, my baby.”

			“What happened to them?” she asked.

			I said, “Oh my goodness, Rayya, you aren’t even going to believe what happened to the brown-eyed peoples and the blue-eyed peoples today! I wish I could tell you the whole story, but it is so astonishing, it strains credulity.”

			She laughed, and I kept going from there. I commenced to relay the activities of our entire day in excruciatingly granular detail, telling it as though I were narrating an epic on the level of The Odyssey or The Thousand and One Nights—even though we had done nothing of any interest that day, because Rayya was so sick she had barely left the bedroom.

			“When the brown-eyed peoples got out of bed this morning, you cannot imagine what she did. She sat up and put a slipper on her left foot. But it wasn’t just any slipper. It was the blue fuzzy slipper—that very one that she had purchased the previous year at the airport in Detroit! But do you think it was just the one slipper that she put on? Oh no, nothing quite so simple as that. She also put on the other slipper, if you can imagine such a thing! Having succeeded at that remarkable task, the brown-eyed peoples now made the courageous decision to find her bathrobe, which had been hidden from mankind for more years than the oldest members of the village could recall. But then the blue-eyed peoples remembered, ‘Hark, I believe I saw that bathrobe in the hidden hamper only last night.’ And what do you think happened next?”

			I went on like this, relaying every single microdetail of our day, until Rayya fell asleep in my arms. Eventually I had to extract myself from holding her so that I could slide over to the other side of the bed and get some rest myself. More than an hour of blissful sleep passed, but then I felt the lightest tap on my shoulder, and a tiny voice said, “And then? And then what happened?”

			Without even opening my eyes, I rolled over and took her in my arms again, picking up the narrative where I had left off: “…and then the brown-eyed peoples made an announcement to the entire kingdom, saying, ‘Ladies and gentlemen! I would like to watch an episode of Scandal whilst drinking ginger ale.’ And so they took the long journey together to the couch, where pillows were procured and blankets were produced as though by some act of magic…”

			This became our ritual, night after night. Sometimes Rayya would wake me four or five times saying, “And then? And then what happened?” before I could finally get her to surrender to sleep for a few uninterrupted hours.

			I believe that Rayya loved “the peoples stories,” as she called them, because they were proof to her that she mattered—that even her most insignificant actions were being witnessed and cherished by someone who loved her. Most of all, the stories proved that “the brown-eyed peoples” was still alive, and that her tale had not yet ended, even as her cosmos became smaller by the day.

			And so I became something like the caregiver version of Scheherazade, spinning endless stories in the dark of night. Except maybe it wasn’t me who I feared would die if I ever stopped telling these tales; it was Rayya.

			I took great pride during those first few months of Rayya’s disease in how good I was at being her caregiver. I never made a mistake, never overstepped, never faltered in my tender ministrations. This concentrated sense of purpose took me far away from any thoughts about the past or the future, took me out of self and landed me in a never-ending present moment, where I experienced a certain battlefield calm I had never before encountered within my own consciousness. At times I felt that I was not even human anymore; I was just an action of competent, patient, useful love. I was nobody and nothing, but I was also everything to the person I loved beyond measure. I had become the very essence of tireless service in the name of love—which was, to be honest, all I had ever wanted to be.

			“Angel,” Rayya often called me during that time—and I truly felt like an angel.

			And if our tale had ended right there, this would be a book about the greatest love story the world has ever known, and about how I became the perfect and selfless caregiver to somebody precious during her hour of need.

			But our tale did not end right there, and this is not that book, and I am not that angel—and neither was she.

			So here comes the rest of it.

		

	
		
			What the Fuck Are You Looking At?

			Sometime in the summer of 2017 (I was too frantic and lost to take note of the exact date) I wrote in my journal, “Jesus fucking Christ, please save me.”

			I was trapped in hell, and I could see no way out.

			Our beautiful, sunny two-bedroom penthouse apartment in the East Village—which I had rented for Rayya to make her happy in the last months of her life—had become a dungeon of misery, danger, degradation, drugs. Rayya kept the shades drawn at all hours of the day now, not only because the light hurt her eyes but also because she had become intensely paranoid that she was being watched by the police, and that they were coming for her.

			And to be honest, the police might very well have come for her (for both of us, actually), because our apartment now contained thousands and thousands of dollars’ worth of cocaine—some of which Rayya was cooking down and shooting into whatever veins she could find on her beaten-down, disease-ridden body, some of which she was freebasing, some of which she was snorting up her now constantly bloodied nose. But most of the coke, as of this moment, she had chopped up and laid out in thick rails on the coffee table, next to an overflowing ashtray, a bottle of whiskey, several bottles of morphine and trazodone and Xanax, a stack of fentanyl patches, and a cluster of empty beer bottles. And these heaping lines of cocaine she counted, weighed, and studied all day long with unwavering focus, the way a miser counts and weighs and studies his piles of coins.

			“What the fuck are you looking at?” she demanded, glancing up for a moment from her cherished cocaine heaps and peering at me through a blue haze of cigarette smoke—staring me down with hostile eyes that had not, as far as I could remember, blinked in days.

			Good question.

			What was I looking at?

			I was looking at somebody who was supposed to be dead by now—who had been given six months to live over fifteen months earlier—but who simply refused to die.

			I was looking at somebody who had recently gotten kicked out of hospice (who gets kicked out of hospice, by the way?) for being aggressive and uncooperative to the kind, generous nurses and support staff who had been trying to help my beloved partner prepare her body and mind for a “death with dignity”—a death that, at this point, Rayya had utterly rejected in favor of plan B, which was to do enough drugs (mostly cocaine) that she could feel immortal, that she could feel nothing.

			So far, I had to admit, her plan seemed to be working. It was perhaps the only thing keeping her alive.

			Dear God, please save us, maybe she was immortal?

			Because who can even live like this?

			Who can live on a diet of whiskey, cigarettes, fentanyl, morphine, trazodone, and cocaine—and on a liver that is functioning at only 10 percent?

			What else was I looking at?

			I was looking at somebody who had once been the only person on earth who could make me feel completely safe and loved, but who now verbally abused me all day long, telling me that I was “a fucking shit show of a failure” when it came to taking care of her; that everything I was doing to try to help her was wrong; that I was a “needy little fucking crybaby” who had to “grow the fuck up” and take care of myself; that I was so hopelessly incompetent that I didn’t even know how to make a simple order of goddamn toast anymore—because hadn’t Rayya already instructed me ten fucking times this week to toast the bread in the toaster not once, not twice, but one and a half times in order to get it the right shade of brown? And hadn’t she already told me to spread the butter all the way to the fucking edges of the toast, for Chrissakes, and not leave any little part of it dry? Did this toast even look like it was properly buttered? Did I even listen? Did I even fucking listen to her anymore? Did I even pay attention to a single fucking thing she said? Or was I just a stupid little whiny idiot who instead of getting a life of her fucking own was demanding to be taken care of every minute of the day by somebody who—couldn’t I see it?—was fucking dying? And by the way, couldn’t I see that she also needed more cash because she was almost out of coke? And couldn’t I see that she needed more clean needles, too? So what was I doing just fucking standing there staring at her like a fucking dumbass, instead of going downtown to get her some more clean gear?

			That’s what I was looking at.

			I was looking at Rayya Elias—my protector, my hero, my beloved—who had taken the form of a venomous junkie.

			I was looking at my worst nightmare.

			And I was looking at my own life, my entire heart, in ruins.
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			The Shortest Conversation I Ever Had with God

			Me: But why?

			God: Because is.
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			The Truth Remains Standing

			I do not want to tell this next part of the story.

			I had to stop writing this book for a few months when I got to these pages, because I just couldn’t do it.

			I tried to distract myself with other things.

			I went to Central America for a while, and decided that it was suddenly important that I begin studying Spanish. That’s a good use of one’s time, isn’t it?

			I thought about dropping this project altogether and writing an entirely different book about Rayya. Maybe this could be an experimental novel instead of a memoir—something with poetic language and foggy edges and changed names? Or maybe it could just be a collection of poetry? Or maybe I could pivot completely and write a dry, scholarly, scientific book about the history and neurobiology of addiction?

			I do not want to tell this part of the story because part of me still doesn’t want it to be true. I still don’t want Rayya to become who she became toward the end of her life. I want her to remain how I saw her for all those years before—heroic, brave, commanding, honest, astonishing, cool. And I still don’t want me to become what I became at the end of her life—desperate, clinging, resentful, lost, powerless, degraded, insane.

			I want you, dear reader, to love and admire Rayya, and I want you to love and admire me. I want you to see us as beautiful and undefeatable. I want this to be the most inspiring book of the year. I want this to be a thoughtful book about death and dying, written by a wise and spiritual woman who accepts the reality of mortality with a sense of compassionate detachment. I want this to be a tale of two courageous and amazing souls who faced down death with a sense of creativity and wild adventure, and who did enough living in the last months of Rayya’s life to resonate love across the cosmos for a thousand more lifetimes. I want to tell you that our bond was never broken—not even by the ravages of cancer, or by mortality.

			I want to forget how things actually went down.

			I want this to have been an entirely different love story.

			I want, I want, I want—there it is again: the ferocious drumbeat of the ego, pounding away within the blistering furnace of the self.

			While meanwhile the truth remains standing in the center of the room—patient and timeless—gazing at me with maddening indifference, waiting for me to address it at last.

			So.

			Let us surrender now and address that truth.

		

	
		
			Pennies

			How had Rayya and I reached this point—where we were holed up in our apartment together with thousands of dollars’ worth of cocaine, much of which she was shooting into her neck and all of which, unbelievably, I was paying for?

			How and when does a relapse this appalling even occur?

			How and when does someone’s drug addiction (and someone else’s helpless codependency) move from “dormant” to “active”?

			Had it happened all at once—which is how it felt in the summer of 2017—or had it been building for a long time?

			As I go back now and track both Rayya’s decline and my own, I find this email from September 20, 2016, which I wrote to my friend Martha in the middle of the night:

			Tonight I am so fucking SAD. Rayya started another round of chemo this morning and now she’s already sick in bed again, after having been so vibrant all last week. She swallows those poison pills and it’s like some cold spirit comes into our house and immediately—within the hour—steals ¾ of her from me, from herself. I watch the dark chemo spirits come and take most of Rayya away, and they leave just a quarter of her behind. I can’t figure out where they take her. It’s heartbreaking. It will be like this for the next two weeks, and it makes me so fucking sad. But God once told me to live my most beautiful possible story, so I will do that. And Rayya is my most beautiful story. When I get sad, I just remember that our love story is my most beautiful story. Even when she is passed out on the bed in a chemo daze, even when I am sad, even when I don’t know how to help her, even when I feel scared and lonely, even when it is so horribly scary…she is still my most beautiful story. Even when Rayya is only ¼ of Rayya, there has never been a more beautiful story than Rayya.

			Now, I’m not sure it was wise or emotionally sober of me to have decided that somebody outside of myself was “my most beautiful story”—or whether it was even loving of me to reduce an entire human being down to nothing but a “story” that I was living in, beautiful or otherwise. But that’s what my terrified mind and broken heart kept telling me during the exhausting autumn of 2016: Rayya is my most beautiful story.

			Because that’s what I needed to believe in order to get through the experience of her dying.

			The truth was, though, I was starting to crack.

			I was running out of energy from taking care of my sick partner day and night while also taking care of the logistics of both our lives and trying to keep our romance burning at its original fever pitch. And Rayya was depleted, too. The shrinkage the chemo had achieved, her doctors said, was evidence that they could continue to hold the cancer at bay for a few more years. But Rayya was done with it. The cost was too dear for such a small gain. And Rayya detested hospitals, doctors, nurses, shots, scans, tests. Having spent so much time in institutions when she was an active drug addict, such places brought back her worst memories. Even the smell of a hospital and the sight of the flickering fluorescent lights made her want to, as she said, “put a fucking gun in my mouth.” She had given the chemo a try because her family had wanted her to, but now she was finished, and she was willing to go into hospice instead.

			“Are you aware,” the doctor asked, “that your cancer will return if you stop treatment? Are you aware that all these gains we have made will be quickly lost?”

			“Trust me, I’m aware,” said Rayya. “But I don’t care how short my life is, I just want to be free.”

			She took her final dose of chemo on October 2 (almost six months after her initial diagnosis) and then said to her lovely Irish oncologist, “You are a very nice person, and everyone here at Sloan Kettering has been amazing, but honestly? I never want to see any of you people again.”

			And then she was free—both of us were free—for an incredible three months after that. That slight reduction in her tumors continued to bring temporary relief from her cancer pain, and for a while she was my old Rayya again. She could go for walks again, she could eat again, she could get on flights again, she could make love again with joy and power. She could drive her car again, as she liked to say, “like the Detroit Arab I am,” and she could also scream fantastic curses at the TV during football games, play the piano, and belt out Led Zeppelin songs with full force on karaoke nights. We drank vats of wine again, ate amazing meals, and took handfuls of psychedelic mushrooms that let us fly through the universe on rainbow wings together. We made promises that we would find each other in the afterlife through a “portal” that we were generating together, made of undying love.

			She was once more a force of nature, vivid and mighty.

			She was once more my most beautiful story.

			We spent Thanksgiving and Christmas with her family, and both occasions were precious, boisterous, and sweet.

			We spent New Year’s Eve together in New York City. We got drunk that night, knowing without a doubt that 2017 would be Rayya’s final year on earth. On New Year’s morning, she woke before the sun came up. She gave me a tender kiss. Then she got out of bed, went to the bathroom, and dry heaved for the longest time. I called out and asked if she needed help, but she didn’t want it; she wanted to be alone. When she came back to bed, I held her tightly.

			“That didn’t sound like fun, my love,” I whispered.

			She curled into my arms like a baby. “But this is fun,” she said.

			After she fell back to sleep, I went for a walk all the way to the East River, to make my New Year’s wishes by the water, as I always do. When I reached the river, I wept. Rayya was getting sick again, I knew it. I had noticed that her abdominal swelling and episodes of pain and vomiting were increasing. The cancer was growing again, as promised.

			I asked the river for divine guidance but heard nothing in return.

			Turning away from the water, I nearly bumped into a tiny old woman, who stopped me and asked me for help. She was lost, she said. She had tried to go to church that morning to pray to God, she said, but she had gotten turned around. Now she couldn’t remember where she lived. She had never seen this river before, she told me—where were we? Were we still in New York City? Her daughter would be so angry at her, she feared; she wasn’t supposed to leave the house alone anymore, because she got lost all the time now. But she had just wanted to talk to God that morning.

			“I wanted to talk to God, too,” I told her. “Looks like we both failed.”

			It was wickedly cold that day, with that awful, biting New York City January wind blowing hard off the river. The old woman had no gloves, no hat, no scarf. She was shaking with cold. She couldn’t remember her name, nor her daughter’s name, nor the street where she lived, nor the name of her church. All she knew about herself was that she was Ukrainian, that she had tried to go to church so she could talk to God, and that her daughter was going to be furious at her for getting lost. She let me search her pockets for anything that could identify her, but she had nothing—not even house keys.

			Knowing where the Ukrainian neighborhood was located in the East Village, I suggested, “Let’s walk there together and see if you recognize anything along the way.”

			I gave her my hat, wrapped her up in my scarf, and tucked her blue-veined hands into my gloves. She was so frail that I wished I could pick her up and carry her on my back, but I was afraid I would break her bones. She put her thin arm through mine, and we started our excruciatingly slow journey west.

			As we walked along, moving not much faster than a shuffle, the old woman kept finding pennies on the sidewalk and stopping to pick them up. This was amazing to me, because this was a superpower that Rayya possessed, as well—the ability to always spot loose change on the ground. Pennies, especially. In Rayya’s case, scanning the sidewalks was an old drug-addict habit: One learns on the street, she had told me, to constantly search the ground for money, for loose cigarettes, maybe a dropped vial of crack, some food stamps. This ancient woman had the same scavenger’s gaze as my beloved, and, astonishingly, she picked up six pennies in the time it took us to walk very, very slowly to East Seventh Street. I wondered how much of her life she had spent hungry, to have remained such a sharp-eyed forager, even now, when she obviously remembered so little of herself and the world.

			As we circled the Ukrainian neighborhood, the woman finally recognized her apartment building. A neighbor let us in, and I was able to deliver my new friend back to her daughter, who—although grateful to me—was indeed frenetic with anger and fear at her mother for having gone wandering out of the house unsupervised.

			“She will never let me out again,” the old woman told me in resignation. “This was my last time outside.”

			Then she handed me the six pennies.

			I walked away without my hat, scarf, and gloves.

			This encounter—finding a lost crone who was searching for God, and exchanging coins and articles of clothing with her in return for the favor of a rescue—felt mythical to me. It felt like something from a dream or fairy tale. Sad as it was to meet someone on what might be the final walk of her life, I also had the sense that the old woman was an augury of something. But of what? Warning or blessing? I couldn’t identify what it meant.

			When I finally returned to the apartment that morning, I found Rayya weeping on the floor in pain and fear. She’d been vomiting up blood, and it was all over the carpet.

			“You were gone too long,” she sobbed. “I was so afraid. I’m hurting, I’m hurting, I’m hurting. Don’t ever do that again. Don’t ever leave me again.”

			I ran to her, full of apologies. “Sweetie, you should have called me.”

			“My phone is in the other room,” she cried, “and I’m too sick to stand up and find it.”

			I held her until her pain settled, and brought her a hot water bottle for her aching belly.

			When at last she quieted, I tried to tell her the story about the old woman and the magical pennies, but she didn’t want to hear it.

			Rayya didn’t want to hear any of my stories that day.

			She was too sick.

			Too sick, too angry, too scared.

			And from there—from that day onward—began her long and awful decline.
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			Like a Small Pet, Running Away from Me

			As the first weeks of the new year went by, Rayya was often in such deep pain that she could not sleep for more than an hour or two a day. The rest of the time, she was manic with distress, full of needs and desperate demands. Nothing could settle her—not painkillers, not prescription weed or alcohol or sleeping pills or food, not stories or prayer, not listening to music or watching her favorite TV shows.

			Whatever doctor had promised us at the beginning that pancreatic and liver cancer would allow Rayya to “live life like a normal person” right up to the end, after which time death would come “fast and easy,” had been either a liar or totally delusional—or else they had never met someone like Rayya. Whoever had predicted that Rayya would die within six months of her diagnosis had already been proven a fool. Because here it was a full year after her cancer had been discovered—and my beloved partner kept, in her own words, “not fucking dying.”

			There were some good days during that time. Some friends threw Rayya an exquisite birthday party, and she and I had a commitment ceremony in front of our loved ones, complete with flowers and rings and beautiful wedding clothes. But most of the time, we were in torment. Rayya was vomiting all day—sometimes vomiting up shreds of her stomach lining—and she was often in so much agony that she would cry out in Aramaic to her dead grandmother to come and get her and bring her the mercy of death. She could not bear to be alone in her anguish, and because she didn’t sleep, I didn’t sleep. All she wanted to do was talk and cry, so I would rouse myself again and again to comfort her—but all my acts of comfort were failing. If I dozed off while she was talking to me, she would become furious, and I would wake up to hear her sobbing, accusing me of abandoning her. Or she would wake me up to tell me, “I just want to go back to bed and cover my head and sleep.”

			“Okay, baby,” I would say. “Let’s see if we can tuck you back in, then.”

			“You just want me to die. You just want to get rid of me.”

			Then she would go into fits of self-attack and start talking about what a failure and loser she was, what a crybaby, what an asshole, what a weakling. I understand now, having read her journals, that these were the dark and demonic fears she had always struggled with—that they were baked into her unrecovered addict’s consciousness. But back then, I still thought I could fix it all by just loving her even harder.

			Early in the spring of 2017, I wrote in my journal: “Last night she went into a hell of suspicion and self-brutalization again, and she simply could not settle and could not believe me when I told her how much I love her and how good she is—and there was nothing I could do to help her. I tried to sleep in the other room, but that didn’t work, either. She came after me and curled up with me in the little guest bed helpless and needy and scared and manic, and so I went back into her bed with her. And still I couldn’t calm her, and finally I fell asleep. I woke up filled with weariness and a sense of deep failure: I had not been able to go into the cold, dark, and lonely place with her, and rescue her from there. I feel so guilty! Because she always rescues me, when I am in the cold, dark, and lonely place. I am a failure. I am fucking exhausted. And she isn’t going to be getting better, so we can only expect more of this. If I am falling apart already, how can I take care of her later? But why do I need to sleep? Why can’t I just stay up with her, and be with her while she’s in hell? She woke up in a kind of hell, too, after her one hour of sleep last night…full of shame and defeat. Nothing we are doing is working. I used to be able to take her pain away, just by touching her with my hands. That doesn’t work anymore.”

			One night around that time, delirious with pain, she woke me up to tell me that her heart had just left her body—that she had watched it leave, she said, “like a small pet running away from me.” She wept and begged me to chase after it, to get her heart back and bring it home to her, but of course I did not know where her heart had gone, or how to retrieve it.

			Nobody slept a minute that night—not one minute.

			Feeling like I was about to have a psychotic break from sleep deprivation, I begged Rayya to allow me to hire night nurses to come and stay with us in the evenings so they could take care of her—better than I could—when she was having episodes of extreme pain at night. My hope was that these nurses would afford me a chance to catch a few uninterrupted hours of sleep as well. We tried that a few times, but Rayya hated the nurses and resented their presence just as much as she hated the hospice volunteers who were part of her care team now. She was surly with them and kept instructing them to wake me up because she needed me. The same thing happened when I tried to set up a rotating roster of friends to sleep over. Our friends were more than happy to volunteer for shifts, but Rayya refused their help, often marching right past them when they were sitting vigil on the couch and coming into the guest room to wake me up and demand my help and attention.

			“I don’t want them,” she would say, crying and furious. “I want you.”

			Soon we were both shredded—she from physical pain and fear of death, and both of us from sadness, exhaustion, and lack of sleep. She was resentful of me for needing rest, and I was resentful of her for denying me rest. Something clearly needed to be done.

			That’s when morphine was recommended.

			And whyever not?

			Everyone knew that Rayya had once been an opioid addict, but nobody was worried about addiction now—because she was a terminal cancer patient on a death watch, after all, and her medical team had predicted that she could not possibly live another two months.

			Anyway, as one of her doctors explained, “the relief from unbearable pain is what these opioids are for, Rayya. And your dosages will be controlled. It won’t be like back in the old days, when you took drugs recreationally.”

			At which point Rayya had smiled ruefully at the doctor and said, “Dude, I can promise one thing—I never took drugs recreationally.”

			But what else could we do at this point to settle her pain?

			“I mean, what’s it gonna do—kill me?” Rayya asked. “Who gives a shit at this point?”

			“Let the dragon roll one more time,” she said when she finally put that first morphine pill in her mouth.

			And indeed the dragon rolled itself awake.

			The dragon opened its yellow eyes and lifted its leathery, powerful wings and flew on silent gusts through Rayya’s bloodstream. And instantly, magically, my beloved’s suffering was erased—just as her suffering had always been erased by opioids.

			I remember how quiet the apartment felt that afternoon, once that first morphine pill dissolved into Rayya’s system. All was peace, all was gentleness. I remember how Rayya seemed to return to herself, how she became my person again, so strong and calm and reassuring. How she gathered me up into her arms, saying, “I’m so sorry, baby, for how hard this has been on you. Everything will be easier now, I promise. I just want to be here, alone with you. I can’t open my eyes right now because I’m so tired, but I need you to know that I love you. I can feel your heart again. The portal between us is open. I don’t care if I die, as long as I can die in your arms. I need you to know that the happiest moments of my life were with you. Do you know that? Do you understand that? I just need you to know that. You are the happiest thing that has ever happened to me. Stay with me, baby. Don’t go. I love you so much.”

			All my anxiety settled in the warmth and sincerity of her embrace—because Rayya’s strength and reassurance had always been my morphine.

			But as for Rayya’s morphine?

			Well, that would be morphine itself.

			And when I asked her, in the blessed silence, what it felt like to have opioids back in her system after all these years, she just gave a slow, sleepy-eyed smile and said: “It’s like Hello, old friend.”

			Oh, yes.

			Hello.

		

	
		
			Cunning, Baffling, Powerful

			How swiftly that moment of peace came to an end, after the first morphine pill disappeared into Rayya’s system.

			How quickly the dragon of addiction began to roar through Rayya’s blood—demanding what it always demands: more, more, more.

			Soon Rayya went from needing one morphine pill a day to two pills a day to three a day, to one pill every hour, to two pills every hour, to clusters of pills at a time—until, within a matter of a few weeks, she was yelling into the phone to her doctors, “This shit doesn’t fucking work on me! You gotta give me something stronger, or I swear to fucking God I will go out there on Fourteenth Street and find something stronger and shoot it right into my fucking veins—and don’t think I don’t know how!”

			So then they gave her methadone. And then they gave her fentanyl patches (“something stronger,” to be sure), which worked beautifully until they didn’t—until her addict’s brain became resistant to the powers of even this most formidable and dangerous of drugs.

			That’s when Rayya had the inspired idea to add a bit of cocaine to the mix, “to give me a little bump and help me stay awake”—and she bought her first gram of coke in nearly twenty years and put it right up her nose, to tremendous and obvious relief.

			Was that when she officially lost her sobriety and sanity?

			Or was it the next night—when she shot the remainder of the cocaine into her arm (“better than the nose, as always,” she said) and then chased it with a few morphine pills, then downed a handful of muscle relaxants just for good measure, and then informed me as she was nodding off into oblivion that “a hole just opened up through our bedroom ceiling and my ancestors are rolling in, four layers deep”?

			Was that the moment of relapse?

			Or had it started long before the cancer even appeared? Had she fallen off the wagon many years earlier, when she decided to start drinking and hide it from everyone? Or had she begun sliding back into addiction when she had stopped going to twelve-step meetings because she got annoyed with all those “rigid bitches” in the rooms, and because she didn’t want to work a program anymore? Or had her decline begun even before then, when she stopped letting people know how much emotional pain she was in, and decided to keep her suffering a secret from those who loved her?

			Or was it all of that combined?

			Does an avalanche happen suddenly, or does it begin with the first flake of snow that sticks to the edge of the mountain?

			I don’t know.

			I can’t know.

			I can’t even tell you when my love addiction got triggered with Rayya, or when I collapsed into the utter abandonment of self that is codependency in its most deadly and life-destroying form. I can’t name the exact moment when I made her into my higher power, or when I surrendered all my will and agency to her, or when I decided that it was my job in life to serve her every desire—no matter how much it cost me, physically, emotionally, or financially.

			Had it been back when I first met Rayya, seventeen years earlier, and seeds of desire were planted by how cool and strong and mighty she appeared? Or was it when I stepped into the role of rescuer and decided to save her from the sorrows of her divorce back in 2008, by moving her to my church in New Jersey? Or was it when I made her my rescuer, by putting my spirit in her hands, by deciding that she—a mortal and flawed human being—was my only source of safety on this entire terrifying planet?

			Or was it when I found out she was dying, and I threw my whole life overboard just to be with her?

			Or was it when her demands became so impossible to satisfy that they were completely swallowing me—but I still kept giving her everything she wanted?

			Or was it when we stopped praying together every morning?

			Or did I completely lose my mind that night in the spring of 2017 when she commanded me to give her some cash so she could buy that first gram of cocaine—and I did it, without hesitation? (In my weak defense, she had looked me straight in the eyes and told me, “This is the exact amount of cocaine that will last me until I die, trust me. I’m just gonna need a tiny amount of coke each day, to keep me from falling asleep in my soup because of the opioids. Trust me, I know how to do this. It’s better if we only risk buying it once—that’s why we’re getting such a large amount.”)

			Or was I a total goner a few days later, when she told me to go to the ATM again and get more money so she could buy more cocaine (an eight ball this time), and I did it?

			Or was it the morning I walked down to a “harm reduction” agency in Chinatown and registered myself with the City of New York as an active intravenous drug user so I could get clean needles for Rayya—because I was determined to keep her safe and free from infection, even as she was dying of cancer and shooting cocaine and opioids into the veins of her feet, her hands, her neck? And also because I wanted her to see what a good girl I was, what a loving and accepting girl, what a generous girl?

			Or did I abandon myself completely the first time I suggested that perhaps she was becoming addicted to the cocaine, and she told me I was a “needy fucking crybaby” who needed to “back the fuck off from talking about shit you don’t even fucking understand,” and I stuck around after that for more abuse?

			Or was it when she and I (who had never once had an argument, in seventeen years of friendship and love) suddenly started fighting every day, as I begged her to look at me again like she used to, to touch me like she used to, to speak to me the way she used to? Was it when I started sobbing, “Where did you go, where did our love go?” Was it when I started hiding in the bathroom at night, weeping on the floor (again with the crying on the bathroom floor!) while she hid in another bathroom, grinding down her cocaine into a finer and finer powder?

			Or was it when I tied off her arms or legs for her while she shot up, watching over her carefully (even holding the light for her so she could find her veins) to make sure she had everything she needed? Just so I could be in the room with her? To make sure she still wanted me, loved me, and approved of me? To make sure I was still important and cherished? To make sure that I was still being seen? To make sure that she—who had clearly already left the world of the living behind, and who was also, by the way, dying—would never, ever leave me?

			“Cunning, baffling, and powerful” is how the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous describes the disease of addiction—a disease that is mental, emotional, physical, and spiritual in its nature. A disease that comes at you from all sides, that stalks you throughout your entire life, that sneaks up on you when you’re not looking, that builds power over the years and then eventually devours you until you are left with nothing.

			Addiction: a disease that Rayya and I were both powerless over, in our own awful ways.

			Love addiction, drug addiction, dependency, codependency—it’s all the same thing: a disease so tireless and dirty and dignity-consuming that it will never rest until you’re ruined.

			A disease that makes you do stuff you never in a million years imagined you would do, and accept degradation you never dreamed you’d accept.

			A disease that makes you hurt people, that makes you hurt yourself.

			A disease so greedy, it will never be satisfied to destroy just one person when it can take down two. And will never be satisfied to kill two people when it can kill three—or four, or every member of a family, or a whole community, or an entire country.

			Addiction.

			A disease so insidious and vile that—I swear to God—it makes terminal cancer look like a day at the beach.
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			Plotting

			It was in July of 2017 that I came up with a really good idea for what would save me from the nightmare that I was now trapped in with Rayya.

			I decided I would kill her.

			I am not talking here about a mercy killing, or euthanasia, or the arguably courageous act of helping someone who is in great suffering to have a death with dignity. Rayya, at that point, most certainly did not want to die, and she no longer gave a shit about her dignity. All she wanted to do was consume as much cocaine, alcohol, prescription drugs, and cigarettes as she could get her hands on; to monologue about how amazing and powerful she was for defying all the doctors’ prognoses about her “expiration date” (never once acknowledging that perhaps the reason she was living so long was because I was taking care of her every need); to constantly find creative new places to hide her drugs from “the cops” who she had become certain were spying on us; to send text messages at all hours to the sweet-faced East Village teenagers who were bringing the cocaine right to our door; to doze off while smoking cigarettes in bed, until the sheets and pillowcases smoldered from her dropped embers; to pick hallucinated worms and bugs off her hot, itching skin; and to tell me what a total fucking failure I was as a human being for not taking better care of her.

			And because she would not sleep, I could not sleep.

			Every time I shut my eyes, she shook me awake and demanded that I pay attention to her, or bring her something she needed, or listen to speeches about how great she was and how terrible I was.

			She wasn’t even really experiencing physical suffering anymore, because she was so incredibly altered that she couldn’t feel anything.

			So, no—Rayya did not want to die.

			But I wanted her to die.

			Not to put her out of her misery but to put me out of my misery.

			Because I couldn’t see any other way to get free! She was a full-on junkie at this point, destroying both my life and hers, but what could I do—stage an intervention? Try to scare her straight? Send her to rehab? What rehab would even take her, a terminal cancer patient who needed to take opioids in order to manage her pain? Hell, not even hospice would put up with her anymore at this point. What possible threat or incentive did I have to get her clean? A warning that she might die? She was already dying. This was her ace of spades, her ultimate trump card. Her death sentence made her untouchable and invincible—not to mention emotionally manipulative, because there’s nothing quite like spitting out the words “You don’t understand what it feels like to be dying” to shut up any friend or loved one who dares to question your life choices.

			As somebody whose formidable ego had spent many years saying, “This is my fucking life and I get to do whatever I want,” Rayya was, in a perverse way, absolutely winning here.

			Of course, she was also absolutely losing here—in that she indeed was dying, and that every one of the noble attainments she had earned through her years of sobriety (her honesty, her integrity, her empathy, her decency) was being utterly gutted by the corrosive evils of her addiction.

			And who was gonna stop her? Me? The world’s most spineless enabler? The Olympic Codependency Champion of 2017? Little Miss Duck Fluff—a blondie from Connecticut with puppy-dog eyes and a desperate eagerness to be loved and validated and to make everyone happy?

			No.

			I was trapped in hell, and I believed that things could not possibly get worse.

			And then things got worse.

			In the midst of all this mess, I received a letter from our landlord saying that he had sold our apartment and that we would need to move out within the next two months. This was shocking news, because I’d written to him only a few months earlier, explaining that my partner had terminal cancer and that it would be a blessing if we didn’t have to move at the end of our lease, given the unpredictability of her condition. I’d even offered to pay him extra money if he could let us stay for another year so we would be sure to have a stable home. He had expressed sympathy for our situation and had promised that he had no intention of asking us to leave. But now, he explained, he’d gotten an offer he couldn’t refuse. He was very sorry, but we would have to go.

			So now I had to figure out how to move my paranoid, hallucinating, abusive, drug-addled terminal cancer patient to a new living space.

			Then things got worse still: Hackers broke into my bank account and stole all my money, and I had to call the FBI to help me get it back.

			Please imagine how all this news landed upon my coked-up, delirious, suspicious junkie girlfriend.

			“The feds?” she howled, her pupils so dilated that her eyes looked almost completely black. “Not on my watch do you talk to the fucking feds!”

			There’s a word for all of this—for the chaos and madness and sorrow that were going on for me in the summer of 2017—and that word is unmanageable.

			Here’s another good test of whether you might be trapped in an addiction of some sort, or sucked into a codependent maelstrom. Ask yourself: Has your life become unmanageable? When you are in the grip of addiction, or when you are severely impacted by someone else’s addiction, eventually nothing works—not even the things that don’t seem obviously related to the addictive substance or behavior. Losing the lease to our apartment and getting my bank account hacked had nothing to do with the fact that Rayya was drugged out of her mind, or that I was lost in a dense fog of codependency—but these are also the kinds of things that happen when your life is falling apart. Suddenly it’s raining hammers. Everything unravels. You sprain your ankle, your car breaks down, your dog dies. You can’t handle anything. And that’s when the madness really sets in, because it seems like the world itself is a machine of pain that has turned its full force against you.

			I don’t see it that way anymore, of course. In fact, what I have come to believe about the summer of 2017 is not that the world had turned against me but that I had turned against the world.

			Meaning: I believe there is a right and natural order of things—the Tao, the path, a way of living in easeful alignment with the drift and movement of the universe—and I was moving in exactly the opposite direction. If the universe can be said to want anything from us, I now believe, it is that we position ourselves to exist in harmony with reality—to sway in accordance with destiny, without excessive argument or struggle. But I was fighting. I was fighting against Rayya, fighting against the nature of addiction, fighting against the looming presence of her death and the unraveling of her mind. I was trying to force reality to bend to my will by insisting that I would either get my “most beautiful story,” goddamn it, or I would kill anyone who kept it from me. I was trying to control things that could not be controlled—trying to control a person who could not be controlled—and that’s why everything in my life was falling apart…and still, I would not surrender my will.

			It was in this climate of ferocious insanity that I decided I had to murder Rayya.

			I came up with the plan late one night when she had been awake for many hours, staring into a mirror with her eye only one inch away from the reflective surface, yelling at the demon that she swore she could see in her eye’s reflection—a demon who, she kept insisting, “lives all the way down there at the bottom of my brain.”

			“It’s you again!” she was shouting at the demon. “You again! You stole my fucking Rolex this time!”

			It was not easy to sleep through this rant, especially when she kept waking me up and making me come to the bathroom and stare in the mirror with her to prove that the demon was indeed right there inside her eye and that, moreover, the demon was wearing her watch. (Needless to say, her watch was on her wrist the whole time, so I suppose it’s pretty obvious who the demon in the mirror actually was.)

			“Motherfucker thinks it can fuck with me,” muttered Rayya. “Doesn’t know who it’s fucking with, does it, babe? You tell it. You tell it who it’s fucking with. I’m Rayya fucking Elias, that’s who I am. You tell it, babe. You tell it!”

			She has to die now, said my exhausted mind—and suddenly this seemed like a terrific solution. After all, Rayya was dying already anyway, right? I just needed to move the process along before things got even worse, before she set the whole building on fire with a dropped cigarette or got us both arrested.

			She had to die, and I was the one who had to kill her.

			I decided I would do it the next day.

			I went back to sleep that night in peace, knowing that liberation was finally in sight.

			I want to make something extremely clear here: When I say that I once planned to murder Rayya, I don’t mean that the idea simply crossed my mind that my life would be easier if she were gone. I mean that I fully intended to kill her. And I tell this story in all its raw honesty, because I want people to understand how insane codependency can make a person become. I mean, I’m the nice lady who wrote Eat Pray Love. And I came very close to premeditatedly and cold-bloodedly murdering my partner because she had taken her affection away from me, and because I was extremely tired.

			That’s the sort of person I become when I’m in my insanity.

			The next morning, while Rayya nodded off in front of the TV, I stole some of her sleeping pills and morphine pills and took them to the park with me. While my fellow New Yorkers went about their business in the beautiful summer light, I sat on a bench, studying and comparing the two medications in the palm of my hand, trying to figure out how I could make the sleeping pills look like the morphine pills so I could trick her into taking a bunch of them. I needed her to take the sleeping pills, not the morphine pills—which no longer had much of an effect on her stubbornly resistant drug addict’s nervous system—because if I could knock her out with the sleeping pills, then I could stick a whole bunch of fentanyl patches on her back once she was unconscious, and that would surely kill her. The pills were different sizes, but they were the same color. One set of pills was scored, the other wasn’t. If I got a razor blade and scored the sleeping pills, perhaps I could get her to think they were the morphine pills? Or would Rayya even notice if all the pills were mixed up together? She was so blinded by drugs at this point that she might just swallow them without noticing, if I just handed them to her. But she was also deeply paranoid. She had taken over management of her pill protocol months earlier—fearful, I think, that I would deny her the drugs she wanted. Her suspicions might be triggered by my giving her a handful of pills and a glass of water and telling her to down them.

			I would have to be careful about this murder, I knew—not because I was afraid of the police (I wasn’t even thinking about the police, I was so out of my mind) but because I was really, really afraid of Rayya. If she woke up and realized I was trying to murder her, I’d be dead. Literally dead. If I didn’t kill her, she would kill me. So I had only one chance, I reckoned, to do the job right. But I believed I could do it—and that I could do it with a steady hand. Somebody had to do it. Somebody had to put an end to this nightmare.

			When I returned to the apartment, my mood was strangely buoyant. I felt quite proud of myself for my courage. Not everyone is clever or brave enough to do what I intended to do that day!

			I walked in cheerfully, saying, “Hi, honey! I’m back!”

			Rayya looked up at me from her seat by the coffee table—which was, as always, covered with cocaine and pills and booze.

			Without even blinking, and in a voice that was dead calm and sober, she said, “Don’t you start plotting against me now, Liz.”

			For a long, long time, we held each other’s gazes in silence.

			In that moment, it felt as if there were a break in the universe.

			It was as if someone had pressed Pause on the outrageous little drama we were acting out, and we had both dropped our costumes and were staring at each other as undefended souls, stripped of our identities, history, and egos.

			Here we were again, back in the cosmic boardroom at the beginning of time, recognizing each other once more and deciding to go on this journey together.

			How far would we take it?

			The moment felt so familiar to me, I almost swooned from déjà vu.

			How many lifetimes had we done this? How many times had we gotten to this exact point? How many times had I killed her, or had she killed me? And how did we want to play it out this time?

			“Think carefully about what you’re about to do,” Rayya said, in a voice that could not have been more lucid.

			Then her eyes glazed over once more, and she returned her attention to the coffee table covered with drugs, booze, cigarettes.

			Suddenly I had a glimpse of the Rayya who had survived years living on the streets, years of drug addiction, years of prisons and institutions, years of her own brutal Earth School curriculum. This was the Rayya who had already outlived her cancer prognosis by more than six months, despite doing nothing that any doctor, nutritionist, or other expert had recommended. This was the immigrant kid on the Detroit playground, fighting for her life. This was Rayya Elias, whom I had once witnessed on a trip to Australia taking a swing at a full-grown kangaroo in a petting zoo because it had grabbed at her purse. (“Back off, motherfucker!” she had barked at the animal, and the kangaroo, visibly impressed, had indeed backed off, with a look that seemed to say, “Game recognize game.”) This was Rayya, whom the Latin Queens gang members on Rikers Island had nicknamed “Harley Loco” because she went stone crazy once, attacking a fellow inmate who tried to steal her Harley-Davidson motorcycle boots. This was Rayya fucking Elias, who had always been able to read the room, who had died more times than she’d been born, who was frightened of nobody, and who could smell my murderous intent from ten yards away.

			Who did I think I was kidding, that I could kill her?

			Nobody could kill her.

			Cancer couldn’t even fucking kill her.

			What crossroads had we reached here, exactly?

			Without saying another word, I gathered myself up again and walked back out of the apartment. I wandered through the East Village for the next several hours in a daze, feeling like I had just suffered a severe head injury—not knowing where to go or what to do now.

			Then suddenly I had a really brilliant inspiration!

			Maybe I should take the sleeping pills and the morphine!

			Wouldn’t that solve everything, with ease and efficacy?

			I mean, my life was already destroyed, so why not finish the job?

			The pills were right there in my pocket; the deed could be easily done. The only question was where to do it. I didn’t want to die on the streets and bother anyone, or make them have to deal with my corpse. Maybe I should walk to the river and throw myself in…

			Then I heard a voice in my head—a voice that pierced my confusion so cleanly and swiftly that it could only have come from God.

			How do I know this was the voice of God?

			Because I know the voice of God.

			I know the voice of God the way a blind, mewling, newborn kitten knows the smell of its mother.

			The voice said this: If you have arrived at a point in your life where you are seriously considering murdering yourself or another human being, there is a strong possibility that you have reached the end of your power.

			I stopped walking.

			I listened harder.

			I leaned into the sound of God, offering me wisdom and guidance.

			That being the case, continued the voice, perhaps it’s time you called somebody and asked for help.
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			Belong

			God interrupts me now to say:

			My darling child, if you keep looking for a home within the arms of another,

			you will lose your home again and again.

			The same can be said of an actual home, by the way.

			Because everything that is given to you will eventually be taken back.

			That is the law, my dear.

			Nothing is here for you to keep.

			Even the ground beneath your feet can disappear.

			And so can your feet.

			God puts her hand now upon my trembling chest and says:

			You, my little one, have always shown a particular stubbornness.

			You demand permanence from things that cannot be made permanent,

			and perfection from people who are inherently flawed.

			This is typical of the anxious and the traumatized,

			but the impulse (like all doomed impulses)

			has never brought you the slightest bit of comfort or ease.

			That being the case, I wonder why you defend it so?

			God stops me fully in my path now and says:

			Child, you keep demanding impossible promises

			from those who cannot even take care of themselves.

			But what joy have you ever derived from being so dependent and unassured,

			so needy, lost, and afraid?

			You keep saying you want to count on somebody—

			but I say stop counting.

			You keep telling me you crave security because the world frightens you.

			But the world, my love, is what you are.

			Why not be secure in that?

			How could you ever lose anything,

			when you yourself are made of The Everything?

			You yourself, the bright and flickering moment of first creation.

			You yourself, the miraculous happening.

			You yourself, the very lifeblood of my being.

			God stops me once more to ask:

			Why do you keep disagreeing with me?

			Why do you keep up the fighting and begging?

			Why not befriend the great way of things, my little one?

			Why not accept the changing nature of nature itself?

			Why keep arguing against the comings and the goings,

			the births and the deaths,

			the gains and the losses?

			Why seek stability, when you are my song?

			Why not surrender?

			Why not belong?

		

	
		
			Caregiver Collapse

			So I did what God told me to do.

			I called somebody and asked for help.

			Actually, I called a whole bunch of people and asked for help.

			I sat in Tompkins Square Park for the rest of that day (leaving Rayya to live or die alone in the apartment, or to burn down the entire building, or to get hauled off to prison, for all I knew), and I called just about every kind and wise friend I had ever known. I called everyone I could think of who had ever suffered from addiction or had loved someone who suffered from addiction. I called everyone I knew who might be called “spiritual” or “wise” or “an old soul.”

			One humbling and difficult conversation at a time, I told each of them the truth. (Fun aside: I realize now that this was step one. We admitted we were powerless—that our lives had become unmanageable.) Until that point, I had not been telling the truth to anyone, because I was too ashamed of the horror story I had gotten myself into, and also because I was protecting Rayya’s reputation. Until now, I had been pretending that everything was basically fine and under control over at our house: Yeah, sure, Rayya was dying of cancer, but we were rising to meet the challenge! I had been communicating with my friends and family through a series of cheerful emails and texts that were essentially press releases in which I was still portraying Rayya as a stoic and inspiring hero and myself as the tireless and ever-competent caregiver.

			“Image management” is something addicts care a lot about, and I am no exception.

			But all that had to stop now, because there would be no image left to manage if both Rayya and I ended up dead through murder, suicide, or murder-suicide.

			I was sobbing and full of shame and anger when I called these people—tears and snot running down my face right there in public—but I called them anyway.

			And through their responses, God continued to speak to me.

			I was too jangled and exhausted to keep track of exactly who said what upon that day, but I remember every bit of wisdom that was communicated to me, because it was the beginning of an awakening that was long, long overdue.

			I remember one of these good people saying to me: “You had a dream, and now the dream is dying. You dreamed that Rayya’s love could save you from a lifetime of pain, but it can’t. You need to let that dream go. But before you let it go, you must grieve it. You must hold that dream in your arms and weep over it, like it’s a baby who died before its time. You must feel all the unbearable pain of it, and all the pain that came before it, and you must not shut that pain down. This pain will be where the healing starts.”

			Someone else said: “Cocaine addicts are assholes. Total assholes. Each drug has its own specific impact on people—and you just don’t have enough experience around drugs to know it. Heroin makes people checked out and useless, alcohol makes people stupid and violent, weed makes people paranoid and hungry and lazy, but cocaine is the worst because it makes people into total fucking assholes. So that’s what you’re dealing with when you’re facing down Rayya right now. You’re not talking to her—she’s already long gone. You’re talking to the total fucking asshole who is cocaine. And nobody can talk to cocaine.”

			Someone else said: “Guess what? A lot of drug addicts and alcoholics in recovery get cancer, or other terrible diseases, and they all have to figure out how to manage their pain while also staying sober in their program. Rayya is not the first addict who ever went through this, and she won’t be the last. She’s not terminally unique, so don’t let her trick you into thinking she’s some kind of special case. Every addict thinks they’re a special goddamn case. But there’s nothing special about her. She’s just an addict with cancer—like many, many others before her. If Rayya wants to die clean and with dignity, she needs to get humble, go back to the rooms, and work with a sponsor to find a pain-management plan that will allow her to stay in her sobriety—but are we even sure she wants that? And if she doesn’t want that, there’s nothing you can do to make things better except maybe get the hell out of there.”

			Someone else said: “Don’t you see what’s happening here? A great being is dying, and she’s off-gassing all her toxicity before she dies, because her soul doesn’t want to take all that garbage into the next life with her. It’s got nothing to do with you—this is just the process she needs to go through. No matter how much she likes to front that she’s the toughest chick on the block, Rayya doesn’t want to die, and she’s furious about it. If she wasn’t yelling at you, she would be yelling at a tree. Stop personalizing it. Stay out of it. Let her rage. It will eventually pass, and when she dies, she will die empty and free. Just take care of yourself in the meantime, but allow her to vent.”

			Someone else said: “What they say about the stages of grief is true—denial, anger, negotiation—all those things do happen. But they don’t happen in tidy order. They sometimes happen all at once. That’s what’s happening to you and Rayya right now. You two tried to cram an entire lifetime together into a few months, so everything is condensed and super intense. All the joy, all the sorrow. You’re experiencing everything combined, all at once. And it’s a lot. Quite probably, it’s too much. Caregiver collapse is a real thing, and you are on the brink of it. If you don’t get some rest soon, you’re going to end up in the hospital yourself. Take some time away, and let the chips fall however they will. Go get a massage.”

			Still another person said: “Rayya could very well die now behind a locked door as a degraded and angry junkie. That would be a very sad end for her. But there’s only one thing that could make that death even sadder—and that would be if you were sitting on the floor right next to her, also behind that locked door, trapped in that nightmare with her. That would be really tragic, because now we’re talking about two destroyed lives, instead of just one. Don’t let it happen.”

			Someone else said: “Here’s what you need to understand about other people’s addictions: You didn’t cause it, you can’t control it, and you can’t cure it. There’s nothing you can do to manage Rayya at this point, and the more you try to control the situation, the more you will lose. When it comes to other people’s addictions, whatever you try to control ends up controlling you.”

			Another person said: “You know, there’s a twelve-step recovery fellowship for people whose lives are impacted by other people’s addictions. Get online today and find yourself a meeting. I would suggest going to a meeting tonight. They’ll be able to support you.”

			And one final person said: “There’s a twelve-step recovery room for sex and love addiction, you know. It’s just like AA, but for people with relationship addictions and sexual issues. Have you heard of it? I have a friend who goes there. I think you might be well served to check it out. I’ve known you for more than thirty years, Lizzy, and I’ve watched you suffer a lot of pain over this kind of stuff. Maybe you have a deeper problem than just Rayya. Maybe it’s time you got yourself some help.”

		

	
		
			Zero Out of Ten Stars

			I would love to say that things got better after that, but they didn’t.

			Or rather, things didn’t get better immediately.

			Life doesn’t fall apart all at once, and it doesn’t get healed all at once, either. Rome was neither built nor dismantled in a day. Sometimes a spiritual awakening takes a minute to sink in, or a few months, or a few years. But something started happening within me, after my day of sobbing conversations in the park with all my wisest friends. Something started turning toward the dim and distant light of comprehension.

			The word addiction had been introduced—regarding not only Rayya but also me.

			The word codependent had been introduced—about me.

			The term caregiver collapse had been introduced—also about me.

			And two separate people had suggested that I immediately attend some twelve-step meetings (in two separate fellowships!) in order to get myself some help. This was weird and a little offensive but also interesting, because it suggested that perhaps something was wrong with me, not only with Rayya.

			Huh.

			But healing is slow, messy, and not at all linear, and we do not achieve sanity overnight.

			Which I mention only to explain why I did a very dumb thing that week.

			I decided to stage a spontaneous intervention for Rayya, to confront her with her drug addiction.

			This was not a good idea, as it turns out.

			I do not recommend that anyone ever do this to their drug addict.

			“Zero out of ten stars” is my review for what it feels like to hastily strong-arm a few friends and family members into confronting a rabid cokehead, with no plan in place, with no addiction expert in the room, with no script, with no car waiting to take them to rehab if they decide they want to go.

			If you stage such an intervention without having had any sleep for a few weeks, it will go even worse.

			But that’s what I did, because I didn’t know any better—and I was still trying to control the situation, because that’s what codependents do.

			I called a few people and begged them to please come to our apartment and “back me up” as I dealt with Rayya. Then those poor folks had to basically sit there and watch me spring an uncoordinated surprise attack on my partner, telling her that we were “all concerned” that she had “become a drug addict again” (as if an addict is ever not an addict!) and instructing her that something needed to change.

			What needed to change, exactly?

			This was the part I had not scripted, because I had no idea what needed to change—or how.

			So I guess maybe I was leaving that part up to Rayya to decide—so she could fix it?

			Rayya, who was utterly out of her mind?

			You might not be surprised to hear that this janky-ass, hysteria-driven, ill-conceived, amateur-hour intervention did not go well. Rayya—coked out of her brain, humiliated, exposed, and cornered—fought back with all her formidable power. She was furious at everyone, but she focused the hottest stream of her fiery rage upon me, because everything was obviously my fault. I was the one, after all, who had found the cancer doctors for her, and those doctors were the ones who had prescribed all this medication to her, so it was clearly my fault if she was addicted. And by the way, she insisted, she wasn’t even addicted to any of these substances! (“I’m just doing a fucking medical experiment here, Liz, and if you can’t handle it, get the fuck out!”)

			But if she was addicted to cocaine, which she obviously was not, then it certainly was not her fault. There wasn’t even any cocaine in the house, she promised. And if anybody did happen to find any cocaine hidden in the house, she didn’t know how it had gotten there. In fact, one of her doctors, Rayya swore, had told her that she should do cocaine (“medical-grade cocaine,” she explained, which she claimed he’d been ordering for her “from a secret research facility in New Jersey”), because cocaine was actually really good for her, and this doctor wished he could prescribe it to all his cancer patients, because it gave them a lot of energy. In fact, he had told her she was a “fucking genius” for having the idea to do the cocaine in the first place, because it was so useful in cancer treatment. Anyway, she went on, “since when is cocaine even addictive?” (“It never used to be addictive back in my day!” she shouted, staring me down with the eyes of an absolute maniac.)

			And also—she reminded me many, many times during the intervention—she was dying, so everyone needed to back off and leave her alone and let her do what she wanted.

			Meanwhile, I sobbed and pleaded with her to return to her senses. Inelegantly, I begged her to become her “old self” again—as if she could have somehow magically done that. I also said a bunch of really thoughtful things like “You wanna die all alone, with a needle in your arm and nobody you love at your side? Is that what you want, Rayya? IS THAT WHAT YOU WANT?!”

			And for some reason I decided that this was a really good time to remind her of all the generous things I had ever done for her, and what a good and kind and loving person I was, and how I deserved to be treated way better than this.

			Curiously, she did not respond well to that.

			“Fuck off, Liz!” she shouted. “I had a perfectly good fucking life before you stepped in and took control over everything!”

			And then she got colder and quieter, and said the very worst thing that anyone has ever said to me—blasting the deadly words across the table and straight into my brain as though from a shoulder-mounted missile launcher.

			“I wish we’d never gotten together,” she said. “You threw yourself at me, and I never should’ve agreed to it. You’re way too much fucking trouble to deal with—just like I always knew you would be. I wish we’d just stayed friends. That way, I could still have access to all the good parts of you, but someone else could deal with all your emotional bullshit.”

			That’s when I ran out of the apartment sobbing—leaving Rayya there in the care of the poor, bewildered people I had strong-armed into the “intervention”—and I didn’t come back for several weeks.

			So yeah.

			That went well.

		

	
		
			Don’t Let Me Win

			Dear God—

			I am testy and befouled tonight, and my disposition is a sewer.

			I am wrathful and rageful and I do not want your help.

			You cannot help me, God.

			(How could you help me? You aren’t even here.)

			And so I have fastened myself once again to my suffering.

			Give your pain to me, I hear you say, but I won’t do it.

			I refuse.

			I will keep this pain, thank you very much.

			I get to keep it, and I get to do whatever I want with it.

			Give your pain to me, you say again, but I will not.

			You cannot have this pain, God.

			Instead, I will set my heart against you.

			I will fight you across this terrible night.

			I will demand answers.

			I will demand that my complaints be heard!

			Give your pain to me, I hear you say again—but why should I?

			After what you took from me?

			After who you took from me?

			You can fuck right off, God.

			This pain is my rightful inheritance.

			I earned it in the crucible, you merciless shit.

			Give your pain to me, you repeat, but I will not do it.

			I cannot do it.

			And so we will stare at each other all night, until one of us blinks.

			Oh God, I am hurting.

			Oh God, I want to lose this fight with you.

			Oh God, I need to lose this fight with you—but I don’t know how.

			Please don’t blink, God.

			Please don’t leave me here—alone in my hatred of everything.

			I’m praying to you tonight from the bottom of my sorrows:

			Please, God, please.

			Don’t let me win.
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			Scaring the Children

			Nearly six years after her death, sitting here alone on a quiet morning, I can still hear Rayya’s ferocious and radioactive words echoing through my head.

			I wish we’d never gotten together.

			It was a long time before I could recall those words without falling to pieces. It still hurts a bit, but it feels like an old bruise—not the fatal wound that it seemed to be on the day she said it.

			Mostly, I just feel sympathy for the both of us—and for the other people I had dragged into our theater of pain.

			It was such a horrible mess, and we were in so far over our heads.

			I can imagine me and Rayya sitting together someday in the afterlife in the great cosmic boardroom, freeze-framing that moment in time and processing it together, without our human egos in the way. I can imagine us talking about it honestly and openly—the way, at our best, we used to be able to talk about anything. I can imagine her telling me that she was blasted out of her mind on drugs and fear, and that of course she didn’t mean anything she said. I can hear her reminding me that, only moments before telling me she had never wanted a romantic relationship with me, she had also said, “Since when is cocaine even addictive?”—so is that someone you even want to be listening to?

			Of course she loved me.

			Of course she was happy that we had gotten to have our love story, as fleeting as it had been.

			But I can also imagine this—and it’s taken me many years of grieving and recovery to arrive at this point: I can imagine me saying to her, “You know what, Rayya? You might have been right about the things you said that day. You made some fair points there, ugly as it was.”

			Because I had thrown myself at her—this was true.

			What’s more, I had thrown myself at her while she was still reeling from the news of a terminal cancer diagnosis—which was perhaps a romantic and brave gesture, or might have been an unbelievably selfish and emotionally manipulative thing to do to someone when they were at their most vulnerable. Depends on how you see it, I guess.

			And I am a lot of trouble to deal with sometimes. I know this to be true, because it has been pointed out to me by many other partners in my life (thanks, fellas!), and I don’t think they were wrong. The only partners who didn’t think I was a lot of trouble were the ones whom I never authentically showed myself to—the ones whom I never allowed to really know me.

			And I bet it was a more pleasant experience for Rayya to be my friend than to be my romantic partner—given that once she became my romantic partner, I most definitely did hold her responsible for all my “emotional bullshit.” But that was only because I had decided somewhere along the way that it was Rayya’s responsibility to keep me safe from the world and to settle my nerves for me—even as she was facing her own death and dealing with her own pain and terror.

			I did all that.

			I did that to my beloved friend.

			And Rayya, my Rayya—I am so terribly sorry.

			But somehow this morning, writing these words, it’s all okay.

			It’s all okay because things could not have been otherwise, given who we both were and where we had both come from, how much we were both suffering.

			But that’s not how I saw it then.

			I was devastated by what she said.

			I took a cab uptown that night to my friend Sheryl’s apartment and took refuge there. It had been many years since I’d been reduced to sleeping on a friend’s couch because of a relationship blowup—but here we were again! (Me, to the couch: “Hello, old friend.”) And for the next few weeks, I hid myself away, brooding and miserable, feeling extremely sorry for myself.

			Rayya had delivered a perfect death blow—because she, of all people, knew just how to kill me. She knew exactly where my deepest insecurities were hidden. She knew I’d received messages since childhood that my “emotional bullshit” was too much trouble for anyone to deal with. She knew I was terrified that I would always drive away the people I loved by being too needy, too clingy. She knew I’d spent most of my life trying to show people only the “good parts” of me because I was sure that if they saw the pain and fear and need that lurked below the surface, they would find me repulsive and reject me. She had in fact witnessed the most unlovable parts of me, and had once seemed to love them.

			But now she was telling the truth: I was disgusting, and she hated me.

			And it was with that wicked, blistering sentence—“I wish we’d never gotten together”—that Rayya had taken the last bits of my broken heart and ground them beneath the heel of her motorcycle boot, pulverizing me into grains even finer than cocaine. Grinding me down until there was nothing left of me.

			And that was exactly what she’d meant to do to me—for daring to confront her.

			At first, I was unspeakably sad about what she’d said, but then I became enraged. Who the hell was she to talk to me like that? She was the one who was “too much fucking trouble to deal with” if anyone was! She was the disgusting junkie, not me! She wasn’t just a junkie; she was a thief. She had stolen time from us—precious time that could never be replaced. She had stolen herself from me. How dare she destroy my “most beautiful story”?

			It didn’t help matters at all that I kept getting messages from friends and neighbors downtown, reporting that Rayya was really partying it up back in our apartment—which was still in our possession for another month. Apparently the only people she wanted to see anymore were those who would get drunk and do coke with her—and maybe share some of the opioids, too. Meanwhile, I was camped out on someone’s couch, weeping and angry, suffering complete emotional withdrawal—and still paying the bills! My drug of choice having been yanked from my hands, I had now reached the final destination of a codependent’s unrestrained binge: total collapse.

			Years earlier, Rayya had told me, regarding her own many relapses, that it never mattered how glamorous or fun or exciting the first taste of the drug was; in the end, she would always end up in the same place—alone, empty, degraded. That first hit of cocaine might be enjoyed at a record producer’s party in a mansion on a Los Angeles mountainside, surrounded by beautiful models, listening to the coolest music, dancing on a moonlit terrace overlooking a sparkling city. But the last hit would always be taken alone on a bathroom floor, ruined, with nothing left but the shame.

			It’s the same with love addiction. It always begins in a state of ecstasy—soaring through the cosmos on a comet’s trail of starry-eyed fantasy, disappearing into somebody else’s beauty and breath and being and body, feeling no pain because you have flown so far beyond the limits of mortality. And it always ends the same way—alone on a bathroom floor, ruined, with nothing left but the suffering.

			Rayya was still flying high on her relapse, but I had already hit rock bottom with mine, and it hurt.

			Here’s the thing about withdrawal, from any drug, substance, person, or behavior: The reason it’s so excruciating is that not only do you have to feel the pain of losing access to that thing you desire more than anything else, but you also have to feel the pain of every other loss you have ever experienced along your life’s journey. All the previous failures, all the previous crashes, all the previous disappointments: It’s like a twenty-car pileup of failures on an icy highway—and there’s no way to get away from it. Worst of all, withdrawal forces you to feel your original suffering again—the deepest childhood grief or ancestral wound that started you out on this journey of addiction in the first place.

			And who wants to feel that?

			Not me.

			Not most people, to be honest.

			My friend the writer and teacher Kemi Nekvapil was once asked by an interviewer, “If you could make everyone on earth do one thing, what would it be?”

			And Kemi replied, “If there’s one thing I wish everyone would do—one thing that would actually change the world—it would be to heal.”

			But healing is hard. Healing is expensive, time-consuming, and painful—whether it’s physical or emotional healing. This is why so many people cannot and will not heal. Instead, they use, in order to not have to feel their suffering. And when using doesn’t work, you can always just blame.

			So that’s what I did in the late summer of 2017, while Rayya got high in our fancy apartment: I blamed.

			The affront upon which I fixated the fullest intensity of my rage was this: Rayya was now apparently telling our friends that I had “bailed” on her because I “couldn’t fucking handle” her cancer.

			When I heard about this, I went nearly blind with fury.

			Most of our friends knew better than to believe her, but some people bought into her version of events—and that really killed me. My precious, precious reputation as the best person in the world was very much at stake here, and there are very few things that will make me hate someone more than when they threaten my favorite delusions about myself.

			I spent hours that summer furiously arguing my case against Rayya to anyone who would listen—or, even more insanely, to nobody at all. I stomped through the city, practicing and perfecting ferocious anti-Rayya speeches inside my head, or sometimes even aloud. Scaring the children on the sidewalk as I stormed by. Making crowds of pigeons scatter in my furious wake.

			I had done everything for Rayya—everything!

			I had given up my entire life for her! I had left my marriage for her—thrown away my whole existence for her! I had given up money, property, and prestige for her! And I had taken care of her every need when she got sick! And all the while, I had been making her wildest dreams come true! I had taken her everywhere she ever wanted to go, bought her everything she had ever desired!

			Let’s go back further in my list of resentments: It was because of me that she had even become a writer! She never would’ve been able to do that without me—and where was her goddamn gratitude?

			Let’s go back even further—I had given her a place to live after her divorce! For free! When I didn’t even know her!

			Even she had said at the time, “Who does something like this for someone they don’t even know?”

			Yeah, bitch—who does do something like that for someone they don’t even know?

			And this was the thanks I got in return, for all my years of love and sacrifice and generosity and holy selflessness?

			This fucking bullshit?

			In conclusion: FUCK HER.
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			Withdrawal Poem, Part I— 
or 
Preparing for the Apocalypse

			God says:

			I see your pain tonight.

			I see your sorrow and your terror.

			I see your outrage, volcanic and impressive.

			What were those tricks again, my love?

			Those tricks you were planning to use,

			in order to stay safe from such feelings?

			I’ll wait right here.

			You go fetch them.

			Or better yet—forget it.

			Just stay.

			Stay with me here for a moment.

			Let’s discuss the situation together.

			You tell me, my love—what shall we settle upon tonight?

			Having finally spun yourself out to the point of collapse,

			are you ready to listen?

			Good.

			Then listen.

			Just for today,

			I’m going to need you to stop looking for all the ways

			in which you are doomed and wrong.

			Can you manage that?

			Please also stop denouncing other people

			to courtrooms filled with imaginary judges.

			There are no judges, my love.

			There is no courtroom.

			There is only us, together.

			My advice?

			I would drink a big glass of water right now, if I were you.

			I can see that you are once more trying to convince yourself

			that you should be further along in the process by now,

			and that you should’ve done better and known better,

			and that you should’ve already mastered life,

			and that things should not hurt this much,

			and that you will never be good enough,

			and that nobody else is good enough, either.

			But tell me—what if it’s this very rigidity that feeds the suffering and the addiction?

			(No need to answer that question right now. It’s hypothetical.)

			Amidst all this struggle and doubt,

			do you still have trouble believing how loved you are?

			I notice that you want to turn your face away from me when I say that—

			but please don’t.

			Keep listening.

			I have listened to you for decades without mockery or cynicism—

			can you listen to me for two more minutes without mockery or cynicism?

			You are wondering why your mind goes where it goes—

			to all those dark and hateful places.

			Well, sweetheart,

			your mind goes where it goes because you’re an addict.

			Don’t get offended! It’s not an insult.

			But don’t get too excited, either—it’s also not a badge of honor.

			It’s just a thing, my love.

			It’s just a thing that a person can be—and you happen to be that thing.

			But addicts can have rich and meaningful lives.

			I’ve seen it.

			In the fullness of time, believe me—you will see it, too.

			For today, though, we just need you to rest.

			I’m pretty sure I saw a couch around here somewhere.

			I would still suggest that glass of water, by the way.

			I can see that you are frightened of the solitude, but believe me—

			it is your medicine right now.

			Anyway, you’re not in solitude: I’m here with you.

			Once again, you have scared yourself half to death

			by thinking that your feelings are bigger than you—but they are not.

			(Nothing that comes from you could ever be bigger than you.)

			You, who are always preparing for the apocalypse.

			You, who are always so fearful of doing something—anything!—wrong.

			It is freedom that you seek, right?

			Good.

			Then you have my full support.

			We’ll get there, angel.

			Don’t worry about how anyone else is doing it,

			or how fast it happens.

			There is no anyone else.

			There is only us.

			Forget about everything but my voice.

			Just rest with me now, my love.

			Just rest.

		

	
		
			Nobody Ever Liked Their Intervention

			The only glimmer of light for me, during the entire shit storm of rage and resentment that was August of 2017, was that I did finally get some sleep on my friend’s couch—which helped introduce a smidge of sanity into my traumatized, jangled system.

			Oh yes, and there was one other thing.

			There was a very smart thing that I did during that time.

			I went to a twelve-step meeting.

			Actually, I went to several twelve-step meetings. I checked out the fellowship for people whose lives are being negatively impacted by other people’s addictions, and I also attended some recovery meetings for sex and love addiction.

			I hated both of them, instantly.

			I hated the support meeting for the family and friends of addicts because it didn’t make any sense to me. I went there expecting to hear people share really useful advice about how to get other people clean and sober. But the people in the room were just talking about themselves—about their own issues of anxiety, codependency, and overcontrol. “I have to keep the focus on myself,” I heard several folks say—and that just felt insane to me, given the fact that every single person in that room seemed to be dealing with a loved one who was a deranged drinker or drug fiend of some kind or another. How could anyone keep the focus on themselves when they were surrounded by the chaos of other people’s addictions? Why weren’t they focused instead upon making those drunks and drug addicts stop what they were doing?

			“I just need to keep looking at my own role in the insanity of my life,” I heard someone else say in that room.

			Again—this made zero sense to me.

			But the people in that room were kind to me, which was nice. And after the meeting, I told one old dude that I’d recently staged an intervention for my partner and it had been a total disaster, and that now she hated my guts.

			He said, “Tough shit, honey—nobody ever liked their intervention. Just keep coming back.”

			That gave me my first laugh in weeks.

			Then there was the twelve-step meeting for sex and love addicts.

			I hated that one even more.

			I hated it because all the people in that room seemed to have super messed-up histories with romantic dysfunction and sexual degradation—and who wants to hear about that? These people were obviously really sick, and I felt sorry for them.

			I also hated that, at the beginning of each meeting, they read from a pamphlet listing the characteristics of sex and love addiction, and I identified so strongly with each and every item on the list that it made me feel exposed—as if I myself were the subject of an intervention. In fact, that list of behaviors described me so perfectly that it could have been my own unauthorized biography, and that just felt rude.

			So I hated going to the meetings, and I found them confronting and confusing, but I kept coming back—at least for a little while.

			And despite my blinding, deafening rage, the voices of the people in the rooms were starting to infiltrate my consciousness. Telling me that I could not control or cure anyone but myself, and to keep the focus on healing my own wounds. Suggesting that perhaps I might consider giving the world back to God, and stop trying to manage it all. Teaching me that pouring myself into someone is not necessarily “romantic”—and just might be toxic for all parties concerned. Assuring me that I was not the highest power in the universe, and asking me to stop forcing my will upon others. Inviting me to pray for guidance. Daring me to surrender. Reminding me of the word humility. Inviting me to look at my own role in the unmanageability of my own life. Advising that I learn how to take care of myself, rather than obsessing over others, rescuing them, or blaming anyone else for my own disordered internal state. Asking me, “Are you still waiting for someone else to change so you can be okay?” Telling me to allow people the dignity of living out their lives on their own terms—even if their personal choices led to their pain or early death. Introducing the phrase “Keep your eyes on your own work” as a gentle way of saying, “Mind your own damn business.” Suggesting to me that I just might be a hopeless love addict and control freak who, left unsupervised, had been known to smoke people like crack and then blame them for getting me high—and perhaps there was nothing “selfless” or “loving” about that.

			Some of this I heard through my own internal madness, and some of it I even started to understand.

			I always sat near the door so I could make a clean getaway at the end of the proceedings, without making eye contact with anyone.

			Never spoke, never shared, never raised my hand.

			Never took a phone number when it was offered, never asked anyone for help.

			Never picked up any literature, never asked for a sponsor.

			Judged everyone I saw and heard, and prayed nobody would recognize me.

			Still, I kept coming back.

			I listened hard, and I took furious, scribbled notes.

			Drip by drip, one word at a time, one meeting at a time, God was dropping clues of awakening into my ears, into my brain, into the chambers of my heart, into the pages of my journal.

			I wasn’t quite ready for it yet, but nevertheless it was happening.

			Because that’s how things always seem to go here in Earth School: Just when you aren’t ready for change, the changes begin.
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			What You Have Now Is a Vampire

			Addiction serves a purpose.

			It is medication for an aching soul, relief for a pained body, and escape from an impossible mind.

			Addiction is a pretty good survival strategy when all your other strategies for living have failed.

			As Rayya used to tell me, “I needed every gram of heroin I ever took back in the day, or I would have never made it out of my childhood alive. I could not have survived without my buffer of drugs.”

			The addicts I’ve loved over the years—and heaven knows I have always loved addicts—are among the most sensitive, creative, kind, and spiritual people I have ever met. They often become addicts because they can’t help feeling everything, and that hurts like hell.

			They are beautiful and heartbreaking, and I love them.

			They are lightning rods for intensity and drama—which is why they feel like home to me—and I love them.

			I am an addict, too, and I love us.

			We addicts can be some of the best people out there, and we can also totally be the worst. We are artists, liars, lovers, criminals, users, overgivers, over-takers, over-doers. Gloriously generous, devastatingly untrustworthy. We have created some of the most beautiful things in the world, but we can also do sickening things to people. We are perfect in God’s eyes—absolutely perfect—and we should never be ashamed of ourselves, because all we are ever trying to do is survive our circumstances. But for anyone out there whose life is being ruined by an active addict right now, please allow me to say the one thing that I don’t think gets said strongly enough or often enough: It’s okay for you to leave them.

			Don’t get me wrong: Addicts are precious and suffering children of God, and they do not deserve your contempt.

			But if you can ever save yourself from one—run.

			That’s what Rayya used to tell me, anyway, back when she was sober—or at least semisober. It has nothing to do with love, she said. Nothing to do with loyalty. Of course you love them, and you will always love them! But having the courage to cut off contact with an active addict is often the only way to survive their rampages—and it just might be the wake-up call that the addict needs, too.

			I remember once listening to Rayya counsel a friend whose younger brother was lost in heroin addiction. This woman kept trying to save her beloved sibling by paying for one rehab after another, by trying to get him jobs, by bailing him out of jail, by letting him borrow her car, sleep on her couch, exploit her financially, use her soft heart as a landing pad. She was wrung out by years of heartbreak. And she was very nearly out of money.

			I remember Rayya reaching across the kitchen table for this exhausted woman’s hand and saying, “Listen, babe. Let me break it down for you—and you gotta believe me, because I know what I’m talking about here: You don’t have a brother anymore. He’s already gone. You need to understand this. There is no more brother, okay? What you have now is a vampire. I know it’s confusing, because this guy looks like your brother, and he sounds like your brother, but it’s a vampire. And that vampire will drain you of every dime and possession you have, and then he will discard you once there’s nothing left to take. And trust me—that vampire doesn’t give a shit about you. So you better start giving a shit about you, or else you’re gonna wake up one morning and discover that everything in your life is gone, including him.”

			“But he could die if I cut him off!” the woman protested.

			“Your brother is already dead,” Rayya told her. “And you might need to grieve that. But the only question now is whether he will ever decide to come back to life. That’s a matter between him and God. It’s got nothing to do with you.”

			I also heard her tell somebody once, “You can love an active addict, sure—but they can’t love you back.”

			And I remember asking Rayya—many, many years before her final relapse—if there was anything that somebody could have said or done, back in the day, that might have convinced her to quit drugs sooner. She replied, “The only thing that might have made me get clean sooner would have been if every person in my life had cut me off sooner. Because as long as I still had anyone left out there who I could bullshit and use, or borrow money from, or crash with, or who would listen to my sob story, there was no reason for me to quit. It wasn’t until I had burned every bridge, and there was nobody left who would even pick up the phone when I called, that I really had to face myself and decide whether I wanted to live or die. But I had to do that alone, when there was nobody left to manipulate. If I’d gotten to that place sooner, I might have quit sooner.”

			All this was on my mind in the time I spent camped out at my friend’s apartment. In my rare moments of quiet, I kept hearing Rayya’s voice. The old Rayya, I mean.

			My friend Rayya, whose strength and wisdom I had never missed more.

			I felt like I could hear her calling me toward reality, toward honesty, toward sanity.

			It was the weirdest thing.

			I felt like I was dealing with two Rayyas here: There was the Rayya of the Present, who was a cruel and destructive junkie; and then there was the Rayya of the Past, who had spent many years teaching me how to deal with cruel and destructive junkies, in case I should ever encounter one. In the great karmic playbook, it was as if the Rayya of the Past had been steadily feeding me lessons that I would someday need in order to handle the Rayya of the Present—almost as if she had known all along what was coming and had been preparing me for it from the beginning.

			That’s some real Obi-Wan Kenobi shit right there, and it was kind of blowing my mind.

			But this moment wasn’t merely about my figuring out how to handle Rayya; it was also about my figuring out how to take back some of the power that I had given her over my own life. Which was supremely ironic, because Rayya had been trying to teach me for years how not to give my power away. All those times when she had coached me about how to stand up to people, how to defend my boundaries, how to know my own worth and speak my own truth—what had that been for, if not preparation for this very scene?

			“I will not rest,” Rayya used to say, “until I see you standing on your own two feet in every circumstance of your life.”

			Since she had gotten cancer, in fact, she’d been saying this more and more often.

			“I will not leave this earth until we are both ready,” she promised me at the onset of her illness. “I refuse to die until I know for sure that you can take care of yourself without me.”

			How could this be the same person who was now exploiting and hurting me?

			It was too much.

			Yet there were moments, even amid all the dissonance of that awful summer, when I thought I could see something mysterious moving behind all this drama—something that was nearly out of frame, something that shimmered right at the furthest edges of my comprehension.

			Something that I might call the Hand of God.

			There were moments—when I was able to steady my heartbeat and step back even one inch from my furious codependent entanglement with Rayya—when I was starting to get the feeling that this whole situation might be a divine setup.

			What else could it be?

			Think about it: Rayya Elias was the only person in the world who had ever made me feel completely safe—and now she had turned against me and had become the single most dangerous person in my life.

			Doesn’t that seem a little too on the nose to be accidental?

			Yes, it was a nightmare—but perhaps it was a perfectly engineered nightmare, orchestrated by a power greater than myself in order to usher in the possibility of awakening. What if this nightmare was happening not to me, in other words, but for me?

			Couldn’t it be so?

			The nineteenth-century poet and philosopher Frederic W. H. Myers was once asked by a friend, “What is the thing which above all others you would like to know? If you could ask the Sphinx one question, and only one, what would the question be?” And Myers replied, “I think it would be this: Is the universe friendly?”

			(This quote is often scrambled up and misattributed to Albert Einstein—perhaps because Einstein himself grappled with this question, and ultimately came to his own conclusion: “Subtle is the Lord, but malicious He is not.”)

			As I contemplated what was happening between me and Rayya that summer—the chaos, disappointment, and anger—I was forced to ask myself what, in fact, I believed to be true about the universe: Is it friendly, or is it malicious? It was an important question, because I knew the answer would profoundly affect how I perceived everything that was going on here.

			If it was a malicious universe—or even an indifferent universe—then life was nothing but useless suffering.

			If it was a friendly universe, then suffering might have its uses.

			“God gives the brightest students the toughest assignments,” a sweet old lady had said to me in a twelve-step meeting only the week before, and I’d kind of wanted to punch her in the face for it at the time—but what if it was true? What if this apparent disaster was just my next Earth School assignment, specially curated for my own growth? What if Rayya was playing her role perfectly in our strange cosmic drama—volunteering to act out this horrible story in order to give me the chance to find my own strength? What if her final act of love was to hurt me so badly that I would be faced with the choice to either tank alongside her or be jolted into my next level of evolution? And what if my final act of love to her was to refuse to play into her manipulations?

			I mean, it was either that or I was Rayya’s victim—and that interpretation just seemed too degrading and stupid to bear. Especially since I’d heard Rayya say many, many times in the past, when I was feeling abused by someone, “There are no victims in this room, babe. It’s time for you to grow a pair and stand up for yourself.”

			Could I stand up for myself, though?

			Could I become the provider of my own emotional security? Could I stand up to bullies and boundary pushers without Rayya there as my bodyguard? Could I stand up to Rayya herself, when she became the bully and the boundary pusher?

			I had never believed I could do any of those things.

			Perhaps Rayya didn’t, either.

			But what better way for the universe to show both of us what I was made of than to turn Rayya against me?

			When I started to see the story this way, a feeling arose in me that I can only call wonder.

			Wonder at the powerful, urgent machinery of the universe.

			Wonder that was mixed, I must confess, with a growing sense of dread.

			Because once I began to see this situation as a divinely appointed challenge, there was no doubt whatsoever about what I would have to do next.

			Goddamn it, for fuck’s sake.

			I would have to face down the vampire.

		

	
		
			Prayer for a Recovering Codependent

			What is missing from your constitution right now, my darling, is not empathy, but courage.

			It takes fortitude not to leap into somebody else’s suffering with them and call that love.

			It takes faith to know that you are not the appointed arbiter of anyone else’s journey.

			And it takes humility to admit that you cannot control anyone—

			that you might not even understand what you’re looking at.

			What you call a “crisis” might be someone else’s awakening,

			ten thousand lifetimes in the making.

			(The awakening, my love, might even be your own.)

			And what you call “care” might be dangerous disruption

			of an ecosystem of unimaginable delicacy.

			How hard that person’s soul might have fought its way

			through the cosmos for millions of ages

			to finally arrive here—on the final precipice of egoic collapse.

			How close they might be, at last, to freedom.

			All they have to do now is shatter.

			Maybe stand back.

			Maybe let it happen.
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			You Are Not Any Better Than Her

			I called Rayya on a weekday morning in late August and asked if I could come down to our apartment for a few minutes to talk to her in candor and honesty.

			“I’m not coming over to accuse you of anything, Rayya,” I promised. “And I won’t demand anything of you. I just need to talk to you for ten minutes, heart to heart.”

			She must have heard the sincerity in my voice, because she agreed to the meeting.

			I didn’t have anything scripted. A friend had advised against it. “This isn’t an orchestral performance, Liz. It’s jazz. You’re going to have to improvise. Just play it from the heart.”

			I wasn’t sure if I knew how to do that.

			But in the elevator, I heard the voice of God again. And again the message was simple and direct: Don’t go in there thinking you’re any better than her—because you aren’t. You are no better than her. You are no different from her. If she senses that you feel superior to her in any way, none of this will work.

			“What will work?” I asked.

			The answer came: The same thing that always works, my love. Tell the truth.

			The place was a mess, she was a mess. But I suppose it was a sign of respect that she had sent away all the people she’d been partying with so at least we could be alone.

			We didn’t hug. I made myself a cup of coffee and sat down. She was pacing nervously, tugging at her hair, muttering under her breath. She seemed totally out of it.

			I said, “I only need a few minutes of your time, Rayya, but I do need you to be fully present for this conversation. Do you think you could do whatever you need to do, substance-wise, in order to really be here with me, with a clear head? Ten minutes is all I ask. Then I promise to leave you alone.”

			She nodded. Then she went into the bedroom and shut the door.

			Then she must have done whatever she needed to do—smoked whatever she needed to smoke, injected whatever she needed to inject, swallowed whatever she needed to swallow—because when she came out again, her eyes were clearer, and she was able to sit down and look me in the face.

			“Give me your hands,” I said.

			She gave them to me. They were cold, though it was the dead of summer.

			I didn’t know what I was going to say.

			Help me, God, I prayed.

			Then I opened my mouth, and somebody far older, wiser, and calmer than me spoke through my voice.

			“Rayya, I need to let you know that I can’t be in this story anymore. It’s doing too much damage to me. I acknowledge that I helped to create this story—that we built this mess together—and I am very, very sorry for my role in this chaos. We are trapped in a codependent relationship, and I am every bit as responsible for that reality as you are. I am deeply sorry for my dysfunction and my own insanity. I’m sorry for the way I threw myself at you when you were in such a vulnerable state after the cancer diagnosis. I’m sorry for having been emotionally dishonest with you for so many years, and for not having shared how much I loved you. I’m sorry for the confusion that must have caused in your head, and the time that my cowardice cost us. I’m sorry for the ways in which I have used you over the years to prop me up emotionally, and to defend me. I’m sorry I put you in charge of stabilizing my nervous system and keeping me safe. I’m sorry for making you into my higher power. That was wrong of me, and dehumanizing.”

			She didn’t interrupt or challenge me, so I went on.

			“You and I were best friends for many years, and I have always loved you. But I haven’t been a good friend to you since you got sick. All I’ve been thinking about is what I can get from you—how much love, how much reassurance, how much of your time and attention. I’ve also been trying to control you by taking over ownership of your life. I’ve been calling myself generous, but I haven’t been generous. I’ve been selfish and self-centered, and that’s on me.”

			She nodded gravely, even theatrically, like: I will allow it.

			Her patronizing nod almost made me laugh, but I returned my focus to the conversation.

			“Now here comes the part about us,” I went on. “I believe you’re in big trouble right now with addiction, and that you’re losing your soul. Maybe you think it doesn’t matter because you’re dying anyway, but I think it does matter how a person dies. I think you made a deal with the devil a few months ago when you introduced cocaine into your system. You were trying to give yourself a little more energy, to buy yourself some more time—but it’s cost you everything. You were once a great person, Rayya, but you’ve walked away from your greatness. You’ve lost all your integrity. I wish I could help you—but the truth is that I don’t know how to help you. Everything I do or say seems to make you angry. You keep telling me that I don’t know what it’s like to die, and you’re right—I don’t know what it’s like to die. I can’t even imagine. You have a lot to be angry about right now, I get it. But your anger has caused you to become abusive, and I won’t stick around for any more of that. I’ve done too much work on myself, and I’ve come too far, to allow myself to be abused like this again. I can’t allow anybody to treat me this way—not even you, and not even under these circumstances. If you were here right now—the real Rayya, I mean—you would never let someone treat me the way you’ve been treating me. The real Rayya would have killed someone who treated me the way you’ve been treating me. But the real Rayya isn’t here anymore, so now I have to step up to my own defense. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

			She didn’t nod or shake her head, but I could feel that she was listening, at a level deep below surface comprehension. We were communicating soul to soul now, locked in a moment of profound, intimate connection. Earned connection.

			I went on.

			“I don’t know what you’re going to do next, Rayya, but it’s your life and your death—so it’s your move. I don’t know how much time you have left. I’m all out of ideas for how to make this journey easier for you. I keep trying to take care of you, but you won’t let me. And I know you well enough to know that you will never live or die by anyone else’s code, anyhow, so I need to stop trying to control you. All I know is that this apartment is being sold—and that’s a hard out. So you’re going to have to leave here, one way or another.”

			“But where will I go?” she asked, suddenly looking panicked.

			“I don’t know,” I said. “You need to figure that out. If you make a plan for yourself that sounds like sanity to me, I’ll come back into your life. But if you keep living like this, I’m gone.”

			“But where will you go?”

			“I’m getting my own place.”

			“But I’m dying,” she said, her eyes filling with tears. “You can’t abandon someone who’s dying.”

			“I hear you,” I replied. “And I accept that you’re dying. I’ve been preparing for months to say goodbye to you. But this might be the moment when we have to say our goodbyes, because I won’t stick around for what you’ve gotten yourself into. If we need to say our goodbyes now, then I will tell you right now that I love you more than I have ever loved anyone, and I always will. You are the love of my life, and of all my lives. I wanted to walk all the way to the river with you, but that might not be possible for us anymore, because I can’t survive the way you’re living. It’s too costly for me. It’s too degrading to my soul. And if the real Rayya were here, she would totally agree with me on this. You and I both know that’s true.”

			She nodded, suddenly looking exhausted.

			She looked as if she were about three hundred years old.

			I felt sorry for her then—so terribly sorry.

			For a moment, of course, I wanted to take it all back. I wanted to start crying and promise her that I would never leave her side. I wanted to give her a thousand gifts—everything she could ever want, just to make her happy for even one minute.

			But the more ancient part of me knew better than to bend on any of this.

			After a long while, she sighed, squared her shoulders, and said, “Okay, man. I hear you.”

			“Thanks, man,” I replied.

			“So I guess that’s it, then?”

			“Yes, my love. I guess that’s it.”

			I stood up and walked toward the door. Rayya stopped me. She took my arm and looked into my face with searching, tear-filled eyes.

			“But are we good, babe?” she asked.

			“We’re good,” I told her. “We’ve always been good. We will always be good.”

			That’s when we hugged.

			Her body, thin and small.

			Her racing heart, beating against my chest.

			My Rayya, my vampire, my beloved.

			Then I walked out of our apartment—shaken but straight-spined—not knowing if I would ever see her again in this world.
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			Your Name Is Somebody

			Somebody around here needs to change.

			And your name is Somebody.
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			I’m the Fucking Angel!

			What Rayya ended up doing after that—after I told her I was exiting her story, and that she would have to make her own plans from now on—was to call her ex-girlfriend Stacey back in Detroit and ask if she could move in with her.

			I know how that sounds, but it wasn’t like that.

			Stacey and Rayya had been lovers once, but that had been decades ago—back when Rayya had been in active drug addiction the first time. Stacey had seen Rayya at her very worst back then, and had been treated pretty badly by her at times, but the years had mellowed them into dear friends. Amends had been made, bonds had been strengthened, terms of engagement had been negotiated and refined. Stacey and Rayya had become family.

			I wasn’t there for the initial conversation, but I heard all about it later.

			Rayya had called Stacey, saying, “I need your help, Stace.” Then she confessed to how deeply she had fallen into addiction, how I had cut her off, how she didn’t know where to go now.

			Stacey made Rayya tell her what drugs she was on. (“And don’t you dare bullshit me, or I’ll hang up on you.”)

			Rayya told her: cocaine, morphine, and methadone.

			Oh yeah—and also trazodone, weed, Klonopin, fentanyl, and Xanax.

			Oh yeah—and also prednisone, Adderall, Ambien, and muscle relaxants.

			“Okay, so what do you want me to do about all this?” Stacey asked.

			“I want you to help me get clean.”

			“If you can get yourself to Detroit without dying or getting arrested, and if you’re really serious about this, I’ll help you. But I’m only giving you one chance.”

			So Rayya—high out of her mind, carrying more drugs in her luggage than a Colombian mule—managed to get herself on a flight to Detroit the next day, a flight she would later not remember having taken (and boy, do I feel awfully sorry for whoever was sitting next to her). Somehow she found her way to Stacey’s house.

			Stacey met her at the door. She demanded that Rayya turn over all the drugs, both prescription and illegal. She’d be administering Rayya’s substances from now on.

			When Rayya balked, Stacey said, “This isn’t like the old days, Rayya, and I’m not the person I used to be. You can’t manipulate me the way you used to do, or the way you’ve been manipulating Liz and your family lately. Frankly, I don’t have the same level of emotional investment in you. I’m not your lover, I’m not your sister. You’re just my dear old friend, and I adore you. But if you don’t cooperate with me completely, I’ll throw you right out—and then where will you go? You’re running out of options here. Nobody else will take you in, because nobody wants to deal with your bullshit. You can go to jail, but they’ll make you kick the drugs cold turkey, which would probably kill you at this point. Do you understand how boxed in you are, Rayya? Even when you were a badass junkie living on the streets, you had way more power and control than you have right now. Your days are numbered. You’re dying. That’s the reality. So right now I’m asking you: How do you want to die? You can die sober in a warm bed, with your loved ones around you and taking care of you, or you can go out there and kill yourself on the streets all alone, as a drug addict. These are the options you’re facing. I’m not telling you to kill yourself, Rayya. But I am telling you to decide.”

			Rayya agreed to turn over the drugs, and Stacey let her in.

			Stacey told me all this on the phone later that night, once she had gotten Rayya settled to sleep. Her composure, as she spoke, blew my mind: How could anybody be so sure of herself, so strong, so capable?

			“She swears she wants to get clean,” Stacey said, “and I think I can help her.”

			“Why are you doing this, though?” I asked.

			“Because she’s my best friend and I love her. I would never be able to live with myself if I didn’t give her one last chance to die with dignity.”

			To be honest, I never in a million years thought it would work.

			But I was wrong.

			What Stacey ended up running out of her home in the early autumn of 2017 was basically a private rehab clinic plus a hospice center. She stayed awake for days and nights on end to monitor Rayya, who was shaking and crying and vomiting and shitting and hallucinating her way through the final detox of her life.

			Stacey made it as comfortable for Rayya as she could, gradually weaning her off the hard stuff while also taking away her phone so she couldn’t dial up another delivery source in Detroit. Gradually, Stacey was able to determine what dosage of painkillers Rayya actually needed to be on in order to manage the cancer pain, while titrating her off the drugs that were making her insane. And Stacey did all this without being manipulated or bullied, and without melting down into caregiver collapse herself.

			And that’s not all she did, either.

			She also started taking Rayya to doctors’ appointments in Michigan—putting her in the care of an excellent physician who had been recommended by Rayya’s sister and who recalibrated Rayya’s entire palliative care plan. The doctor also confirmed that Rayya had very little time left to live, with a liver that, at this point, was more tumor than organ. That being the case, Stacey convinced Rayya to return to hospice—and, more astonishingly, convinced hospice to return to Rayya. Soon there were nurses and social workers coming over every few days to help tend to all the side effects of Rayya’s cancer, from bedsores to itchy skin to bleeding gums, and to prepare Stacey’s house for the care of a dying woman.

			Stacey also got Rayya to eat food. Real food.

			And she got her to hydrate, for God’s sake.

			It does not serve this memoir for me to pretend to be a better person than I am, so I must confess here that I was massively jealous of Stacey at first. I mean—how was she doing this? How had she pulled Rayya out of that impossible tailspin? And how was she doing it with such kindness?

			I was experiencing something I can only call “grace envy,” because Stacey seemed so much more graceful than me! More patient, more loving, more good…

			Stacey’s miraculous competence and decency made me feel like a total failure. Not only had I failed at romantic love—failed at my “most beautiful story”—but I had failed as a nurse to my cancer patient. And I had utterly failed in my job as “drug addict’s girlfriend”—meaning I’d failed to keep my partner from slipping back into addiction. (Why hadn’t I thought to hide the opioids in a locked safe? Why hadn’t I immediately flushed the street drugs down the toilet?) I had failed to keep Rayya in hospice. I had failed to limit any of her worst impulses or destructive behaviors. I had failed to earn her respect. And I don’t think I’d ever successfully made her drink a glass of water.

			I now understand that anytime I put myself in comparison against someone else, especially another woman, I am in my disease of love addiction—because all comparison arises from the exact same place of scarcity, insecurity, and desperation that brought this mental illness upon me in the first place. But I was so overwhelmed and hurt back then that I couldn’t help it. Soon I became convinced not only that Rayya loved Stacey more than she loved me but also that she should—because Stacey was obviously a far better human being than I was.

			Even worse, I had gone from being at the very center of Rayya’s life—her guardian, her gatekeeper, her noble caregiver, her lover, her best friend, the most important person in her life, the maker of all decisions—to being an outsider. From six hundred miles away, I stared at my phone all day, waiting for my girlfriend’s ex-girlfriend to send me updates.

			Just to be clear, it was not Stacey who was making me feel like an outsider. No—Stacey was great. She was humble and compassionate, and she was clearly operating from a place of truly selfless service toward a friend in need. And she was acting as a good friend to me, too. She was considerate about keeping me in the loop about everything she was doing for Rayya, and she listened respectfully to my opinions about medical decisions.

			And even though Stacey gently suggested that it might be better for everyone involved if I wasn’t around Rayya at this very moment (at least not until Rayya could “get her head on straight”), she also expressed concern about my well-being. Stacey understood the hell I had been through with Rayya because she had been through that same hell herself, all those years ago. She understood better than anyone what a chaos tornado a drug-addled Rayya Elias could stir up. And she knew that I was under an immense amount of pressure to shut down the New York apartment.

			Stacey kept suggesting that I use this time away from Rayya to get some long-overdue rest and to tend to my own life.

			“Go out to dinner,” she would say. “Get some sleep! Reconnect with your friends! Treat yourself to some self-care!”

			But you can’t tell an unrecovered codependent to do any of those things! We don’t know how to do any of those things! We don’t know how to take care of ourselves—that’s the whole goddamn problem! If a codependent person is not at the white-hot epicenter of somebody else’s life—mothering, manipulating, managing, and martyring themselves; being validated as “important” and “irreplaceable”; being praised for all that they are “sacrificing” for the benefit of someone else—we don’t even know how to exist.

			It didn’t help my mood that when Rayya finally got her phone back and her head on straight, and was able at last to call me from Michigan, she sounded chipper and sane—which really made me feel like I was losing my mind, because I was neither of those things, and I wasn’t even the one who was dying!

			When I asked how she was feeling (hoping, of course, for tearful apologies and deep remorse for all the pain and suffering she had put me through, as well as passionate declarations of undying love), she spoke instead as if she had just been on a fantastic adventure that she thought I might appreciate hearing about, as if I were some kind of curious spectator or uninvolved audience member.

			She said, “Babe, it’s the wildest thing! I woke up the other morning and suddenly realized I was in Stacey’s guest room! And I had no memory of how I got there! I was like, ‘Wait—why am I in Michigan? Where’s all my stuff? Where’s Liz? Where’s my whole life?’ And then I suddenly understood: ‘Oh, man! I just lost everything again! Holy shit! That can only mean one thing! I must’ve become a drug addict again!’ ” Then Rayya started laughing—that huge, famous, molasses-rich Rayya Elias laugh. “Can you believe that, babe? After all these years, I became a junkie again!”

			I replied, with all the coldness and spite that my martyred spirit could muster, “I was already made aware of that fact, yes.”

			But she wasn’t done. Still giddy, Rayya said, “When are you coming out here to see us? Babe, I feel so blessed to be here. I feel so lucky to be alive! It’s a real miracle, everything Stacey has done for me. She’s such an incredible person and I want you to get to know her better! She’s such a fucking angel!”

			That did it.

			That’s when I felt the top of my head fly off with rage.

			It took all the self-control I possessed to not shout back, “No, she’s not! I’m the fucking angel around here! Do you hear me, Rayya?! I’M THE FUCKING ANGEL!”

			But instead, I felt something else happen within me.

			In the middle of that rage swell, I suddenly gave up.

			I felt my ego go snap—and that’s when I heard God’s voice again.

			My child, if you ever find yourself wanting to scream at somebody that you are “the fucking angel around here,” there is a slight to moderate possibility that you are not one.

			You might, in fact, have become someone who needs an angel.

			And just for today, that angel might be named Stacey.
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			Trying to Control the World Again

			Planning.

			Preparing.

			Posturing.

			Proselytizing.

			Predicting.

			Preaching.

			Prophesying.

			Panicking.

			You’d almost think I’d forgotten about God.
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			Running Out of Road

			When I flew out to Michigan in the late autumn of 2017 to see Rayya again, I showed up in a different role, and in a far more humble state of mind. I was no longer there to be the most important person in Rayya’s life, or the one who was living out her “most beautiful story” with her wild ride-or-die partner, or the one who had all the plans for how things needed to go.

			All that was over.

			Instead, I showed up as the invited houseguest of Stacey, who—with incredible kindness, competency, and generosity—was helping our friend Rayya to die.

			And indeed Rayya was dying: This was a truth that could no longer be ignored.

			Of course, we had all known that Rayya was dying for well over a year now—but knowing that someone is dying is not the same thing as understanding that someone is dying. Now the reality had become too brutally evident to ignore. Rayya had lost an enormous amount of weight since last I’d seen her. Partially this was due to the drug binge and the subsequent trauma of her final detox, but it was also because the tumors (which were now clearly visible when you looked at her torso) were consuming all the nutrients she ate, in order to support their own dark and ambitious agenda.

			I remembered us at the beach only two years earlier in Miami, when she was all roundish and brownish. I always loved the way Rayya looked in a bikini—and I loved that she always wore a bikini, no matter her age or weight. I always loved her softness, the folds of her belly, her dense, powerful, reassuring physical presence.

			Now she had become frail, and her skin had taken on a bluish-yellow tinge.

			The Rolex I’d given to her more than a year earlier was enormous on her thin wrist, and it hurt her to wear it because it kept banging against the bones of her hand and arm—but she wouldn’t take it off. Her shoulder blades really were like blades. Each vertebra of her spine was its own distinct island. Her hands shook all the time, and there were dark, raised veins all across her body—veins that made her skin look like a road map—as her overburdened circulatory system struggled to find new pathways for her blood. She was having trouble eating real food now and was volunteering to drink Ensure, which she had been enraged to be offered by me six months earlier. She was walking with a cane and asking people for help.

			Still, she was gorgeous.

			It was that face.

			Nothing could ever change or ravage it—not drugs, not madness, not cancer.

			Rayya had always been beautiful, but now she was luminous. Newborns have that look, too, and sometimes the very elderly, and the dying. It is the look of someone who has recently arrived here, or who is soon to go home—the light of another world shining through. In the last weeks of Rayya’s life, she seemed to have silvery moonlight streaming from her eyes, and I could not bring myself to look away.

			Her physical pain was being controlled by a dose of methadone every five hours, which Stacey administered and which really seemed to be working. And she was taking no other drugs.

			After all that.

			So close to death, she seemed sort of…okay. Only six months earlier, she’d been literally rolling on the floor in pain, sobbing and howling in anguish and needing to ingest opioids by the handful in order to fight back the agony, but now she seemed comfortable and strangely peaceful. Was this a result of her own spiritual surrender? A giving up, a giving in to? I don’t know. I will never know. But she barely needed any painkillers at the end.

			We were awkward with each other at first, as uncertain as strangers. Because how do you do this? How do you reconnect with someone after so much pain and rage, and with the reality of death so near?

			Stacey helped us out as much as she could, translating Rayya to me and me to Rayya, in a kind and emissarial fashion.

			“Rayya has a very young mind right now,” she had explained to me on the phone in the days leading up to my arrival. “And I need to warn you that she’s really reduced. She’s lucid again, and all her anger is gone, but you’re going to see a big decline in her from even a few weeks ago. She’s not what she was. I think it really took the life out of her to ride the dragon one last time. She doesn’t remember much that happened over the last few months, and she’s confused about where you went and what happened to your relationship. But she loves you and misses you, and she’s sorry for how she acted—as much of it as she remembers, anyway.”

			I don’t know what Stacey told Rayya about me, but I’m sure it was just as generous and humane.

			I could see that Rayya was trying to perform for me at first, trying to demonstrate that she really was clean and sober and sane. She asked me polite questions about my trip and told me that I looked very nice. I had brought her a New York Giants sweatshirt (her second-favorite team, after the Lions), and she thanked me for the gift in an uncharacteristically formal manner, like she was a kid who’d been trained to be gracious to a visiting auntie.

			It was disorienting for me to see Rayya Elias—always so proud and wild and powerful—being cautious with me (with me, of all people!), and I wanted it to stop.

			“You don’t have to audition for my affection,” I told her. “You don’t have to prove anything to me, or earn me back. My heart already knows who it belongs to.”

			This seemed to relieve her a bit, but I could still see the doubt in her eyes: Was that really true?

			I myself didn’t really know. Was it?

			Who even were we anymore?

			That first night, when we were alone together at last in the same bed (Stacey’s guest bed, which she had made up beautifully for us and had surrounded with candles and flowers), I had to learn how to hold Rayya’s body in new and more careful ways so as not to hurt her. She had more bruises and sore spots and less mobility. Our uncertain physicality with each other seemed to be the bodily representation of our uncertain emotionality with each other. She was fragile—a word I would never before have associated with Rayya.

			Alone with me in the dark, cautiously, slowly, she began to speak.

			She told me that she had been having dreams of her parents lately, both of whom were long dead. Almost every night since coming to Stacey’s house, she said, either her mother or her father would come to visit her in her sleep. She found these visitations upsetting, she confessed. It was beautiful to see her parents again, but she knew they were drawing near in order to help escort her out of life—and that broke her heart and filled her with fear, because she was frightened of dying.

			“I don’t want to go, baby,” she admitted. “I’m not ready to die.”

			It was the first time she had ever said those words.

			She went on, “I don’t know how to die. And it’s been kind of freaking me out that you haven’t been jumping in to solve things. I don’t understand why you don’t have a plan for me, because you always have a plan for me. It scares me a little bit that you aren’t trying to organize all this anymore. I’m feeling it in my heart as a condemnation.”

			I said, “Sweetheart, you kept telling me that I was controlling your life, so I had to step back and let you find your way. Isn’t that what you wanted? You get to decide what you need now. I’ll help you as much as I can—but you get to make the plans now.”

			“But what if I don’t know what to do?” she asked.

			“Maybe I don’t know what to do, either.”

			She took that in, and we were quiet for a while.

			After a long silence, she said she had been dreaming of her grandmother a lot, too. Her grandmother—her “Tay-Tay”—was coming to her in dreams and speaking in Aramaic, which Rayya could barely understand. She saw other relatives in her dreams, too, including ancestors she knew only from photographs.

			“It’s almost like there’s a gathering happening on the other side,” she said. “It’s like they all know I’m dying, so they’re coming for me. Or maybe I’m getting closer to them? It’s hard to know.”

			She told me that she’d had a dream the other night in which she was trying to explain to her mother that she needed everyone to be “super fucking calm” around her from now on, because dying was so difficult and scary, and then her mother asked, “But are you yourself calm, habibi?”

			We both laughed at that—a little corrective mothering from the beyond.

			“What was your mom wearing?” I asked, knowing that Georgette Elias had been always famous for her style.

			“Brown suede culottes and a V-neck sweater with a lacy ruffled shirt underneath,” Rayya said. “Her classic red Chanel lipstick. Her hair just right.”

			In another dream, she told me, she was visiting her father in the hospital room where he had died from pneumonia many years earlier. Nobody else would talk to him, Rayya said, because they all thought he was already dead, but he winked at her in his friendly and conspiratorial old way and said, “Come over here, binti.” (Binti is the Arabic term for “my daughter,” and it’s what Rayya’s father had always called her, with dearest affection.) In the dream, he took her hand and told her, “Don’t ever let anyone convince you that you’re a bad person.” She replied to him, “But Daddy, look at all the bad things I did!” He said, “So? You think other people haven’t done bad things? Never let anyone shame you, binti. You are extraordinary.”

			Then Rayya started crying and said to me, “Baby, I fucked everything up so bad with us. I don’t even know what happened. We had such a small amount of time to be together, and I wasted it away. Everything was so beautiful between us, and I had everything I’d ever wanted, and then suddenly it was gone. I don’t even know why I did it. I guess I just had to wad everything up and throw it in the trash one more time. And then one day I woke up here in Detroit, and I didn’t even know why I was here or where you went. But I know I was bad. I’m so, so sorry.”

			“It’s okay, my love,” I said. “It’s over. We got through it. We’re here now.”

			She sighed, curled tighter into my arms. “But why would I do that, though?” she asked. “Why would I be such an asshole like that? Why would anybody choose drugs when they could have this?”

			“I don’t know, man, you tell me,” I said. “Maybe it’s because you’re a big dummy?”

			“I’m such a big dummy!” she said, laughing through her tears. “God, I’m the fucking worst.”

			“You might not be the worst. At least you didn’t try to murder me. Did I mention that I tried to murder you?”

			“You tried to murder me?” She laughed again, then coughed. “Are you serious?”

			“Totally serious. Back in the summer. You were so out of control that I couldn’t stand it for another day, so I decided to kill you.”

			“Dude, no way! That’s badass! How were you gonna do it?”

			“I was planning to dose you with a ton of sleeping pills and morphine and then cover your whole body with fentanyl patches.”

			“Jesus Christ, baby!”

			“Are you mad at me?”

			“No way, dude. That’s fucking awesome! That’s amazing! I’m so proud of you!”

			Now we were both laughing.

			“Wait—why are you proud of me?”

			“Because you found your darkness, dude! Remember the first day I met you, and all I could see was all that light pouring out of you? It didn’t make any sense to me, that you were so bright and shiny. I remember thinking, ‘This chick’s gotta have a ton of darkness hidden somewhere deep down inside her, if she has all that light!’ Like, real darkness. Like, to balance all that sunshine? You know what I mean? Because nobody is just one thing. I always wondered where you hid all your darkness, babe. I’m so proud of you, that you discovered it!”

			“Well, you really bring it forth in me.”

			“Rock on,” Rayya said, and she gave me a fist to bump—very gingerly.

			We were quiet for a while after that, and then I said, “Babe, I don’t want to make this into a big production if you don’t want to talk about it…but Stacey said you were confused about where I went and what happened over the summer?”

			“All I remember is that your love was there, and then suddenly it wasn’t.”

			“Do you really want to know what happened?”

			“Of course I do.”

			“I don’t want to shame you, but it got pretty bad. And there might be some things that I need to get off my chest—things that it wouldn’t be right for us to ignore. You hurt me very badly, Rayya. We might need to talk about it.”

			Rayya reached over and turned on the light, then gingerly rolled over onto her side so we were facing each other.

			“Tell me,” she said. “Tell me everything I did.”

			There she was.

			There was my Rayya, back again.

			Of all the versions of Rayya Elias who ever existed (and I feel like I knew them all), this was the version who was the most beautiful to me. The Rayya who could look someone in the eye and say without any defenses, “Tell me everything I did”—and really mean it. The one who could take a broadside hit without flinching. The one who always wanted to know the deepest and gnarliest truth, even if it was about her.

			God, she was brave.

			So I told her.

			I told her about how abusive and degrading she had become. How she’d lied to me. How she’d taken money from me to buy drugs, and put me at risk by keeping huge amounts of cocaine in the house and the car. How she’d pushed me away and insulted me whenever I tried to challenge her on any of this. How she’d used her cancer as a tool of manipulation and control. How she’d told other people I had abandoned her because I couldn’t handle her cancer. Worst of all, how she’d told me that she wished we had never gotten together in the first place, because my “emotional bullshit” was too much to deal with.

			She listened to all of it, and when I was done, she just nodded and said, “Yeah, that tracks.”

			I saw no guilt in her eyes at that moment. Just acceptance.

			She said, “That’s what I’m like when I’m a drug addict, Liz. That’s who I become. I bet it was a real shit show.”

			“I’m afraid it was,” I said.

			She went on: “If we had time, babe, if we had more years to be together, we would have a lot of work to do around this to make it right. I’d have to go back to the rooms and start all over again at step one. I’d have to get a sponsor, start counting days, the whole deal. We’d have to go to therapy, talk it all out, find ways to repair whatever got broken. We’d have to start from the beginning with each other. It would be a big process to earn back trust, but I know we could do it. I wouldn’t even care what we ended up being in each other’s lives going forward—friends, lovers, whatever. I wouldn’t even care what the label is. I just love you, and I know we could make it right and find a way to keep loving each other. But baby, here’s the reality: We don’t have that kind of time. We’re running out of road here. So I have to ask you, from the bottom of my heart—will you just forgive me?”

			What else was going to save us that night but forgiveness?

			And maybe forgiveness isn’t even the right word here, because it implies a hierarchy of morality—a patronizing, a bestowing. As if I, who once plotted to murder Rayya, would have the right to bestow forgiveness upon her or anyone!

			Good, bad, right, wrong: Do we even have time for this kind of language—any of us?

			I mean, aren’t we all running out of road here?

			That’s what I was thinking when Rayya asked me for forgiveness.

			But that’s a lot to explain to someone who was starting to look very weary.

			So I just said, “Of course I forgive you. Will you forgive me?”

			“Of course.”

			Then we fell asleep with the light still on, holding hands like children.
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			The Gathering

			Rayya had said that a “gathering” was happening on the other side of the veil, as her departed ancestors came forward to receive her.

			But there was a gathering happening on our side of the veil as well—in Michigan, at Stacey’s house, which had now become the epicenter of Rayya’s diminishing world.

			Here, the living were gathering from all over this world, to say goodbye to someone whom none of us were ready to lose.

			Distant cousins came to pay their respects to Rayya in the short time she had left.

			Rayya’s siblings and their adult children circled around her, eager to create as many memories as they could, while they could.

			Old Detroit friends from back in the day came to be with her, to reminisce and to fill the hours with laughter about antics from years ago.

			A Syrian priest, a refugee, came to deliver final prayers and sacraments.

			Prayers of conclusion; prayers of absolution; prayers of safe deliverance.

			I still find it poignant that Rayya returned to Michigan to die, rather than staying in New York City. When she was a teenager, all she’d ever wanted was to get away from this place, where nothing about her fit. But getting away hadn’t been easy. She’d been the first person in her family to leave the family, and there had been huge pushback from her relatives about it, especially the men.

			But Rayya had been happy to live in a total dive on the Lower East Side if it meant she could be free—if it meant she could be queer, if it meant that she could be an artist, if it meant that she could get high with her tattooed and mohawked friends and perform all night long at CBGB and the Pyramid Club (where she and her fellow band members used to make fun of Madonna, another Michigan exile, for being “a little fucking brat”). New York City was the place where a person could be all the things she ever dreamed of being, and where everyone got second, third, and tenth chances to reinvent themselves, every time they burned themselves out.

			But still, Michigan was home. It was where Rayya’s siblings lived, where her original community lived. She still loved these people and longed for their care and acceptance. Michigan was where her oldest friend, Anita, lived—who had seen her, since adolescence, through every wild incarnation of her existence. It was where Stacey lived—who could talk her off the ledge better than anyone. Michigan was where her sister cooked the same astonishing, fragrant, multicourse Syrian meals that her mother had once cooked. It was where Rayya could swing by the Arab-émigré neighborhood of Dearborn on her way from the airport to pick up pistachio-rosewater ice cream, jars of Aleppo cherries, and roasted chicken wrapped in pita bread that you ate over the kitchen counter as soon as you walked in the door (not even bothering to take off your coat before you dug into that perfect, tender, falling-off-the-bone meat). Michigan was where she could laugh and swear and smoke with her family, speaking in the French-Arabic-English patois that only they understood, telling stories about people whom only they knew.

			And now all these people were gathering around Rayya as she prepared to leave us behind forever. There were some really big personalities in the room, and I would love to say that we were all supportive and gracious with each other as we faced our own suffering and each other’s, but I can only report that sometimes we were supportive and gracious, and sometimes we were not.

			Sometimes grief can look like rage, as it turns out.

			Sometimes grief can look like territorialism, jealousy, and blame.

			In the years since Rayya died, I have been asked many times to speak about death and dying, as if I might be some sort of enlightened expert on the matter—as if I could offer guidance as to how to face the death of a loved one with unperturbed peace and dignity. Honestly, I wouldn’t know. People also talk a lot these days about the practice of “conscious dying,” to which I can only say: Must be nice.

			I was, at best, only semiconscious in the last weeks of Rayya’s life. Like the rest of us in her fading orbit, I fluctuated between courage and generosity one moment and hopeless meltdowns the next. Sometimes I was a straight-up asshole, flexing the power of my intimacy with Rayya as I tussled with her family members—more than I had ever tussled with anyone before and more than I have tussled with anyone since. We disagreed about everything, it seemed, from how the original medical treatment should have gone, to who got to be at Rayya’s side for various important events and procedures, to what should happen to her remains, to what kind of funeral service should be held and who should pay for it. There was even a deep philosophical and cultural divide about whether death was a topic that should be openly discussed or stoically ignored.

			These fights seemed terribly important at the time, but in the end, none of it mattered.

			It didn’t matter because Rayya died anyhow.

			She died exactly how she decided to die—and along the way, she pissed off pretty much everyone she loved, at one point or another. And we were all doomed to be gutted when she was gone, no matter how strong or prepared or right we thought we were, and no matter how hard we tried to hold on to control. But there was nothing—absolutely nothing—that any of us could’ve done to change the shape of that journey.

			I understand all this now, but I didn’t understand it then.

			As Rayya’s sister Maha so graciously put it when I visited her in Michigan recently, to make amends for some of the jackass ways I’d behaved around the time of Rayya’s death: “It’s okay, habibi. We were all drowning. None of us knew what to do.”

			As for Rayya in those final weeks of her life, she was at times noble and brave, at other times self-centered and manipulative—just like the rest of us. Sometimes she talked about her impending death with clear-eyed courage, but other times she was out of her mind with denial—like when she called a friend back in New York City just a week before she died, saying, “I’m just gonna stay out here in Detroit for another month with the fam, and then I’ll be back in town and we can make some music together. Then Liz and I are going to California for the summer—you should come with us, man!”

			That same week, she asked me to make an appointment for her to get Botox back in New York in the spring. I humored her and pretended to secure the appointment, because why argue? What did it matter at this point?

			She also announced that she wanted an Apple Watch, because her phone “didn’t work anymore”—when it was, in fact, her fingers and eyes and brain that weren’t working anymore. I got her the watch, but then she complained that it didn’t work, either. (At that point, she was so nearly blind with end-of-life confusion that her mind could make no sense of the device’s tiny, complex features.) She asked to be taken back to the Apple store in person to trade in the “defective” watch for another brand-new watch.

			So Stacey and I agreed to take her to the mall for this futile endeavor.

			Why did we do this?

			Because the alternative was to sit at home all day waiting for Rayya to die, and none of us wanted to do that.

			Rayya insisted on being the one to drive us to the mall, and heaven forgive us, we allowed her to do it—with me and Stacey both grabbing at the wheel from either the passenger seat or the back seat, telling her when to brake, and shouting at her to veer out of the way of oncoming trucks. It was so stupid and risky of us to have allowed this, but we had to: It would be the last day she ever drove a car—she who had always loved to drive!

			It was around this time that I began to understand at a much deeper level what it means to die—how you really do lose everything. I began to feel in my own heart all the things Rayya would never do again. She would never drive a car again. She would never go to a restaurant again, or cook a meal for herself again, or be able to bathe or shower alone. She would never see another summer’s day. She would never play the piano again. She would never get on an airplane again and head off into a new adventure. She would never make love again. She would never walk outside by herself again. She would never swim in an ocean again. She would never write another song.

			I was losing her, yes, but she was losing everything, everything, everything.

			What I remember most about our visit to the mall that day was the sweet, fey, green-haired young man who worked at the Apple store, who had eyelashes like a baby giraffe, and who asked if he could help us. Rayya had demanded to do the talking (“Let me do the talking,” she had said to me and Stacey—conspiratorially, as though she were running a heist), and so we stood back and watched as she shakily and semi-articulately tried to explain to the young man why her perfectly good, brand-new, one-day-old watch was completely defective.

			It would have been obvious to anyone at this point that this woman wasn’t well, that she might have even been a little crazy—but the boy (and really, he was just a boy) was infinitely patient with her, despite how swamped the store was with holiday customers. Melting into his kindness, Rayya told him that she had cancer, and that she had only a few more days left, probably, before she died. Then she told him all about her life. Her birth in Syria, her move to Detroit as a child. Her years in New York, in the scene. The music and the films she had made. All those years she had done hair, and the cool people she had met. The jails and institutions she had been in. Her time on the streets. Her relapses and recoveries.

			As the boy bestowed upon her the gift of his unwavering attention, she kept talking. She told him that she had written a memoir about surviving drug addiction, and that she had died more times than she’d been born. She pointed to me and Stacey and explained that we were two of her best friends (“the greatest crew in the world!”) and that we were helping her die. She told him that she had no regrets about anything she had ever done, that nobody should ever regret what they have done—that life is worth every bit of suffering and craziness it entails, just to be here for the ride.

			“Everything is so beautiful,” she told him. “You’re beautiful, too. I fucking love your hair, dude! I wish I could style you!”

			By the end of this monologue—the last time Rayya would ever tell her story to anyone—she and the boy were hugging, and he was openly weeping. He told her she had inspired him deeply, and that he hoped she had a beautiful Christmas.

			“And may God bless you,” he said.

			“God bless you, too, baby,” she said.

			Then Stacey and I let Rayya drive home—totally white-knuckling it while she somehow managed not to kill us or anyone else.

			After that, we hid the car keys from her forever.

		

	
		
			What Day Is It Today?

			I thought she was going to die on Christmas night.

			It really felt like she was going to die on Christmas night.

			Rayya’s ex-wife, Gigi, was driving toward Michigan from New York City in a blinding snowstorm, driving hard and fast, determined to arrive before Christmas was over in order to see Rayya one more time. And it felt like Rayya was waiting for her, to say that last goodbye to one of her dearest beloveds.

			All that day, Rayya had been sprawled out on the couch, sleeping far more hours than she was awake. She would wake up for a few moments at a time, ask if Gigi had arrived yet, and then say, “This is so good, this couch. Is it okay if I just stay here?” and fall back to sleep.

			She was uncharacteristically soft and compliant. She took her medications without resistance. She said thank you again and again, with such sweetness. She seemed to have no more demands, only love.

			“I love you all so much,” she kept saying, to anyone who came over, to anyone who called on the phone, to anyone who brought her a glass of water.

			“I love everyone,” she kept saying.

			She reached for Stacey’s arm as she walked by and said, “I know that I love you so much, but in the last few days, I feel like I just can’t…like…show…”

			“It’s okay, honey,” Stacey said. “I know. We all know.”

			Then Rayya fell back to sleep again, in a way that felt like she was well and truly finished.

			That’s how it had felt all day—the drifting in and out of various layers of consciousness. Rayya seemed to be here but not here—seeing and hearing things that the rest of us could not see or hear. It was like she was testing the waters of the other side and then returning to our mortal shores. Twice in the previous few days she had reported that she was seeing “orbs”—glowing purple orbs that seemed to startle her as they rolled out of the closet or rose from the floor.

			She also saw a white tiger come out of the bathroom, cross the living room floor, look at her carefully, and then walk through a wall, vanishing into the night.

			On Christmas morning, I had been talking quietly on the phone to a friend when Rayya woke up and suddenly said, “Baby, I see a beam of white light pouring out of your forehead!”

			“Oh yeah, my love? That’s cool!”

			“Yeah, it’s really cool. I love it when I see that. That’s how I can always know you’re telling the truth.”

			Later that day, when I was dozing with her on the couch, she’d said, “I just had a vision of you telling this story to someone in the future.”

			“Who am I telling it to?” I asked.

			“Somebody really lucky,” she said, and fell back to sleep.

			She’d wanted me to pray over her multiple times throughout the day, and asked me to chant the prayers in Sanskrit that I had learned at the ashram in India.

			Her own prayers were becoming more beautiful—dreamy, but strong.

			“Dear God,” she’d said on Christmas morning, “thank you for giving me this task, this work to be done. Thank you for giving me this partner, these friends, this family, to help me in this difficult task. The work of dying, it is an honor. People think it’s a burden. But it can be an honor. I have always loved taking charge in a challenge. It’s where I belong. This is where I belong right now. I belong at the doorway of death. This is where you want me, as I die. I am huddled in partnership with this work, with these women, and with you, God. I will ride this work to the end, God. Amen, God. Blessed be.”

			She hadn’t wanted to eat anything all day, or to drink anything.

			I called my mother—who is a nurse, and who has sat at the bedsides of many dying patients—and asked for guidance. My mother said, “Try not to encourage her to eat if she doesn’t want to. When someone who is dying doesn’t want to eat, it’s because their body can’t process it anymore. Forcing food into them only brings its own problems. Same with liquids. Don’t force her to do anything.”

			As if anyone could ever force Rayya to do anything!

			Gigi arrived only moments before midnight, and Rayya was radiant with joy when she saw her walking through the door.

			“You came, baby,” she said. “You came!”

			“Of course I came, my love. Merry Christmas, my love!”

			And they hugged and wept, and we all wept.

			After that, Rayya let me tuck her into bed, and I told her stories and sang her Christmas carols until she fell asleep.

			A few hours later, she woke me up to say, “I can see the opening into the box of dreams.”

			Then she fell back to sleep.

			At 4:00 a.m., I tried to wake her up to give her another dose of painkillers, but I couldn’t rouse her. This had never before happened. I waited an hour and tried to wake her again, but it was impossible. And now I could see that a physiological change was coming over her body. Her hands and feet were blue and cold. Her lips, blue. Her breathing, ragged.

			It was time.

			I felt sure it was time.

			I went to the other bedrooms and woke Stacey and Gigi.

			“I think it’s time,” I whispered, and they both rose immediately, without a question or a sound, and came to Rayya’s room.

			As though we had rehearsed this moment for a thousand lifetimes, we prepared the room for her death. Stacey lit a candle and Gigi put on some sacred chants, very low. Then we all three crawled into bed with her—her ex-wife, her ex-girlfriend, and me, her last and final lover—and wrapped our warm bodies around her cold body. It was a freezing-cold night, with wind and snow whipping at the window. We took turns telling her how much we loved her. How much she meant to us. How magnificent a human being she was, and how we would never be the same for having known her. How grand she was. How she had taught us to be brave and honest. How fiercely she had protected us. How grateful we were. How we would never stop saying her name.

			The clock ticked, time slowed.

			Outside, the light was changing.

			A gray dawn was coming, and with it, more snow.

			Then we became quiet, because it felt like a change was happening in the room. A deepening silence, a deepening presence.

			And that’s when Rayya opened her eyes and said in her regular voice, “What are you guys doing?”

			Shocked, we quickly wiped the tears from our faces and tried to act perfectly normal.

			“Nothing!” I said. “We’re not doing anything!”

			“Babe, why are Stacey and Gigi in our bed?”

			“I don’t know!” I said. “They aren’t! They just came over to drop off some mail.”

			“What’s that music? What’s that smell? Are you guys burning fucking candles in here?”

			“Absolutely not!” I said. “No candles. That’s just Stacey’s perfume.”

			(Stacey was now furiously blowing out the candles while Gigi scrambled to shut off the Gregorian chants.)

			“You guys are really weird,” Rayya said, nonplussed. Then she sat up in bed. Turned on the light. Lit a cigarette. And sounding exactly like herself, she said, “Hey, babe—what day is it today?”

			“It’s December 26th, my love.”

			“Cool,” said Rayya. “I wanna hit that sixty-percent-off sale at Lululemon.”

			And so that, dear reader, is what we did. We helped Rayya rise up out of what we had been certain, only moments before, was her deathbed. Then we showered her, dressed her, gave her some breakfast, and took her shopping at Lululemon—where she proceeded to spend an hour trying on athleisure wear for some future imagined life, I suppose. A life in which she was not dying. A life in which she would need a lightweight windbreaker and a new pair of leggings—for all those long walks she was planning to take on the beach in the bright summer sunlight. A life in which the winter would end, and the seasons would change, and we would drive to the ocean, and all our friends would be there, and everyone would be joyful, and everyone would be together, and everything would be beautiful.
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			Feeding Crackers to a Lion

			I do not want this assignment, Rayya.

			I do not want to tell the people the details about how you died.

			I could take the easy way out, of course, and just insert the text that Gigi sent to all our friends and family on that freezing-cold Michigan afternoon—January 4, 2018:

			This is Gigi typing on Liz’s phone. Liz has asked me to share the news with you that Rayya has passed away. Liz is in silence right now, but she asked me to tell you. Rayya left this world at 4:13 this afternoon, surrounded by those who love her. Liz sends you all her love and gratitude. She will be in touch at some point more personally.

			Or I could just insert the official announcement that I made on social media:

			She was my love, my heart, my best friend, my teacher, my rebel, my angel, my protector, my challenger, my partner, my muse, my wizard, my surprise, my gift, my comet, my liberator, my rock star, my impossible non-cooperator, my otherworldly visitor, my spiritual portal, and my baby. I loved you so much, Rayya. I would tell you to rest in peace, but I know that you always found peace boring. May you rest in excitement. I will always love you.

			But that would be a cheat, because it wouldn’t tell the truth about what actually happened.

			And you would want me to tell the truth about what actually happened.

			I wish I could tell the people that you died peacefully, Rayya—and my God, how we all tried to help you die peacefully—but the truth is that you died exactly the way you lived: defiantly, violently, bravely, furiously, self-destructively, uncooperatively, ridiculously, exhaustingly, proudly.

			You did it all backward from the way it’s supposed to go. Instead of your body getting colder, you burned with fever. Instead of your heart slowing down, your pulse raced to nearly two hundred beats a minute. Instead of relaxing, you became increasingly agitated with every hour. For two days, you were unconscious but not peaceful. You were choking and struggling. It sure looked to me like you were suffering, even as the hospice nurses kept filling you with painkillers and sedatives and telling me that you were beyond all sensation. You didn’t look like you were beyond all sensation.

			I kept telling the nurses and the doctor: “She’s an opioid addict—do you have any idea how many drugs this woman can consume without it having any effect on her? Giving her these tiny little doses of liquid morphine is like feeding crackers to a lion. Are you sure she’s not in pain?”

			They kept assuring me that you were not in pain—but, honey, I know you, and I could see that you were in pain.

			As you struggled, everyone you loved gathered around you, trying to help.

			We kept whispering in your ear, “Let go, let go, let go, it’s okay to let go”—because that’s what the death experts always tell people to say when someone is dying. But I finally suggested to everyone that we stop saying that, because I could tell it was pissing you off.

			(Actually, I clearly heard you say in my head: Why don’t you bitches let go, if it’s so fucking great to die?)

			So eventually we stopped bossing you around and put on David Bowie for you, and then we all went silent.

			I had a sense that the ancestors who had been gathering on the other side of the veil were asking you to let go, as well. I imagined them saying, Come to us, come to us, Rayya, let go and come to us—but I sensed they were pissing you off, too.

			You simply refused to surrender, and I guess that was the beautiful part? It was beautiful, because it was so you. It felt very punk rock, very Rayya Elias, very Harley Loco. It was like you were raising two middle fingers to the sky, even though you couldn’t lift your arms anymore. It felt to me like you were saying to death, “If you want me, motherfucker, you’re gonna have to come for me.”

			And so death came for you.

			Of course it did.

			What did you think, honey—that you could beat it? Just because you had beat it so many other times, did you think you could beat it forever? That you could talk your way out of it, fight your way out of it, hustle your way out of it, charm your way out of it?

			No.

			Death always gets the last word.

			Your battle was fierce, though, right down to the last truly horrifying moments.

			You didn’t look like someone who was dying while surrounded by love and care; you looked like someone who was dying all alone. You refused to take comfort from any of us. You wouldn’t relax no matter how much morphine we gave you or how many gentle words we spoke. You weren’t about to release your soul into any goddamn ocean of peace. You weren’t about to walk toward any goddamn white light. Not on anyone else’s terms, anyhow.

			This was definitely not the gentle death I had planned for you.

			(Me and my plans! When did my plans for you ever work out?)

			It was truly awful to behold, yet you had never seemed more yourself.

			I watched you die for forty-eight hours, Rayya.

			I did this because I had promised you I would be there to bear witness, right to the end. I did it because it was my destiny to watch you die—which you and I both knew to be true. And somehow it was okay because, horrible as your death was to behold, I knew in my heart that it could not have gone any other way.

			But a miracle happened right after you died.

			Instantly—as soon as you took your final ragged breath—your face settled into an expression of peace.

			Actually, it was more than simply peace.

			My baby, my love—you looked so satisfied.

			I might even say that you looked thrilled.

			We all saw it and it made us gasp with amazement—those of us who had been sitting vigil for your final battle.

			I had never seen such relaxed joy on your face before, Rayya—not even in your moments of greatest ecstasy, creativity, or love. You looked absolutely delighted with yourself, delighted with everything, delighted forever—just so radiantly delighted. You looked proud and pleased and surprised and amused and knowing and so, so, so happy!

			You looked free beyond any freedom I have ever seen.

			My love, do you remember how I stayed with your body for hours after you took your last breath?

			Do you remember that part?

			Do you remember how you’d made me promise a few weeks earlier that I wouldn’t leave your body alone after you died? (“I’m afraid of being left alone in a dark room as a corpse,” you had told me. “Please stay with me.”) And so I stayed there in the bed with you—holding you and kissing you and telling you stories about the blue-eyed peoples and the brown-eyed peoples and all the incredible adventures they’d had together in Earth School.

			“What a ride you took us on, Rayya,” I told you—and I could hear your laughter.

			We washed your still-warm body—these exhausted women, who all loved you so much.

			We put clean clothes on you.

			Your sister and I joined hands and prayed over you.

			Somebody called the funeral home.

			I asked them to delay collecting your body for as long as legally possible so we could have some more time together.

			Do you remember that part, Rayya?

			Did you see your own body as we took care of you?

			Did you see how that expression of delight never left your face? Did you see how the look of joy just got richer? Did you hear how everyone who came into the room commented upon it? Even the hospice nurse, as she wrote out your death certificate, said, “I hope this isn’t an inappropriate thing to say, but I have never seen a happier face on a dead body. Gosh, whatever your friend saw in the last moment of her life, it must’ve been pretty amazing.”

			Did you hear us talking about you, Rayya, or were you already gone?

			Were you still with us at that point, my love?

			Or were you already with them?
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			Almost Too Fragile to Be

			I was too sensitive, they always said.

			Too fearful, too weak.

			Almost too fragile to be.

			But I saw things the others could not see.

			I once tried to build a cathedral in my bedroom,

			using only materials I found in my dad’s garage.

			(I was onto something there: I knew God was real, and I was trying to call it in.)

			I once composed a hymn for a dead cat.

			(Somebody had to: He was such an important cat.)

			Sometimes at night I could feel my spirit rising up out of my form.

			(I believed everyone could feel this. I later found out I was wrong.)

			I dug a soft nest

			in the back of the most dangerous car ever manufactured in America,

			and burrowed there safely for years.

			I found the one warm spot in the house,

			curled up in silence,

			and learned how to read.

			I trusted every stranger—ran straight into their arms.

			(My instincts were accurate: No stranger ever did me harm.)

			Bullies hurt me because they could.

			Monsters scared me because they should.

			But listen, you guys—I was good.

			They said I was too fragile to survive this world—

			but had they ever even met this world?

			Had they never seen the fingernail thinness of the robin’s egg?

			Or the origami fold of the hunting dog’s leg?

			Or the way that people in pain

			can be soothed

			only by other people who understand pain?

			Such that the child who once cried on the playground

			because she was frightened of the swings

			grew into a woman who could hold her dying lover

			with so much strength and light—

			the way the air holds the monarchs on their final, sacred flight—

			breathing quietly,

			and right alongside,

			every beat of those powerful, delicate wings.
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			Three Stories About Rayya’s Mother

			1.

			Rayya was diagnosed with cancer only a week after she turned fifty-six years old. She and I had rented a place together on the Jersey Shore for the weekend to celebrate her birthday, and we’d invited some friends and loved ones to join us there. It was mid-April—sunny but cold. Rayya and I went to the house the day before everyone else arrived so we could have some time alone together and to set things up for the party. We spent that Friday night writing a song together and singing on the couch.

			Remember: At this point, we were not lovers.

			Just best friends.

			Just best friends who were always trying to find a way to have a few hours alone together.

			On Saturday morning—the day of her birthday, and several hours before any other guests arrived—Rayya came and knocked on my bedroom door to wake me up. She popped her head into my room and said in utter joy, “Baby, let’s bake a birthday cake today! I dreamed about a strawberry birthday cake covered with whipped cream, and now I wanna figure out how to do it! Let’s go to the store!”

			So we went to the store as soon as it was open, and bought ingredients for a strawberry cake covered with whipped cream.

			Rayya had never baked a cake before, but she was like, Hey, how hard can it be?

			We returned to the beach house and put on happy music and danced around the kitchen, laughing and joking as we created the cake. It was funny, because neither one of us had any idea what we were doing. Moreover, because the house was a rental, we had trouble finding the right kitchen tools for the job. But we did our best with it, and soon Rayya’s first-ever homemade cake was in the oven. We let the cake cool while we ate breakfast, and then we covered it with piles of whipped cream and strawberries. We stood back and admired our work with pride. Rayya announced that it looked exactly like the confection she had seen in her dream. The moment was perfect and the whole house smelled like birthday.

			Then Rayya leaned in to me and whispered, in a tone of serious conspiracy, “Dude, let’s just eat this fucking cake right now.”

			I started laughing. It was ten thirty in the morning and we’d just had breakfast—but she was dead serious.

			“No, for real, dude—let’s just eat the whole cake before everyone gets here! They’ll never know! We can just make another one later!”

			I couldn’t stop laughing, because this was so Rayya—so funny and over-the-top. But most of all because it was so addicty.

			I laughed and laughed, and then suddenly I stopped laughing, because I felt something come into the room. Or rather, I felt someone come into the room. And before I even paused to choose my words or consider what I was about to say, I blurted out, “Rayya, your mother’s here.”

			I looked down and saw that I had gooseflesh all over my arms, and I could feel an electric tingling from my shins up to my scalp.

			Because she was.

			Georgette Kayser Elias—the youngest of the four beautiful daughters of the Kayser family of Aleppo, Syria, and widely considered to have been the most beautiful, a woman who was always the most elegant figure in any room she walked into, the loving and affectionate and long-suffering mother of Rayya, a woman who had died long before I ever met Rayya, back when Rayya was still a full-on junkie—was here. Georgette was right there in the kitchen of this Jersey Shore rental property with us, and there was no question that it was her.

			And now she was speaking words directly into my mind.

			When I tell you that nothing like this had ever happened to me before, please believe me.

			I lead a pretty rich spiritual life, sure, but I had never before been a channel for a ghost.

			Yet here was Rayya’s mother, unmistakably present, and she wanted me to tell Rayya something very important.

			Instantly I found myself weeping, absolutely saturated with mother love, as I said to Rayya, “Your mom is here and she wants me to tell you that she loves you so much. She’s so proud of you, habibi. She’s full of joy to see your happiness. She’s laughing with you and telling you to go ahead and eat the cake. She says to eat the whole thing, because who cares? She wants you to celebrate your life, and she wants to celebrate with you. She loves you. She loves your appetites. She loves your spirit. She loves you so much, and she is so proud of what you have made of your life.”

			Then Rayya and I were both laughing and crying and hugging—because we were so happy and so full of love, and because we both knew that Rayya’s mother was right there with us.

			We ate the cake, of course, and it was wonderful.

			It was the best cake ever.

			And then, just one week later, Rayya found out she was dying.

			2.

			There was a night when Rayya was on chemo when she was so sick that she couldn’t settle. Nights on chemo were always difficult, but this was one of the worst. She couldn’t stop vomiting, sweating, crying. Nothing I could offer was helping—not the cool compresses I kept bringing, or the special drinks, or the medications, or the soothing stories. Finally, she just collapsed into my arms, weeping in frustration and pain.

			And as I held Rayya’s trembling body, her mother came to visit us again.

			When Georgette entered our bedroom, I immediately knew that it was her. But the effect was quieter this time. I felt the same tingling in my scalp and the gooseflesh up my arms and legs, but her energy was hushed and tender. This was not a joyful situation, after all, but a moment of dire suffering.

			May I please kiss my daughter? she asked me, from inside my mind. May I hold my daughter, just for a moment?

			Of course, I silently responded to her.

			And then Georgette Kayser Elias entered my body, such that it was no longer my arms holding a feverish Rayya; it was her mother’s arms. It was no longer me comforting Rayya; it was her mother.

			My soul left my body so Georgette could be alone with her girl.

			My being stood back in silent respect in the presence of such love.

			Then Georgette gave one kiss to her suffering child—just one kiss on the forehead, through me—and was gone.

			That’s when Rayya finally fell asleep.

			3.

			As I have mentioned, Rayya’s mother started coming to her in dreams every night in the weeks before she died.

			“Take my hand, habibi,” Georgette would say, smiling at her beautiful, wayward child. “I’m right here. Just take my hand.”

			Rayya would wake up from these dreams in tears, because she loved her mother and longed for her love—but she didn’t want to take her hand, because she knew it would mean death. And she wasn’t ready for that. She wasn’t ready to die.

			But each night her mother reappeared, always bringing the same message: Take my hand, take my hand, take my hand…

			On her last night of consciousness, Rayya woke up in tears one more time from the dream of her mother. She told me that this time she had, in fact, attempted to take her mother’s hand, but had found that she didn’t know how. In the dream, Rayya couldn’t move her arms. She simply could not reach out, even though her mother was standing right there—and even though Rayya now longed to go to her.

			In the dream, Rayya had asked Georgette, “What do I have to do to get to where you are? Do I have to, like, fight my way there? Do I have to, like, punch my way through?”

			Her mother had smiled with infinite tenderness and said, “Habibi, where you are going, there is no more fighting. It’s easy, my love. Just take my hand.”

			But Rayya hadn’t been able to do it.

			Shortly after Rayya reported this dream to me, she lost consciousness.

			Two days later, she died.

			Two weeks after Rayya’s death—after the cremation and the memorial, after we had packed up all her things, after the gathering of grieving humans began to disperse, and right before I myself headed back to New York City to begin rebuilding my life—Stacey gave me the gift of a session with a psychic medium named Lori Lipten in Birmingham, Michigan.

			I had never before been to a medium and didn’t even know if I believed in mediums, but my general inclination in life is to try everything, and my specific thought that week was “Maybe this nice lady will help me.”

			Lori did indeed turn out to be a nice lady—a sweet-faced, blond, middle-aged suburban woman in clogs and a comfortable dress, whose office was decorated with butterflies and dream catchers. For someone who talks to the dead, she was the furthest possible thing from flaky or occult. In fact, she had such a motherly kindness about her that I fell into her arms crying as soon as we met. And when I saw that there was a couch in her office, I asked if I could lie down on it, and if she would put a blanket over me for our session, and tuck me in. She laughed and said, “Of course I will, honey!”

			As she snuggled the blankets around me, Lori said, “Oh my goodness—Rayya is already here in the room with us and she’s hilarious. She’s making jokes and cracking me up. Oh my goodness, she’s certainly very strong, isn’t she? She’s very commanding. She’s amazing! Please forgive my language, but she’s instructing me to shut the fuck up and let her do the talking, because she has a bunch of really important shit to tell you. Oh my goodness, Rayya, you certainly do like to swear! Okay, okay!

			“First of all, she’s telling you that you don’t need to waste money on a fucking psychic—her words, not mine!—because you guys can learn how to communicate with each other all by yourselves. That’s hilarious—nobody’s ever said anything like that before. Oh, now she’s saying, ‘No offense, Lori.’ Oh my goodness, she certainly is funny and honest. It’s no problem, Rayya—no offense taken. Okay, okay, okay—I’ll tell her! Slow down, Rayya. I’ll tell her!”

			Then the nice lady told me that Rayya wanted me to know that she had suffered a horrible and painful and violent death.

			Now, this is a pretty wild thing to say to someone who is grieving the death of a loved one, isn’t it? Yet I knew it to be true: Rayya had suffered a horrible and painful and violent death, for I had witnessed it. But there was no reason Lori would have known about it.

			Lori went on to say, “Rayya wants you to know that the reason she had such a hard death was because she wouldn’t let go. She didn’t believe there was anything on the other side. She was scared. She truly believed that death was the end. She was terrified of being erased, she says.”

			I nodded: That tracks.

			“But Rayya says there is something on the other side, and it’s more beautiful than she could ever explain. She says the best way she can describe it is this: She has become music now. She says not to be afraid of death, because it’s beautiful, and when it’s your time to die, she will be the one who comes and gets you.”

			“Tell her to come and get me right now!” I said, bursting into tears again.

			“She can’t, honey, and she misses you, too,” said Lori, stroking my head. “But it’s not your time. Rayya is saying that you won’t die for a long, long time, because you still have work to do on earth. She’ll help you wherever she can, but you’ll have to find your own way. She says she isn’t worried about you, though, because you are much stronger than you think. She says you are every bit as strong as you always believed she was—but you’re the only one who doesn’t realize that yet. She loves you so much, Liz, and she says that you gave her enough love to keep her heart full for the rest of its journey through the universe. She is deeply grateful. She says you were the biggest surprise of her life. She was amazed when you came to her and confessed your love. She had no idea. She was never sure if she was good enough for you, but she loved you so much.”

			“Tell her I love her, too, and I always will.”

			Lori laughed and said, “Rayya says you damn well better love her! She also told me to tell you that she’s watching you right now and she loves your tears. She loves your heart. But Rayya says the most important thing she wants you to know is this: She says that when she got to the border of death, the first thing she saw was her mother’s face, just like in the dream. And her mother was smiling at her and saying, ‘Take my hand.’ ”
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			Bow Down

			If this were only a story about the life and death of Rayya Elias, I suppose our book would be finished now, and may God rest her soul.

			But it isn’t only a story about Rayya: It’s a story about the two of us—and we still have me to deal with here.

			Me, who didn’t get to die in January of 2018 and cross the river into eternal peace.

			Me, who was left behind here in Earth School—feeling more alone and uncertain in my curriculum than ever.

			Me, who was, at the time of Rayya’s death, still an unrecovered sex and love addict on the loose—still living in the same trauma-informed brain I’ve always possessed. A brain that would chew itself to death if it were left unsupervised and undistracted for too long. A brain that had always instructed me to grasp on to others for comfort whenever it was in need and pain. A brain that was hardwired to seek solace outside of itself, wherever solace could be found. A brain that was now permeated with the deepest grief of its life and was therefore hungrier than ever for sedation, stimulation, connection, relief. A brain that, in the aftermath of Rayya’s departure, now felt like an uninsulated high-voltage wire, crackling and snapping and whipping about in the winds of a never-ending storm.

			How did it go for me, then, after Rayya died?

			What did I do next?

			How do you think it went for me?

			What do you think I did next?

			I did what I had always done.

			I did what any sick and suffering addict will always eventually do if they don’t have a program of recovery: I went out there and I used.

			So.

			Let me break it down for you, as Rayya used to say.

			Attentive readers may remember that I had started attending twelve-step meetings when Rayya was on cocaine and my world was falling down around my ears. You may also remember that I’d hated every minute of those meeting—although I did take some notes.

			You may not be surprised to learn, then, that I had stopped attending those meetings as soon as I could—which in my case meant: as soon as Rayya stopped using cocaine and started being nice to me again. Because all my problems were solved after that, right? I mean, why should I have to attend a recovery program designed to support people whose lives are affected by the addictions of others if my “other” wasn’t acting out in her addiction anymore? And why should I have to attend meetings for sex and love addiction when I was actually getting love again, from someone I was devoted to? Anyhow, I’m way smarter than most people, and I had quickly breezed through all the literature—so I figured that I basically understood all the principles of these programs and had learned all I needed to learn. Obviously.

			So I had walked out of the rooms of recovery in late October of 2017 like, Thanks for all the information, everyone—I’m all set now! Nice meeting you! I’ll take it from here!

			Except that I wasn’t all set, because I have never been “all set.”

			I was, in fact, a mess—and not only because Rayya had died but also because, at some level, I had always been a mess.

			Not that you would have known it by looking at me in the months after Rayya’s death! But that’s because there are two things I know how to do really well in life. One is to act like everything is fine; the other is to work my ass off. And so, once Rayya died, I got back to the business of acting like everything was fine and working my ass off.

			“I don’t really have time to grieve,” I remember saying to a colleague. “I just need to put my life back together again.”

			There was, in fact, some truth to this. I really did need to put my life back together again, because I had not been tending to myself at all in the twenty months since Rayya had been diagnosed with cancer. Now I needed to pick up the pieces of my own existence (whatever remained of it) and glue back together something resembling a life of my own.

			One of the first things I did after Rayya died was to call Miriam Feuerle, my lecture agent, and ask her to book me a whole bunch of public speaking engagements, because I urgently needed to make some money. My bank account had been gutted by the dual expenses of divorce and death, and I wanted to start earning again—and fast.

			“Are you really sure you’re ready to do that?” Miriam asked.

			“Totally sure,” I said. “I’ll take any job you can get for me.”

			So Miriam hustled and found me a bunch of bookings, and I hit the road. My first public speaking event was a scant two and a half weeks after Rayya died, which now seems insane to me—but I remember being quite proud of myself for getting up there on a stage in front of a bunch of strangers and performing as a bright, shiny public figure.

			I remember thinking: “Look how well I’m doing! Look how strong and resilient I am!”

			I also returned to writing the novel that I had abandoned the day Rayya got sick. The project was now more than a year overdue. I had never before missed a deadline, so this filled me with anxiety and shame. I really needed to get the book finished so I could honor my contract and restore my relationship with my publisher—but also so I could get paid. Hell, I needed to get the book started, because I had yet to write a single page of the thing.

			But what was that book again, that I was meant to be writing?

			Oh, right—it was supposed to be a glorious, funny, effervescent romp of a novel about a bunch of showgirls in the New York City theater world of the 1940s who really loved having sex.

			Cool, cool, cool.

			Perfect.

			Just the thing to write in the devastating aftermath of your partner’s death.

			So I got down to it, and I wrote City of Girls in the six months after Rayya died. I did this by keeping up a blistering pace of productivity, writing harder than I have ever written before. I calculated that I would need to write three thousand words a day, every day, for several months, in order to meet my new, extended deadline. So that’s exactly what I did.

			Look, I still don’t think it was the worst idea. Creativity has always been my safe and happy space, and it was nourishing to return to the work that I love. It was good to remember who I was, besides a grieving widow. But I pushed myself really, really hard to make that deadline. I drove my exhausted body like a team of sled dogs in order to finish that book—which turned out, ironically enough, to be a tale so joyful that nearly every review of this novel would later use the word sparkling to describe the story.

			I moved back into the old church where I had once lived so briefly, so long ago, and where Rayya had lived for nine years before she got sick. That’s where I hunkered down and worked. I surrounded myself with Rayya’s memory and her objects while I wrote. I wore her clothes and ate her food out of the freezer and slept in the bed where she and I had once made love. I talked to her all day and heard her talking to me in return. I felt her presence in the church come and go, just as I had once felt her mother’s spirit come and go.

			It was a very weird summer.

			“Weird” in the Shakespearean sense of the word. Eerie and haunted.

			For instance, new neighbors moved in that summer, right next door. They had a bunch of little children and one adorable puppy. When I asked the six-year-old daughter what the name of her doggy was, she looked me in the eye and said, “Rayya.”

			I almost fell over. I thought I was hallucinating, but her mother confirmed it: Yes, the dog’s name was Rayya. No, they did not know that a woman named Rayya had lived next door for many years. Yes, the six-year-old girl had named the puppy. Yes, she was aware that it was not a common name. No, the little girl did not know why she had chosen that name.

			“I just liked the sound of it,” said this tiny, wide-eyed child.

			All summer long while I worked on my novel, I heard the children outside playing with their dog, calling her name in their high-pitched voices.

			Rayya! Rayya! Rayyyyyyyyya!

			Sometimes I would go over there and snuggle the puppy, who was a Rottweiler mix with huge feet and wide shoulders. She was growing up so fast! Beautiful and friendly, but also a little dangerous. Which made perfect sense.

			A few months later, the family moved again, taking the dog with them, and I never saw canine Rayya again. I wept when they were gone, and the house next door stayed empty for a long time after that.

			The other thing I did during that summer was go for long, searching walks in the woods, which I thought of as “dates” with Rayya. I would hit the Record button on the voice-memo app of my phone and leave hour-long messages of me talking to her. I was certain she could hear these messages. (I am still certain that she could hear them.) I walked and talked and cried and laughed. I told Rayya funny stories about our friends, and about how crazy everyone was, and about how tired and sad I was. I would ask for guidance on how to deal with difficult people. If I got quiet enough, I could hear her answers. Sometimes I would hear her voice in my mind, speaking to me with direct and easy intimacy. Other times, she would answer my questions by dropping a memory into my brain, the way our schoolteachers back in the day used to drop a slide into an old-fashioned carousel. The image would be a memory of me watching Rayya handle some difficult interpersonal interaction by telling the truth, or setting a boundary, or forgiving someone.

			You do it this way, she would say.

			I do not remember praying to God that year, but I sure did pray a lot to Rayya.

			I was not just sorrowful that first summer after Rayya died but also, at times, enraged. It was not only anger at Rayya’s absence that I was feeling; it was anger at myself for how much of myself I had given away—and anger at what she had left behind for me to clean up. She had assigned me the task of handling the details of her estate, for instance, which did not turn out to be an easy job. Rayya had been both contradictory and grandiose with her friends and loved ones about what her bank account actually contained and how she wished her money and possessions to be distributed. With a furiously clenched jaw, I did my best to clean up the confusion she had left behind and to manage everyone’s frustration—including my own. The financial gifts that she had promised to her friends I paid from my own account, because her own account was pretty much empty. I paid off her credit card bills, too—although people told me this was a stupid thing to do. (“Why pay the bills of the dead? What are they gonna do? Dock her paycheck?”)

			But martyrdom is a central characteristic of codependency, and so of course I paid her bills—not generously, mind you, but angrily. Victimly.

			“Why am I still down here serving you,” I remember shouting at Rayya in the woods one day, “when you get to float off into heaven and become fucking music?”

			Waves of grief and rage overcame me so frequently during that summer that I often felt like I was swimming in wild surf, barely afloat. Sometimes I would have no choice but to stop doing whatever I was doing and tumble to the floor and sob, no longer able to support my own weight. Gigi told me this was called a “bow-down moment.” She said, “You just have to bow down and let it happen. Don’t resist. It will only make it worse. Let the emotions roll through you. Just breathe. Eventually it will stop.”

			Those grief waves felt like they would never stop, but it turned out Gigi was correct: Eventually, they always passed.

			But I could not afford to collapse forever, so after each wave I would pull myself back up off the floor, wash my face, and start working again—all the while watching warily for the next wave, knowing that I was losing more energy with each one.

			Can a person survive forever at this pace of weariness and productivity and sorrow?

			I thought I could survive.

			I had to survive.

			It was another day, after all, and I still had another three thousand words to write before the sun went down.

		

	
		
			I Will Not Call You but You Will Come

			One day, dear God, after all this madness is over,

			I will wake up to find you sitting at my breakfast table,

			dressed in good linen and sensible shoes.

			You will surprise me with a giant suitcase full of gifts.

			You will undo all the padlocks

			and show me pictures of my own innocence.

			You will teach me the human excellences of inquiry, honesty, and faith.

			The days will carry on—and still you won’t leave.

			You will tilt my entire house toward freedom.

			Serenity will be your promise—serenity fulfilled.

			There will be no charge for anything that happened before I found you,

			nor dread of what comes next.

			Until that day comes, though, I will still have my difficulties.

			Yet sometimes I will feel you bending over me while I sleep.

			I’m sorry I was so much trouble, I will say—

			and you will laugh,

			the way my mother laughed at me that one time

			when I was very small and I cut off all my hair.

			I don’t mind a bit of trouble, I will hear you say.

			I will ask your name,

			but not even you will know how to answer that question.

			But just for the sake of ending all arguments,

			we will agree to call you Love.

		

	
		
			Is This What Grieving Looks Like?

			I took lots of psychedelic drugs during the year after Rayya died.

			Like—lots and lots of psychedelic drugs.

			These substances were amazing because they gave me the chance to see Rayya again in person—not just to hear her voice in my mind, or to feel her presence, but to actually see and touch her. Sometimes in these visions her face was moonlit; other times she was the moon itself. Sometimes she was a dancing, vibrating, beautiful neon-blue line, which I understood to be what music looks like. Sometimes she was the same white tiger she herself had once glimpsed walking through walls, so soon before her death. Sometimes she was purple orbs. Sometimes I could feel her arms around me, saying, I’ve got you.

			Sometimes on those drugs I became Rayya. I was able to travel back in time and enter her body and relive the horror of her death. I was able to experience the unspeakable awfulness of what it feels like to be dying in bed while you can hear your friends laughing and talking in the next room—knowing that life and all its pleasures will go on without you. The terror and loneliness were devastating. I wept for Rayya—but I also wept as her.

			Another time, when I was flying high on ayahuasca, I got to interview Rayya’s cancer cells. I summoned them to me (they arrived in a sheepish, shuffling cluster), and I asked them what it had been like to kill her. I wasn’t angry, I said: I just wanted to know. They had hated their job, they told me. They had hated being cancer cells, but it was their destiny. They explained to me how they had lived in Rayya’s body since birth, waiting for the signal instructing them to activate and replicate and commence the process of her death. They had prayed that the signal would never arrive, because they had come to love Rayya over the years—the way anyone would love their home. Also, her death, of course, would mean an end to their own lives. Why would they want that? For many years, then, the cancer cluster had lived quietly in her liver, keeping their heads down, trying to go unnoticed. But one morning, the signal had come: It’s go time.

			“Who sent the signal?” I asked.

			“We don’t know,” the shuffling cluster replied. “But we had no choice but to follow the commands we were given.”

			I felt sympathy for the cancer cells. I really did. They seemed like decent enough guys, trapped in a literal dead-end job.

			Trapped, like all of us, in their own karmic predicament.

			Another night—without a trace of drugs in my system but lying in bed exhausted and unable to sleep—I suddenly had a vision in which four sweet-faced angels dressed in white suits (kind of like the 1980s boy band Menudo) came to get me to take me on an adventure. It was an astonishingly vivid vision. One moment I was in my bed, wide awake and agitated, and in the next moment the Menudo angels were transporting me to an alternate universe. They landed me in a modest, sunny apartment on St. Marks Place, in the East Village. They told me that this is where Rayya and I were currently living together as a married couple—in this apartment that I had never before seen but that also seemed deeply familiar. This was a different universe, I grasped, from what I had always understood to be “reality”—but it was also happening right now and felt every bit as real and true as the world in which I actually lived.

			In this alternate universe—I immediately comprehended—Rayya and I had gotten together as a couple back in the year 2000, shortly after we met. We had built a life together, and it was a good life. Now it was the current day, and she was alive, and we were happy. I was still a journalist; she was still doing hair. Eat Pray Love had never happened; Harley Loco had never happened. We’d been living for twenty years in this bright little rental apartment in a crumbling old brownstone on the south side of the street, right across from Cafe Mogador, where we often went for breakfast. It was a humble existence but a sweet one. She was sober; I was sober. And it was just as real as the world I had always known to be “true.”

			In this vision, I got to talk to Rayya while she washed dishes at the sink and while the four white-suited angels at the table watched us and smiled. I knew we were planning to go on a trip, because our suitcases were packed by the door—but I didn’t know where we were going.

			“But this is real, isn’t it?” I kept asking the angels. “This isn’t a dream, and I’m not on drugs, right? This is happening, isn’t it? I’m actually right here.”

			The angels beamed at me and nodded.

			“But Rayya,” I said to her, “you died already. You died on January 4th. I was there! I watched you die. I don’t understand what’s happening right now. How are you also here, and still alive?”

			“Dude, stop asking questions. You’ll never be able to get it.”

			“But how does this all work, though?” I asked the angels. “How can I come back here? How many other universes are there?”

			“Don’t bother trying to explain any of this to her, you guys,” Rayya said to the angels, who just shrugged at me with sweet compassion. “She’ll never be able to understand.”

			And to me she said, “You’ll never figure this one out, babe. Just hang out and enjoy being with me here in the moment.”

			Then, in the very next instant, I was gone—transported back to my bed again, back to this world.

			Alone and bereft.

			This vision of our home on St. Marks Place was so tactile and real (right down to the art on the walls and the rugs on the floor) that as soon as I possibly could, I drove to the East Village to see the location in person. Perhaps I hoped that I might encounter Rayya there—that I could walk up the stoop and through the peeling red door and then up the narrow old staircase to the third floor, where I knew that our apartment was located behind the first door on the left. Perhaps I hoped that I would find her there, alive and well, washing the dishes and packing for a trip.

			But there was no building in the spot that I had seen in my vision. Across from Cafe Mogador, there is nothing but an empty lot—the only empty lot on the whole block, in fact. The empty lot gapes like a spot in a mouth where a tooth used to be. And a giant graffiti painting of an exploding black crow looks over the vacant spot.

			When I saw that our home was gone—that our home had never been—I wept and wept, right there on the street.

			Is this what grieving looks like?

			Was I doing it right? Was I doing it wrong?

			I don’t know.

			This is what grieving looked like for me.

			“How is Liz doing?” someone asked a family member of mine during this time.

			“Liz is amazing” came the answer. “Liz is doing great.”

			What else would they think, given how I was presenting myself? Producing and hustling and putting on a good face and searching for escape: That had been my survival formula since the beginning of forever, and it was keeping me alive again now.

			Meanwhile, as all this was going on, my unhealed sex and love addiction sat quietly in a dimly lit corner of my mind, and it did what addiction always does: It waited.

			Patiently it watched me spin and toil, and patiently it waited for me to collapse.

			My addiction watched me overwork, it watched me overperform, it watched me grieve. It watched me drink and take drugs. It watched me demand answers to the workings of the universe. It watched me exhaust myself in service and devotion to someone who wasn’t even there anymore. It watched me get knocked down by wave after wave of grief. It watched me cry out in my sleep.

			As I became more depleted, my addiction grew—until it was sleeker and stronger and more powerful than ever.

			And in the rare moments when I stopped working, or when I was too overwhelmed with fatigue to fight it, my addiction started talking to me again.

			It said the same things it has always said.

			It said: Go out there and find somebody.

			It said: You deserve some relief.

			It said: Bring me someone.

			It said: Feed me.
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			Powerless

			I do not have the heart to write out the excruciating details of the binge that I went on, less than a year after Rayya died, when my addiction instructed me to go out there and find someone. I do not want to put myself through the pain of that time all over again, nor do I wish to breach the privacy of anyone I pulled into my disease with me, nor do I have any desire to drag my readers through even more drama.

			I can tell you, however, that the tiny part of my brain that could still function with sanity knew that it was unwise for me to get romantically or sexually involved with anyone at that point. First of all, I was sick with grief—and that is no condition in which to engage in romance. Also, I had sworn to myself after Rayya’s death that I would spend a considerable amount of time alone, and that I would learn how to stand on my own two feet, just as Rayya had instructed. I had never lived on my own for any substantial amount of time, and I knew that I needed it. Building a good and stable and esteem-worthy life for myself was my sincere and earnest plan after Rayya died.

			But you can’t give an addict a plan, because we can’t follow a plan—not even our own plans. (Especially not our own plans!) Until the miracle of recovery happens, we addicts only ever have one plan: Use.

			So that’s what I did.

			And how did that work out?

			Well, I don’t even need to find words to describe how my binge ended up—because I already wrote this part, twenty years ago, in the pages of Eat Pray Love:

			“Addiction is the hallmark of every infatuation-based love story,” a much younger Liz Gilbert wrote back then, discussing a much earlier doomed relationship.

			
				It all begins when the object of your adoration bestows you with a heady, hallucinogenic dose of something you had never even dared to admit that you wanted—an emotional speedball, perhaps, of thunderous love and roiling excitement. Soon you start craving that intense attention with the hungry obsession of any junkie. When the drug is withheld, you promptly turn sick, crazy, and depleted (not to mention resentful of the dealer who encouraged this addiction in the first place, but who now refuses to pony up the good stuff anymore—despite the fact that you know he has it hidden somewhere, goddamn it, because he used to give it to you for free). Next stage finds you skinny and shaking in the corner, certain only that you would sell your soul or rob your neighbors just to have that thing one more time. Meanwhile, the object of your adoration has become repulsed by you. He looks at you like you’re someone he’s never met before, much less someone he once loved with high passion. The irony is, you can hardly blame him. I mean, check yourself out. You’re a pathetic mess, unrecognizable to your own eyes. You have now reached infatuation’s final destination—the complete and merciless devaluation of self.

			

			I wrote those words in the early autumn of 2004, but I could just as easily have written them in the early winter of 2018.

			For that matter, I could just as easily have written those words thirty years ago, or ten years ago, or forty years ago—because this sort of behavior is not something that I once did; this sort of behavior is something that I do. Fantasy, followed by infatuation, followed by seduction, followed by enmeshment, followed by complete self-abandonment, followed by obsession and desperate need, followed by despair and collapse and loneliness—over and over again.

			Why do I keep doing it, though?

			Why do I never seem to graduate from this storyline, no matter how old I get, how intelligent I am, or how hard I try to control myself?

			“I just want to be normal!” I remember Rayya saying in tears when she started drinking again after her many years of sobriety. “I just want to be a normal person who does normal things that normal people do!”

			Yes, my love, I get it.

			I very much understand that bewilderment: Why can’t we just be normal?

			The answer to that question, for me at least, was written right there in the pages of Eat Pray Love, staring up at me in black and white, rendered blazingly obvious through my use of these unflinching words: addiction, hallucinogenic, speedball, intense, obsession, drug, sick, crazy, depleted, pathetic, mess, complete and merciless devaluation of self. Here’s the thing, though: When I wrote those words over twenty years ago, I thought I was using the language of addiction metaphorically. But it wasn’t a metaphor; it was the absolute, bald-faced reality. I was diagnosing myself with perfect accuracy as a sex and love addict, without even knowing it.

			Meaning the reason I can’t do normal things that normal people do is because I’m an addict.

			So there I was, back in the same situation all over again.

			Back on the bathroom floor on my knees, all over again.

			Lost, all over again.

			The only difference was that this time I knew—by which I mean to say, thank God I remembered—that there was someplace I could go for help.
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			Turning Myself In

			People often talk about crawling into the rooms of recovery on their knees, but when I turned to twelve-step for the second time, I felt more like I was walking in there with my hands up—like a career criminal turning herself in, ready at last to give up the game.

			“Hi, my name is Lizzy and I’m a sex and love addict,” I said aloud for the first time—and the relief I experienced in uttering these words is beyond my capacity to describe.

			They call it “claiming your seat” when you identify yourself as an addict at last and join the community of recovery—and it is indeed a beautiful moment.

			That moment of surrender, that moment of first belonging.

			“Hi, Lizzy,” said all the other sex and love addicts, and I knew I was home.

			This time, I didn’t sit next to the exit, or pull a hat down over my head to disguise my identity, or run out of the room as soon as the meeting was over. I listened and took notes just as I had done on my first visit to the rooms, but I also raised my hand to speak, and I told the truth about myself. I also bought the literature, collected some phone numbers for fellowship and outreach, and hung around to speak to some people when the hour-long meeting was over.

			“I’m so ashamed of all the things I’ve done,” I told one old-timer after the meeting.

			“Don’t worry about it, honey,” she said. “Nobody ever soared into this room on the wings of victory. Just keep coming back. Stick with the women in the program and keep away from the men—at least for now. Stay in the middle of the herd and start working the steps. And listen for your higher power’s voice when you hear other people sharing. You’ll begin to hear direction for your own life in the stories that other people tell. Keep an open mind. It’ll all start to make sense eventually.”

			I came back for another meeting the next day, and the day after that, and the following day, too. As I listened to the other addicts share their life experiences, I began to hear the story of my own life, told in a hundred different voices.

			I heard from people who’d had some of the same painful childhood experiences as me, which had led them into the same unmanageable behaviors and compulsions.

			I heard from people who, just like me, had blown up marriage after marriage—their own marriages and the marriages of others.

			I heard from people who’d lost their jobs, their sanity, or all their money and belongings because of their obsession with some person or another. (“I took one look at that guy from across the bar and said, ‘I would follow that man straight to hell’—and then I did!” said one woman, while the rest of us nodded in quiet understanding.)

			I heard from people who had been living in desperate yearning for decades with partners who were emotionally unavailable, or who had lived their whole lives in degrading servitude to people who did not respect them or love them back, or who were pining in fantasy about relationships that had ended years earlier.

			I heard from people who had traded sex for love, or love for sex, or both for money.

			I heard about insecure attachment style and avoidance and unconscious compliance.

			I heard about emotional anorexia and cortisol addiction.

			I heard terms I’d never heard before but that immediately made sense to me (because I’d been doing those things for years but didn’t know they had names): love bombing, trauma bombing, attention pulling, ecstatic recall, digital stalking, insta-macy…

			I heard about assigning magical qualities to others and making them into your higher power.

			I heard about mistaking pity, lust, or loneliness for love.

			I heard about sexualizing our feelings of guilt, shame, fear, rage, and grief.

			I heard about rape, abuse, pregnancies, venereal diseases, pornography, prostitution, suicide, violence…

			I did not hear a single thing in those meetings that I could not identify with at some level. In fact, to this day, I have still never heard anything in any twelve-step meeting that shocks me. Whenever I hear people talking about their most self-destructive behaviors, I’m either like, “Yeah, I’ve done that” or “Yeah, I would probably do that” or “Yeah, I can see why someone would do that, given the chance.”

			I told my own story, too—in one three-minute share at a time. I began sharing things in those meetings that I had never told anyone before. Things I had buried and denied. Secrets I had planned to take to the grave.

			At first I found it frightening to be so vulnerable—especially because I’m a public figure, and I knew there were bound to be some people in the rooms who recognized me. I was chilled by the thought that some of my fellows might run home and tell their friends that they had seen Elizabeth Gilbert in a meeting for sex addicts—and, worse, that they might share with others what they had heard me confess.

			It didn’t help when two young women rushed me after a meeting one night to say, “We’re your biggest fans, and we just had to run over and say hello, because we can’t believe you’re here!” (This, only minutes after I’d shared a story from my life that was so sensitive I’d never even told a therapist about it.) I felt horrifically exposed, and I walked home in tears, feeling awfully sorry for myself because it was clear that I would never be given the gift of anonymity.

			I might very well have stopped going to meetings after that—except divine intervention, once more, saved me. That evening as I was falling asleep, I heard God say to me: You’ve got a choice here, honey. You can either protect your anonymity, or you can get well. But you can’t do both. So you need to decide right now what’s more important to you: your privacy or your recovery.

			Fuck my privacy; I needed my recovery.

			So the next day I was back at that same meeting, with those same giddy fangirls in the room, and I told the truth about myself again. It didn’t matter what anyone else did with my secrets; I needed a place to share my pain openly and honestly—and I still do.

			And I have not left the rooms since.
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			God Works Through People

			“God works through people,” I was told when first I entered this program.

			At first, I didn’t understand.

			Not these people, surely!

			Not this group of problematic, inconsistent, selfish,

			boastful, boorish, hopeless, desperate, contradictory,

			and annoying human beings—

			each of them just as fucked up and flawed as I am.

			Into this room we all shuffle and file,

			shaking out our raincoats.

			Somebody always has a complaint about protocol.

			Somebody is always deeply offended

			by the person who has the complaint about protocol.

			Somebody is always texting or gossiping as the opening prayers begin.

			The room is always too hot or too cold.

			There are never enough pamphlets.

			And a whole bunch of fools and misfits arrive late,

			scraping their chairs and rustling their plastic bags.

			But then—

			just as you start wishing you could be anywhere but here on a Saturday night—

			the speaker opens her mouth to share her story.

			And God drops in.

		

	
		
			Smoking Roofing Tar

			Within a week of coming to twelve-step recovery for the second time, I had found a sponsor and begun to work the steps.

			This time, I made the decision to do everything that was suggested to me by the fellows in my program—trusting that the collective wisdom of multiple generations of recovered addicts was probably something I should listen to and respect.

			It was suggested, for instance, that I go “no contact” with all my “qualifiers”—meaning that I let go of anybody with whom I was currently obsessed and anyone I was still fantasizing about in any way.

			So I walked away from them all.

			It had to be done: I could not get sober from love addiction while still engaging with the objects of my desire any more than you can fix the engine of a car that you are still actively driving down the highway.

			Some of those people I was able to explain myself to (“I am not well, I have never been well, and I need to go get well”), but in other cases, my sponsor and I decided it was too unsafe for me to even explain my disappearance, because any further contact with these people might stimulate my fantasies (or theirs) all over again, thereby pulling me back into dramatic entanglement. In such cases, my sponsor suggested, it was best for everyone involved if I simply blocked their phone numbers and left.

			I also unfollowed a bunch of people on social media and deleted a vast number of potentially triggering photographs from my phone so I wouldn’t accidentally run into any of my old heartbreaks or fantasies as I was scrolling through my life. I also deleted a bunch of old text strands and got rid of any songs that stimulated fantasy or longing. (This is called a “digital detox,” and goddamn it, it was hard—but I did it for the same reason a recovering alcoholic pours all the liquor in the house down the drain.)

			Continuing the spirit of a cleanse, I even deep-cleaned my church, getting rid of a lot of Rayya’s things in the process. I shipped some of her belongings to friends and loved ones, put some of them in storage, but also threw away a lot of junk that she had hoarded over the years. Sometimes I could feel Rayya protesting this cleanse from the beyond—like when she watched me throw out a massive contractor’s garbage bag filled with ancient and literally rotting old sneakers, some of which didn’t even have matching partners—but I overruled her objections, shouting at the sky, “You didn’t even want these things, Rayya! That’s why you stuffed it all in the back of a closet! I live in this house now, this is my house, this is where I live—and I will love you forever, but I’m not gonna make my home into a museum of your un-dealt-with shit!”

			(If any of my neighbors were disturbed by the spectacle of me shouting at ghosts while I took out the garbage, well…I suppose they were getting used to me now.)

			Withdrawal from addiction felt, as promised, like hell.

			It was stressful, but it was also tedious—which I had not expected. I was accustomed to living a life of high drama, and now things felt kind of…boring. My sponsor helped me to understand this tedium, explaining that boredom is nothing more than a cover for anxiety—and that anxiety is what drives us to seek out all that drama, excitement, and distraction in the first place. In fact, drama and boredom are both symptoms of high anxiety, signaling a deep inability to simply be. When serenity is either unavailable or unattainable, only drama and boredom will ever be on the menu. And given the choice between drama and boredom, of course an addict will choose drama every single time. Which explains my whole life, pretty much.

			But now I was being asked to put away both drama and boredom, and to simply feel whatever arose within me—exactly as one would do in meditation. And what was arising was grief, sorrow, loneliness, and despair. Frankly, it was making me crawl out of my skin. I started using the word scritchy (a combination of scratchy and bitchy) during that time to describe how profoundly uncomfortable I felt. It was difficult to know where to find comfort, especially since I could no longer medicate myself with my oldest and deepest fantasy: that someday in the future a magical person would show up, fall in love with me, and fix everything.

			Nobody would be showing up now.

			There would be no fixing of anything.

			Only feeling.

			Feeling and praying, and then feeling and praying again.

			So that’s what I did: I felt, I cried, I slept, I felt my fear and sorrow, and I prayed.

			I was instructed to make a list of “top-line behaviors”—healthy and esteem-worthy actions (like exercising and eating well and getting enough sleep)—that I could use to replace my “bottom-line behaviors” (like flirting, fantasy, intriguing, and sexual acting out).

			I did exactly what was suggested of me, but I kind of thought it was all bullshit.

			I mean, how could eating a salad replace the electric high of white-hot passion?

			“What will be the reward for all this discomfort?” I asked my sponsor after a particularly bad night of loneliness and restlessness.

			“Can you live without knowing the answer to that question?” she asked. “Can you just walk through these steps and work your program without any promise of reward? Can you do what your sober predecessors have done, and trust that more will be revealed? You, who took so many risks as an addict; can you take the risk of sobriety? Can you take the risk of not knowing what your future will look like? Do you have the courage for that?”

			Maybe, I guess?

			It was hard to be sure.

			I felt like shit, was the thing.

			I lost all my energy during withdrawal and often felt like I had the flu.

			I couldn’t write, I couldn’t exercise, I had trouble making plans.

			My mind kept returning to ancient suffering that I never wanted to think about again—incidents from over four decades ago that I had kept buried for years. This was the last place I wanted to go—but this was the trauma that lay hidden beneath all the pain, and now it was demanding to be addressed. Feeling those feelings was horrible, and I hated it, but I talked about it in meetings and found plenty of love and support in the rooms. I called my sponsor every day and took every suggestion she offered. I took solace from old-timers who told me in simple terms that withdrawal is indeed excruciating—but it’s a pain that will eventually end, whereas addiction is a pain that will never end.

			One night, in a desperate “outreach” call, I had a conversation with a kind and reassuring fellow addict who promised me that if I had the courage to go all the way through the experience of withdrawal without reaching for anything to take the edge off (“not a man, not a Mastercard, not a muffin, not a martini”), I might have the chance for a true spiritual awakening.

			“Just stay in your lane and work your program,” she promised, “and the day will come when you won’t even want anymore the things you used to crave with all your heart.”

			I thought to myself, This fool must be smoking roofing tar, if she thinks I will ever not want the things I crave with all my heart.

			But I took her direction—because honestly, at this point in my life, what choice did I even have?

			So I stayed in my lane.

			I worked my program.

			And most of all—hardest of all—I felt my pain.

		

	
		
			Withdrawal Poem, Part II— 
or 
Counting Days

			Not for tonight the lectures of the learned scholars,

			parading their fluency in Greek and Sanskrit.

			(Their abstractions strain my grieving mind.)

			Not for tonight the teachings of the great spiritual masters.

			(Their detachment is so far out of my reach.)

			Not for tonight the comedians and the tragedians,

			streaming in multiple formats on infinite platforms.

			No music for tonight, either.

			(It chafes me; it reminds me; it hurts me.)

			No stunt-eating for tonight.

			Nothing erotic,

			exotic,

			heroic,

			stimulating,

			or sedating.

			No meaningless drive to a different place, just to buy a thing.

			No magical substances, no dangerous phone calls.

			Even the poets bruise my senses tonight—

			even the dead ones, even the best ones.

			Nothing is working tonight.

			I’m uncomfortable.

			Christ, I’m uncomfortable.

			I know what to do with desire—or, at least, I always have known.

			(Sate it.)

			I know what to do with longing—or, at least, I always have known.

			(Fill it.)

			But the hollow space within me tonight is asking not to be filled with anything.

			The hollow space is asking me to just sit here with it—whatever that means.

			It’s asking me to trust it—whatever that means.

			So this is life on earth without distraction or escape.

			It’s fucking terrifying.

			God help me.

			Please help me.

			This doing nothing is a path for the brave.

		

	
		
			God Responds to My Withdrawal

			Nothing you could ever feel

			is bigger than what I can hold.

			Let me surround you with holy silence, then,

			while you struggle.

			Let me embrace you with my infinite mystery

			while you rage.

			What makes you think I could ever grow tired of your lamentations,

			or be driven off by your pain?

			As if you could ever be too much for me!

			As if you could ever irritate me,

			or need too much of me.

			Being everywhere, I have nowhere better to be.

			Being everything, I have nothing better to do.

			Bring it all to me, then.

			Every bit of your preciousness belongs to me—

			and that includes your shame, the sadness of your history,

			and your addictions of a thousand varieties.

			But you must put it all on the fire now

			and walk straight toward my voice.

			Feel everything you need to feel, my child—

			but feel me, too, in this unrelenting furnace.

			Feel me, too.
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			My Day Count

			Soon enough I had thirty days clean—which meant thirty days totally off my “bottom lines.”

			I earned my first sobriety chip in a meeting that night, and my fellows cheered for me. Their joy in my hard-earned victory made me cry big, ugly tears down my tired but beaming face.

			And the next morning, I was back in a meeting again.

			God, I went to so many meetings during that time.

			I went to twelve-step meetings twice a day when I could—and when there were no meetings available for sex and love addicts, I went to open meetings (meaning “meetings where all are welcome”) for alcoholics and drug addicts. I went to meetings for family members of addicts, and I went to meetings for codependents. I went to meetings for adult children of alcoholic and dysfunctional families, and I went to meetings for debtors and overspenders.

			I learned just as much about my primary addiction from these other fellowships as I did from my own room. It was becoming evident to me that addiction is addiction is addiction—that all the ways in which people binge, hoard, numb, act out, control, and self-medicate are just equally desperate attempts to cover up the same deep spiritual pain. In fact, I don’t think there’s a single room in the twelve-step universe that I don’t relate to or qualify for, at some level or another, because my anxious mind never stops looking for ways to escape its host of human dilemmas.

			The people I encountered in twelve-step recovery seemed so beautiful and poetic and inspiring to me that I often developed crushes on them. (Of course I did! I’m a sex and love addict!) But whenever that happened, my sponsor would gently advise me to stop going to that room for a while—just to give myself the best chance of recovery without romantic distraction. (“You will eventually learn how to avoid situations that put you in danger,” she said, “but until that day comes, you must protect your early sobriety by staying away from people who can trigger fantasy.”)

			So I did as she suggested, and I managed not to hook up with anyone—recognizing, even in my newly sober state, that fishing for romantic contacts in a meeting for sex and love addicts might be the very definition of the phrase “defeating the purpose.”

			It was all difficult, but something was happening within me.

			Gradually, little by slowly, I was starting to feel well.

			There’s an important difference, I think, between feeling good and feeling well. The world is filled with things that can make me feel very, very good—but before I came into the rooms of recovery, I had never really felt well. To me, feeling well is about feeling calm, stable, relaxed, connected, and perhaps even honorable. It’s about being able to sleep through the night without needing to be sedated. It’s about being able to digest your food, be present to your friends, and breathe. It’s about feeling like every day has the right number of hours in it, and that your basic responsibilities are manageable. It’s about being able to set boundaries that foster sanity. It’s about a feeling of inherent value, and an absence of shame.

			In the process of recovery, I discovered that it was possible for me to have days where I didn’t necessarily feel good, but I still somehow sensed that I was doing well—because I wasn’t using or acting out. I was living in integrity even when it was difficult, and that was something to be proud of.

			Soon I had sixty days clean.

			It wasn’t easy. There were nights when I would wake up literally shaking and weeping, as some terribly lonely voice within me cried out, Bring someone to me! It’s not okay that we’re so alone! It’s not okay that we’re this upset! Somebody should be here with us!

			I learned how to wrap myself in a blanket and rock myself while I cried and shook.

			I learned how to gently say to that traumatized part of me, “Honey, I know exactly why you want me to go out there and get someone. I know exactly what you think you’ll get out of that. But if you’ll recall, we’ve tried that before. Remember all those times? And bringing someone else into this bed does work, you’re right, in that it heals the immediate loneliness and sorrow—but then it brings a whole bunch of other problems that just end up leaving us feeling more lost and abandoned than ever. Remember that? Remember how that always happens?”

			I don’t care! the frightened inner voice said. I can’t bear this! I need someone!

			“You have me,” I said aloud. “And we have God.”

			That’s not enough people! And you and God aren’t even real! I need someone else! I need someone who’s real!

			“God and I may not be real, sweetheart,” I would say, “but we’re the only ones here tonight. And we aren’t going to let you hurt yourself anymore, no matter what you demand.”

			And so I would somehow get myself through another night, keeping my desperate voices company in the dark.

			I took inspiration from stories Rayya had told me about her multitude of withdrawals. I remembered how she talked about the time she finally put down drugs for good (well, almost for good) back in the early 1990s. How she’d been released from a halfway house and had then moved back to Michigan for a while to get away from the familiar temptations of her drug-fueled life in New York City. How she’d ended up living in a dark basement apartment, because it was all she could afford. How she had to start her career all over again at a local salon, giving shampoos to old rich ladies and trimming people’s bangs. (She, who had once styled top models for photo shoots for Vogue! In Europe!) I remember how she told me that she gained weight when she got sober, and got depressed, and felt uglier than she’d ever been in her life. How, most of all, she was bored as hell during withdrawal—so fucking bored.

			But she didn’t use.

			She stayed clean.

			And over time, her life had gotten beautiful.

			That’s when I had first met Rayya, in fact—right on the other side of that sober awakening, right when her life was getting beautiful. I remembered how radiant she had been back then, the first day I met her back in 2000—how proud of her clean time, how joyful about her life.

			If she could do it, I could too.

			Hell yeah, baby, I kept hearing Rayya say. Stay with it.

			So, hell yeah, I stayed with it.

			Then I got ninety days clean.

			Never have I felt so proud.

			There’s a reason addicts keep a day count, I began to understand. It’s because each day spent clean is like a pearl on a string. And you get to keep them all—until you become a pearl yourself.

			It is a process that is not without its irritations, I’ll grant you that (ask any oyster), but I came to believe that it was all pointing toward the good and the beautiful.

			Keep going, I heard Rayya say. You’re doing great.

			So I stayed with it.

			And little by little, I began to heal.
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			This God Is a Homemade Poem

			Shellbark hickory, hazel, and beech.

			A wood, a creek, and everything in it.

			My bed is a quiet place—where once it rocked with lust and grief.

			The vulture stretches herself out to dry on the fence post,

			and so does this year.

			Not one bit of this is what I expected of my life.

			How can you trust a world so completely unpredictable?

			Yet I am learning to.

			(Mostly. Sometimes.)

			The God of my understanding does not always grant my wishes,

			but doesn’t seem to need me on my knees, either.

			This God isn’t angling for any particular outcome.

			Has no hunger for my vows or incantations,

			nor any interest in the bitterness of my remorse.

			Likes things just the way they are, it appears.

			And lately, strangely, so do I.

			This God is a homemade poem,

			and we are writing it together.

		

	
		
			Withdrawing with Drawing

			Within a few months of my coming into the rooms of recovery, some really weird things started happening in my life.

			For one thing, I stopped drinking.

			Now that took me by surprise.

			That had never been my intention—to put down alcohol when I came into the rooms—and nobody had asked me to do it. You aren’t required to get sober off substances just because you’re a sex and love addict. Technically, they are two different problems. And I didn’t come into recovery because I was a drunk, anyhow; I came into recovery because I was a crazy, needy, clingy, desperate, out-of-control, love-starved maniac who drank a lot. But one night I was out to dinner with some friends, and the wine bottle was being passed around, as usual. When the bottle got to me, I heard a voice in my head that I immediately recognized as God.

			The voice said: This isn’t helping you, honey.

			So I let the wine pass me by—and I have not had a drink since.

			To this day, I still find this part of my story totally wild—that from one moment to the next, I went from being a person who drank quite a bit of booze to being someone who’s never even desired it again. And in that moment, the entire raucous, complicated, devastating, and sometimes deadly centuries-long history of my family’s engagement with alcohol just ended within me—cut itself off, got cauterized, and was gone.

			Left behind was a slightly clearer mind.

			People in the rooms often talk about “the gifts of recovery”—strange, un-asked-for miracles of transformation that show up seemingly out of nowhere, once a person starts working the steps in their primary addiction. Losing my desire to drink was my first tangible gift of recovery. God gave me that one for free, like: If you put down your sex and love addiction, kiddo, I’ll take away that deep, historic urge for alcohol.

			I quit using drugs, too, within a few months of coming into recovery.

			Now, this was not as easy for me as putting down drinking, and I did have to go through quite a long and uncomfortable period of withdrawal from those substances. I had come to drugs late in life, but when I finally discovered them in my mid-forties, I had fallen passionately in love with the stuff. I wasn’t after the hard stuff that Rayya had always used; cocaine and opiates never interested me. Mushrooms and ayahuasca and MDMA were more my thing, because I loved tripping. I loved being able to leave my body behind while I got to roam freely about the universe, far beyond the reaches of space and time. I loved changing form—turning into animals, trees, air—and watching reality melt. Those drugs had felt like nothing less than a direct and immediate shortcut to God, and I couldn’t get enough of that feeling.

			But I put all that down about four months into recovery.

			Again, it wasn’t because anybody told me that I had to stop using drugs; I just came to understand that these substances were not helping me.

			Now, listen, I fully understand that psychedelics and “plant medicine” can be miraculous agents of psychological healing, and that they are currently being widely and successfully used as treatment for depression, anxiety, PTSD, and, ironically, drug addiction. I think it’s great that people are finding healing with these substances. And I also understand that psychedelics are not considered to be chemically addictive. But here’s the problem: You don’t know me. The truth about me is that I can get addicted to anything that feels good. And those drugs felt incredibly good to my system—far, far better than my nonaltered reality feels. In fact, whenever I came down from psychedelics, I would immediately start to ache and sometimes even weep, because I never wanted to come back here—back to this dumb planet, where our souls are trapped within these meat bodies, and where we must follow the laws of Newtonian physics, and where pain is a reality and death is forever. I just wanted to stay there—bodiless and safe, far away from my humanness and from all responsibility, adrift in a soft cosmos of unfettered imagination and infinite possibility. (I’ve never once had a “bad trip” on psychedelics; to me, the real world has always felt like the bad trip.)

			But I put all those drugs down after a few months in recovery because I came to understand that anything that stimulates such extreme craving in me—and such a deep need to check out of reality—was going to have to go now.

			Again, it was the God of my understanding who made the suggestion: Stop taking shortcuts to try to find me, my love—it will only slow us down. You don’t need those substances to talk to me—it’s all just a means of escape. I’m always with you and I’m always within you. We’re talking to each other right now; you can’t get any closer than that. So leave it all behind and stay with me. We’re doing something different now. We’re doing reality now, and nothing is wilder than that. Can you trust me enough to go on this journey with me? Can you stay present? Can you allow my voice to be all the magic you need?

			To my ever-widening surprise, my answer seemed to be yes.

			Other big life changes happened around that time, too.

			I will never stop being grateful, for instance, to my first sponsor, who said to me one day, “I won’t be able to work with you anymore, Liz, if you don’t get financially sober. I can see that you’re still using money as a means of trying to medicate your anxiety, control people, and make them love you. If you don’t stop that behavior, all the hard work we’re doing with your sex and love addiction won’t amount to anything.”

			And so I set out to get “money sober,” working with a financial therapist (there is such a thing!) to create a “best practices spending plan” for me—a plan that, among other things, forbids me from giving money away without checking it out first with at least two sober fellows. And I have learned to donate money to trusted charities rather than giving money directly to people whom I know, in order to not foster codependent personal relationships. Of course, I don’t get the same high by donating to charities that I used to get from being a “savior” to my friends, but it seems to work out better for everyone if I stay out of their money business.

			I also have enormous gratitude to that same sponsor for suggesting that, for at least a year, I should go on a “rescue detox”—meaning that I should stop trying to save anyone’s life but my own.

			“You constantly try to rescue other people as a way of avoiding your own pain,” she pointed out.

			“No, I don’t,” I said.

			“Really?” she replied, with one eyebrow raised. She then asked me what percentage of my social life involved “checking in” on people, just to see if they were okay.

			“That would be one hundred percent of my social life,” I replied.

			“What if you just trusted that they are okay?” she asked. “What if you trusted that other people have their own resources and their own higher powers? What if you took care of yourself and trusted that other people can find their way without your help?”

			“But they aren’t okay!” I protested.

			“When was the last time you called a friend who isn’t going through an emotional crisis, just to get together and have a cup of coffee with them or go for a nice walk?”

			“I don’t know anybody who isn’t going through an emotional crisis!”

			“And why is that?”

			“I don’t know! What would an emotionally healthy person even look like? If they were healthy, why would they hang out with me? And what would we even talk about?”

			“I want you to call somebody today who isn’t in trouble, and make a date to have lunch with them.”

			What a revelation!

			Stepping out of other people’s drama cycles was scary, weird, and difficult for me at first. I felt guilty for keeping the focus on myself, and I wondered how anyone could possibly survive without my overinvolvement in their lives.

			(Spoiler alert: They all survived. And I gradually started hanging out with healthier people.)

			None of this is what I expected would happen, when I first came to the rooms—but sober living casts a wide net and changes your life in more ways than you could possibly imagine.

			Here’s the thing, though: When you quit drinking, doing drugs, having sex, and trying to manage, rescue, and control other people, suddenly you find yourself with a lot of free time on your hands.

			What on earth would I do with myself now?

			At first I had no idea what to do, and I noticed myself wandering around a lot in vague, lost circles.

			I discovered that the evenings, especially, tended to get very long.

			So I filled those empty hours by making art while listening to recordings of great spiritual masters. I would sit at my kitchen table for hours at a time, all alone, cutting out pictures from magazines and making amateurish collages in my journal while I listened to the voices of teachers like Ram Dass and Pema Chödrön and Thich Nhat Hanh and Byron Katie.

			I drew pictures, too—even though I don’t consider myself much of an artist and I hadn’t drawn pictures since I was a kid. I started out by making little drawings of stars and flowers and animals, which I remembered drawing a lot when I was a kid. I traced images from coloring books or art books, or drew with my nondominant hand in order to get out of my analytical mind.

			My drawings weren’t sophisticated, and I still had the same wobbly hand I’ve always had, but it didn’t matter—the mere act of pulling a brightly colored pen across the pages of my journal was relaxing to my nervous system. Sitting there in sober solitude at the kitchen table, night after night, I remembered how drawing and coloring had been one of my primary tools of self-soothing as a child—long before I discovered the thrilling and numbing effects of alcohol and boys.

			Then one evening in the deep silence, I started laughing—realizing that I was literally withdrawing with drawing.

			And it was working—just as it had worked when I was a kid.

			When craving or restlessness threatened to overwhelm my nervous system, I also read poetry, and that helped, too. Then I started writing poetry—sometimes in my own voice, sometimes in the wise, older, and loving inner voice that I call God. I began to relax more deeply into that voice. I became more curious and affectionate and playful with it. As God’s voice became clearer in my head, Rayya’s presence began to diminish. This frightened and upset me at first—I did not want to lose whatever I had left of my beloved—but both God and Rayya reassured me that it was all right.

			Keep going, said Rayya. You’re on the right track. Don’t quit before the miracle.

			Steady now, said God, taking my heart from Rayya’s hands. I’m right here. I’ve got you now. Let’s keep going. Stay with me.

			I cannot exactly say that I discovered God in the rooms of recovery—for I had known God a long, long time before I got sober. Even at the most insane height of my addiction, I had always believed in God. Even as a child, I had always been amazed by God. I had always loved God. Sometimes I had even prayed to God. But I had never trusted God—not for a minute.

			Now God was asking me to trust.

			What have you got to lose? God asked me. I gave you almost fifty years to do things your way, sweetheart—and how’d that work out for you? I let you sample everything out there to try to feel better. I wanted you to really make sure that the solution could not be found outside of yourself, before you finally turned to me. Are you done now, though? Have you seen enough? Have you suffered enough? Have you tried enough? Have you had enough? Are you ready to give yourself to me and let me show you what I can do for your life?

			I’d seen enough, I’d suffered enough, I’d tried enough, I’d had enough.

			I gave my life to God then, the way I used to give it to strangers.

			Two hundred days sober now.

			I could sleep through the night at last.

			And one morning, when I was looking in the mirror after my shower, the frightened inner voice within me saw my reflection in the glass and realized with delight: Oh my goodness, there is a person here, after all! And she is real! And she’s always been here!

			Three hundred days sober.

			Compulsions were fading; a sense of ease was growing.

			I took on a sponsee, then another one.

			I couldn’t believe it, but I was actually helping someone else stay sober.

			Now I was 365 days clean.

			My fellows—my recovery sisters—held a little party for me, and I felt like the brightest and most beloved little kid in the whole nursery school.

			Not long after that, the pandemic hit.

			Instead of collapsing into fear and panic, I accepted Covid as “life on life’s terms” and took the opportunity of a shuttered planet to go even deeper into my recovery program, which, conveniently, had moved online. I moved deeper into my solitude, my artwork, my prayers, and nature. I got off social media—at first for days at a time and then for months at a time. I started working on a new novel—a mystical novel, thick with magic. I went for long walks all alone in the woods, marveling at hawks and coyotes and deer and turtles. I practiced yoga in the quiet predawn darkness and never stopped talking to God. I brought literally hundreds of new plants into my house. I collected more pens, more paints, more notebooks. I made art every day. I learned how to cook some Indian dishes I’ve always loved. I meditated for hours at a time and wrote more and more poetry.

			And then one miraculous afternoon when the world was completely shut down and I was more alone with myself than I have ever been, I looked up and realized that I had somehow slid into the most peaceful, creative, happy, and spiritually rich season of my life—and I’d never even seen it coming.
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			February

			To think I used to fear winter and run away from it.

			Same way I used to fear solitude and run away from it.

			(In both cases, all I wanted

			was to be crushed by a constant, warm weight.

			It was the only way I knew to feel safe.)

			But here I am, hip-deep in February,

			and finding the most unlikely salvation in its grip.

			Nobody ever told me about the lightness of winter!

			Flakes drift;

			days float;

			wool breathes.

			And it’s easier to spot a fox in a barren white field

			than it would be to find her in a lush summer forest.

			She stops her walking to look at me,

			and I stop my walking to look at her.

			Our hearts settle for a moment,

			and cool.

			Perhaps this is what it means

			to love someone

			from a respectful distance.

		

	
		
			You Will Have Thirty Seconds to Save Your Life

			As of this writing, I’ve been clean and sober for almost exactly five years.

			This still makes me quite a beginner, in comparison to many of my fellows in twelve-step recovery. There are people in these rooms who have earned thirty, forty, or fifty years of sobriety—and whose wisdom is as deep-rooted and weathered as an ancient oak. Compared with such monumental souls, I am a mere kindergartener—five years clean and still learning how to tie my own shoes.

			But still, five years clean is an important milestone, because they say it takes five years of sobriety before you even begin to get your marbles back. This makes a certain amount of sense: If you’ve been insane your whole life, then it might take a minute for your brain to land in clarity and finally start thinking straight.

			The process of healing and awakening takes time—more time than I could ever have imagined. It took me three years and three different sponsors to work my way completely through the twelve steps—which was a humbling experience for someone who has always considered herself to be an accelerated student. But it was hard. It took me nearly a year just to do the infamous step four (in which we make “a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves”), because I had so many shadows and secrets that needed to be sorted through and inventoried.

			It took an awfully long time to complete step eight, too—which is the part of the process where you are invited to make direct amends to all the people you have harmed through your addiction. Let me just say: I had a lot of amends to make. And I still have some to make, because it’s a lifelong process. But amends making can be a tricky and even dangerous step for sex and love addicts, because we must be careful not to reconnect with anyone who might trigger us to act out again, and we must also be cautious about not marching back into the lives of anyone who might be severely injured by our reappearance. Our actions injure people at the level of the heart, after all—and if we have already hurt someone’s heart once, we must be careful not to hurt it again by popping back up to say, “Hey, man! Me again! Sorry about all that!”

			With the guidance of my sponsor, I was able to make direct amends to many of the people whom I had harmed in my past—wherever it seemed safe and responsible to do so. Some of those people didn’t want anything to do with me, and I get that. But some of those conversations were so beautiful and healing that it brings tears to my eyes right now just to think of them. The capacity of people to find forgiveness in their hearts for each other’s frailties will never stop astonishing me. One person’s response in particular brought me literally to my knees with its grace. And now I can say with amazement that—because of this amends process—some of my exes, along with some other people whom I harmed over the years, have become my friends.

			Honest friends. Friends for life, I dearly hope.

			But the very best gift I have given to myself during these five years of recovery has been the celibacy that I’ve maintained throughout the entire process. Celibacy is not a requirement for my program (sanity is considered the far more important goal), but I came to understand at a very deep level that I have needed to be completely alone with my heart, my mind, and my body in order to focus on getting well. And I have needed that aloneness, for once, not to be rushed.

			I’ve heard it said that addiction is giving up everything for one thing, while recovery is giving up one thing for everything. So I gave up my one thing—my desperate and exhausting lifelong pursuit of romantic enmeshment—and slowly, miraculously, I have gotten back everything. My vitality has returned; my financial security is steadily being restored; my self-esteem is growing; my friendships are deepening; my creativity is soaring; and peace of mind is mine to enjoy. And for the first time in my life, my body belongs to me. Nobody is interfering with it anymore, or turning me into an object of their pleasure or control. Nor do I wish anymore to pimp out my own body in order to get my unmet emotional needs serviced. I can meet my own emotional needs now, with respect, care, and patience. And I tend to my body as if it were a beloved pet, or a garden, or a valuable and miraculous treasure—for it is, indeed, all those things.

			Five years into my recovery, the team of doctors and therapists and shamans whom I once employed to take care of my physical, mental, and spiritual health are all gone. The hormone-replacement treatments and “plant medicines” that I used to consume are gone, because their work is no longer needed here. The antianxiety pills and antidepressants and sleeping pills are gone. Alcohol is gone. The pouring of my time and treasure into other people—in order to win their love, desire, and approval—is gone. I no longer volunteer to be the orderly in other peoples’ internal mental hospitals, nor will I allow anyone to make me into their nurse or their purse. As a result, every single relationship in my life has changed since I got sober: Some have deepened; some have shifted; some have ended.

			Nothing is what it was before, and everything is better.

			And at this very moment, I can report that my heart is resting calmly and firmly within my body, not having flown off (just for today) to land upon, or within, someone else.

			Other things have changed, too—more obvious, external things.

			Somewhere during the writing of this book, for instance, I took a set of clippers to my head and shaved down my hair to a velvety stubble. This seems important to our story—given the fact that Rayya and I first met because she was my hairdresser. She was one of the few people who could ever make my frizzy mop of “duck fluff” look gorgeous. This was one of the things—one of the many things—that I always needed her for. But now I tend to my hair all by myself, by buzzing it off once a week and never giving it a moment’s thought otherwise.

			Rayya would’ve hated this haircut on me, by the way. She liked her women to be soft and pretty and traditionally feminine. You know who else likes their women to be soft and pretty and traditionally feminine? Almost everybody in the world, as it turns out. But lately I find that I do not care.

			Let me be more clear: I cannot care.

			I cannot start caring about looking attractive and pleasing to other people (especially men) or I may as well throw my hard-earned sobriety straight into a ravine, never to be seen again. Anyway, I like my hair this way. I recognize myself better when I have no hair. And I love the freedom of it—of being able to jump in and out of rivers, lakes, and oceans with a sense of absolute liberation.

			I recently stopped putting Botox and fillers into my face, too, and I barely wear makeup anymore. I look in the mirror now and I see a woman who is exactly my age—and that feels accurate and honest. She looks like an interesting person, but she isn’t trying to look any hotter or younger than she is. I see a woman who is fully present and available to herself, to her work, to her friends and fellows, to God, to the world itself.

			This is my sober life, and it is good.

			Having said all this, though, I must acknowledge that we have been here before.

			Readers of my earlier work may remember that I reached nearly this same level of peace and tranquility back when I was in India, in the middle of my Eat Pray Love travels, after months of disciplined prayer, meditation, and retreat. At the end of my stay in the ashram, I really felt like I had found it—that I had reached inner contentment at last. And in many ways, I had found it. The only problem was I didn’t have a program to help me keep it. Left unsupervised, and with no community, or sangha, to support me, I dropped all my spiritual practices and returned to my old ways of being. I just picked up all my addictions and dysfunctional behaviors again, exactly as Rayya had done when she left the structure of her recovery program behind.

			And eventually I drove my life off a cliff all over again.

			My prayer, my humble and sincere prayer, is that I will get to keep my peace this time.

			Now, this is the place in my story where I should probably mention that I am allowed to pursue a new relationship if I want to. A few years ago I was “cleared to date” by my sponsor—meaning that she considers me emotionally stable enough now to seek out a healthy relationship, should I want one. While I am touched and moved by her vote of confidence in me, I find that for the first time in my life I am not longing for a partner—and that itself is a miracle.

			But what if I do want a partner someday? What does it mean, exactly, for a sex and love addict to pursue a healthy relationship? Most of all, it means that you must work within the confines and limitations of a “sober dating plan,” which you and your sponsor have crafted together and which, ideally, will help you avoid your most dangerous behaviors. My own sober dating plan is approximately three pages long, and it includes such items as “NO WEEKLONG FIRST DATES.” My plan also forbids me from texting obsessively between dates, dropping any existing plans or projects because of a new relationship, falling into fantasy with someone I have met in my travels (aka not in real life), moving virtual strangers into my home, trying to rescue unrecovered alcoholics or drug addicts, buying expensive gifts for new lovers, or sharing bank accounts with anyone, ever.

			If all this sounds boring, or feels like it removes the spontaneity and intensity from romance, that is exactly the point. Spontaneity, for sex and love addicts, is exceedingly dangerous, and intensity is something I am wise to avoid.

			Over the years, I have watched as many fellows in my recovery program have found healthy and long-lasting relationships by working with a sponsor and a sober dating plan. Relationships are never easy for people like us, but I’ve seen people do it. But I’ve also seen my fellows go out there and hurt themselves all over again—returning to their devastating old patterns, picking up new dramas, using people like drugs all over again, losing themselves to unavailable partners, and creating whole new cycles of karmic pain. I have watched these people crawl back into the rooms, shattered and defeated—or, worse, I have watched them not come back at all.

			It seems to me that the stakes are fairly high here. I have no illusions about how powerful and destructive my addiction can be, so I’m not in a hurry to roll the dice and find out if I can survive another relationship. I’m not out here looking for ways to make my life unmanageable, in other words. Nor do I feel like pouring myself into someone again only to inevitably blame them later for leaving me feeling “empty.” I’m having too rich an experience exploring my freedom and my serenity to wish for any disturbances right now within my own energetic field.

			Anyhow, whenever I ask the God of my understanding if it’s time for me to start dating again, the answer always comes back the same: Lol no.

			Actually, the full and precise answer is If I ever want you to seek a relationship with anyone again, you will hear about it from me first. It won’t be your idea but mine. And when and if that day comes, I will lead you through the process and show you the way and help to keep you safe. But until and unless that day arrives, just keep taking care of yourself and trusting me in all things.

			So until that answer changes, I’m just gonna keep my hands to myself, stay in my own lane, and play it cool.

			In any case, my ultimate goal in recovery is not to end up in a healthy relationship with the perfect partner; my ultimate goal in recovery is to end up in a healthy relationship with myself—and I feel that I am only just beginning to reach that point.

			As gratifying as this process has been, my path to sobriety has not always been easy. Like all addicts in recovery, I live in a reality where temptations are everywhere. The world will never arrange itself to keep an addict safe; we must learn to do that for ourselves. Alcoholics are required to walk past bars and liquor stores without stopping in for a drink; drug addicts have to smell the sweet stank of weed being smoked on every street corner; compulsive gamblers must drive past casinos that are open twenty-four hours a day; porn addicts must resist the endless parade of videos that are available right there on their phones at all hours; food addicts can’t go anywhere without culinary offerings being laid before them, rich with irresistible fats and sugars…

			And everywhere I look, I see beautiful, charismatic, compelling people—people whom my addiction tells me to dive right into.

			A few years ago, I was teaching at a spiritual retreat center on a luxurious tropical island—a romantic place, far from what we might call “the world.” A handsome man was there, too, also teaching at this retreat. I spotted him right away and felt the instant and ferocious attraction that, in my case, can only mean “Here comes somebody who could help me ruin my life again super hard.”

			He seemed to notice me, too, although we didn’t have much direct interaction with each other. But I was sharply, even painfully, aware of his presence at all times. And I made damn sure that he became aware of my presence on the second night of the retreat, when I gave a speech that received a standing ovation from the audience.

			That got his attention—as it was intended to.

			I’m a good public speaker, and I can turn up my inner light very, very bright when I’m onstage. That night, I performed at my absolute shiniest. There were several hundred other people in the audience, but it might as well have been just me and that handsome man alone in the auditorium, because I pitched everything I had at him. (Other women might pull attention by the way they dress or walk or laugh or play with their hair; I pull attention with my words.)

			And it worked: He saw a fantasy up there on that stage, and he got a little high off it.

			I felt his notice, and I got a little high myself.

			How did I “feel” his notice? you may wonder. Well, like all sex and love addicts, I can feel someone’s attention and attraction from a hundred yards away—hell, I can feel them from the other side of a continent—so this slight shift in the atomic structure of the room was quite easily detectable.

			Around 11:00 p.m., when I was back in my hotel room and about to go to sleep, I received a text from the handsome man. (All the teachers at the retreat were on a shared text strand, so he had no trouble finding my number.) It did not surprise me at all that he had reached out; I had sensed that I was going to hear from the man that night, because every synapse in my mind and body is attuned to knowing such things.

			In his text, the handsome man invited me to meet him down at the beach for a “late-night drink.” The stars were out, he said, and it was a gorgeous night, and he wanted to get to know me better. He really hoped I would say yes, he said, because otherwise he would be doomed to stay down there by the ocean all alone, thinking to himself, “Elizabeth Gilbert is beautiful and amazing.”

			Instantly, upon reading those words, a bitch forgot she doesn’t drink.

			I also forgot that I have a sober dating plan—and that this plan does not include accepting spontaneous invitations from unknown men to meet under the stars in ten minutes.

			I also forgot that I have a higher power with whom I must stay connected at all times in order to keep safe from my most impulsive and potentially life-destroying urges.

			I forgot about all these things as my mind emptied of everything but him.

			Before I was consciously aware of what I was doing, I stood up from the bed like a sleepwalker and put on my sandals—fully ready to march down to that beach in my already-entranced state and detonate a love bomb in person.

			But then something stopped me at the door.

			Quite suddenly, I came back into my body, back into reality.

			What brought me back home to myself was something I remembered hearing a woman share in a twelve-step meeting one evening several years earlier. This woman said that when she got out of rehab for cocaine addiction, her sponsor told her this: “The day will come when you will find yourself in a room where cocaine is on the table. That moment will arrive—it’s only a matter of time. And when that moment does arrive, you will have thirty seconds to save your life. What you must immediately do in that situation is run. Because after thirty seconds, your addiction will take control over your mind, and then you will no longer have any agency over what you do or what happens to your life after that.”

			So that’s what I heard as my hand touched the doorknob of my hotel room and as I was about to catapult myself into this man’s orbit.

			I heard that woman’s voice saying: Run.

			Reluctantly, even angrily, I backed away from the door.

			I picked up my notebook and wrote this question to God: “What would you have me know right now, about this situation?”

			The answer came immediately: This is not your man, honey. Turn off your phone and go to bed.

			I was furious.

			“WHY?!” I wrote back in jagged capital letters.

			Just put it down, honey. This story will not end well for you. Please trust me. This is not your man.

			Now I was livid—or, rather, my disease was livid.

			Why don’t I ever get to do anything fun? my addiction demanded.

			Because what if this man actually was my man, though? Who’s to say he wasn’t? Anyway, I’d been so good lately—why couldn’t I just take one teensy little sip of excitement? What if I was walking away from a lifetime of connection and bliss, just because some disembodied voice in a notebook was telling me to put it down?

			Most of all, my mind was spinning around this inflaming and infuriating thought: Why can’t I be a normal person who does normal things like normal people?

			That’s when I heard Rayya’s voice.

			Because you aren’t normal, babe, she said. You’re an addict. And addicts can’t do normal things like normal people.

			That did it.

			I turned off my phone, kicked off my sandals, and went to bed—but I can assure you that I did not sleep well that night. I tossed and turned with anger and desire as my addiction bit and fought. I turned my phone back on and called my sponsor. She told me to pray, which pissed me off. I sulked. I took about four showers. I ate everything in the minibar.

			But I did not respond to his text, and eventually the sun rose on another sober day.

			I kept my distance from this man for the rest of the retreat, and then we all went about our lives—although I never stopped thinking about him. I kept fantasizing about him and wondering if I had made the right call that night. I kept remembering how handsome he was. How cool and charismatic! How spiritual! My mind wouldn’t stop telling me that I had missed the opportunity of a lifetime here, and my brain also wouldn’t stop insulting me for how boring my life of sobriety had become.

			But here is evidence of my recovery: I did not keep these thoughts or desires to myself, as I used to do. Nor did I act out upon my urges or resentments. I did not info-seek on the guy, nor did I hurt myself by engaging in any acts of online stalking (otherwise known as “digital cutting”). Instead, I worked the hell out of my program. I turned over all my thoughts and desires and resentments at meetings, and I talked about them with my sponsor. I doubled down on my service commitments and my top-line behaviors. I prayed every day for release from my obsession—but goddamn it, I was not happy about any of this.

			Three months passed.

			He was never far from my mind.

			Then one day I saw a message pop up on my phone from this very same handsome man, on our shared group text thread. (True confession: I had not blocked him.) The man was sharing a photograph of his son—his beautiful newborn son, who had just arrived in the world that very day. And holding this beautiful little baby was the man’s lovely young wife, who was glowing with happiness.

			Turns out God had been right: This was not my man.

			This was some other woman’s whole entire man.

			Now, listen—I’m not here to judge this guy for trying to create some intrigue with me. Who am I to judge? He wasn’t doing anything I’ve never done. He’s very likely what we in the rooms call “one of us”—meaning he’s probably an unrecovered sex and love addict in his own right, and therefore powerless over his own impulses. And that is almost certainly why I was so immediately and devastatingly attracted to him—because we very likely both share the same wound. That kind of shared trauma is generally the only thing that can wake up such an intense and immediate attraction in me. (“Our diseases wanted to come out and play with each other” is how I’ve heard it described in my program.)

			But what if this man and I had decided to play? What if we had both decided to unleash our unbridled and unquenchable need upon each other that night on the beach? I can assure you that the story would not have ended on the island—because I, for one, can never stop the trajectory of such galloping attraction once it begins.

			Can you imagine the disaster we could have launched ourselves into that evening? Can you imagine how I could have upended my life, just when it was becoming stable and peaceful at last? Can you imagine the pain we could have inflicted upon each other, upon that young wife, and, worst of all, upon that innocent newborn child?

			I can certainly imagine it, because I’ve lived that story already, in some version or another—many, many times.

			Thirty seconds.

			That’s how much time I have to save my own life, and perhaps spare another human being, as well.

			This is how close I walk to the precipice at all times.

			This is why I need a dating plan.

			This is why I need a sponsor, a loving fellowship of recovering addicts, and a daily program of recovery.

			And most of all, this is why I need a God.
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			Misplaced Worship

			Dear God—

			I read today that all addiction is a form of misplaced worship.

			I get that.

			And I’ve certainly done that.

			I’ve mistaken the delivery device of heavenly pleasure

			for heaven itself.

			And thus I have worshipped so many things—

			and so many people, too.

			Somehow, I don’t think you’re offended by this.

			I definitely don’t think you’re offended!

			(You’re not so small-minded as that, are you, God?

			You wouldn’t be, I suppose, or else you couldn’t be my God.)

			Anyway: You know how I get.

			You know that I’ll bow down before anything,

			pretty much,

			that makes me feel good,

			or that promises to get me out of here for one hot minute.

			And you know where that behavior eventually lands me.

			But somehow you’ve always shown up to collect me,

			after I’ve gone and shattered myself once more.

			I’ll wake up in the shambles of another wreck,

			and there you are—

			standing by my bed,

			smiling.

			Warm.

			Quiet.

			Not needing anything from me—

			but offering everything, anyhow.

			My familiar, all-gathering God.

			My singular, holy congregation.

			Never once late for our appointment.

			Never needing to be worshipped or obeyed by me.

			Only very gently saying:

			“You’ve misplaced this again, sweetheart,”

			as you hand back to me

			once more

			my beautiful, wayward life.
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			My Little One

			There is one more gift of recovery that I have been offered on this journey—a gift that I have not yet mentioned.

			As a result of staying sober and not chasing thrills or pushing the escape button every time I have an uncomfortable feeling, I have discovered someone who dwells within me—someone who had never before allowed herself to be fully seen.

			When I finally stopped looking for love outside of myself, I was able at last to meet the child within me who has needed love—my love—the whole time.

			When I saw her for the first time, I saw a beautiful but wounded little girl about five years old, with a mess of duck-fluff blond hair and anxious blue eyes. These were the eyes of someone who was terrified and lonely, and who had very nearly given up hope.

			I’d first heard this child’s voice at the end of my last relationship, when she called out to me one night as I was begging yet another unavailable person to love me—when she said to me these powerful words: Please get me out of here.

			Somehow, even in my madness, I had understood that the “here” this child referred to was not only this particular relationship but all of them. She was pleading with me to stop my lifelong pattern of self-betrayal—because she was the one who was injured and reabandoned every time I threw myself at someone new. She needed me to stop throwing myself away, because she needed my help. She needed my attention. She needed me.

			That voice—her plea—was the reason I finally came into the rooms of recovery for real.

			That said, I must confess that I did not necessarily always like this child, once I met her.

			She seemed to be a terribly big responsibility at first, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to take that on.

			She had so many needs, you see.

			In fact, I initially blamed her for every failed relationship I’ve ever had. It was her clinginess that had driven away so many partners, after all, and it was her hunger for love that kept sending me out there looking for salvation in one person after another. She was the reason I was oversensitive. She was the reason I experienced depression and anxiety. She was the reason I could never find peace or stability with anyone. She was often frightened and weepy, too—and that’s not hot. Nobody wants a crybaby.

			It makes sense, then, that I had worked my whole life to ignore her or throw her away. How hard I had tried to get rid of her! I mean, who wants to live with constant pain? Without her neediness and suffering, I could’ve been so freaking cool! I could’ve been amazing! Without her hurt and despair, I could’ve been just the “good parts” of myself—the shining and appealing parts that everyone liked and was attracted to!

			For so many years I had been abandoning this little girl (whom I have come to call Lizzy) or trying to make other people take care of her for me. I had outsourced her needs to any stranger who would take me/her into their arms, demanding that they see this kid, protect her, defend her, and, ultimately, erase her.

			But neither the child nor her pain had ever gone away, and we had never gotten healthy in the custody of others.

			Then we had met Rayya.

			And Rayya was incredible.

			Rayya was the strongest person we had ever encountered—the apex predator in every room she ever entered—and Rayya would never allow any harm to come to Lizzy, not on her watch. Rayya was so masterful at making Lizzy feel safe that this child had wanted to follow her all the way to the river and beyond—never letting go of her one trusted protector and guide. That fearful child had needed a God in human form to worship and obey, and Rayya must have needed an acolyte, because she took on the job of playing God for me, at least for a little while, until it became too much for her, too. Until I became too much for her. Then she pushed Lizzy away and sank back into her own demented darkness. And then Rayya died. And the child collapsed when Rayya was gone—because who would take care of her now?

			But as I became more emotionally sober in my program, and as my marbles started returning to me, I began to understand that protecting this little girl should never have been Rayya’s job in the first place.

			It should never have been anybody’s job but mine.

			For one thing, Rayya had her own wounded child to attend to (a child she abandoned every time she returned to active addiction or to the distractions of codependency). But it is also the case that this bright and frightened being who dwells within my own body is my child—not anybody else’s.

			Mine, and mine alone.

			Slowly, over time, I have come to believe that this child was given to me by God to steward safely and lovingly through Earth School. And God must’ve thought I could do a good job at taking care of this sensitive little creature—or else the precious soul would never have been entrusted to my care.

			And here’s the beautiful part: As I have come to know Lizzy over these last five years of celibacy and sobriety, I have begun to realize that this child is not a problem at all. She is, in fact, the solution. This innocent little kid is the source of all my creativity, all my light, all my curiosity and joy. She always was a wonderful girl, full of love and dreams and sweetness and humor; it’s just that she was anxious and vigilant all the time because she never felt very safe. But when Lizzy is in a good place, emotionally speaking, she is a delight. All I have to do is meet her simple human needs (affection, security, rest, love, fun activities, good food, healthy friendship) and she radiates love. But Lizzy is also vulnerable, and so she needs to be shepherded through her existence with the utmost gentleness. I am only now learning how to provide that gentle care for her—and it is worth every effort on my part, because when Lizzy thrives, I thrive.

			Conversely, when Lizzy tanks, I tank.

			When I abandon Lizzy, I abandon myself.

			When I take care of Lizzy, I take care of myself.

			The measure of how well she is doing at any given time determines whether I am living in heaven or in hell—which means she herself is my path to divinity.

			Lizzy, in short, is my everything—and when she is safe and calm and happy and loved (by me), the world becomes a place I no longer wish to run away from.

			A little creature this important deserves to have a responsible and sober adult looking after her at all times—and I am proud to report that I am gradually becoming that woman. This kid needs to be somebody’s foremost priority, and that somebody is clearly me. And the last thing she needs right now is for me to move yet another romantic partner into our house to drain our resources, confuse my mind, and redirect my time and attention away from her care. So that is why I work my program with such focus and dedication, and that is why—for now, at least—I remain single and unattached.

			It’s all for her, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

			One more surprising gift that Lizzy has brought to my life is this: I have found that the better care I take of this tenderhearted inner child, the more settled and peaceful I feel about my relationship with Rayya—by which I mean my ongoing relationship with Rayya. Because of course I have an ongoing relationship with Rayya. The dead don’t really leave us when they die, right? We all know that, don’t we? They continue to live within our imaginations, showing up in dreams and visions and memories. Engaging with us in conversations that never end.

			The only remaining question of this book, then, is: Who are Rayya and I becoming?

			When I envision Rayya now, I do not see her anymore as my protector or my passionate lover. Nor do I see her as the one who broke my heart with her own addiction, nor as the one who abandoned me and caused me so much pain. All that is gone now, for so many reasons—not least of which is that I have finally learned that I cannot be abandoned by anybody; I can only abandon myself. And as long as I don’t do that—as long as I don’t throw Lizzy away—I will always be all right, no matter what anybody else does or does not do.

			And so, as I have been slowly restored to sanity, and as my inner child spirit has healed, Rayya has returned, in my consciousness, to her rightful position in my life—as my friend.

			As my best friend.

			Rayya is my wonderful friend whom I loved with all my heart—sometimes generously, sometimes greedily—and who taught me more about the nature of craving, addiction, and relapse than anyone else, living or dead, ever could.

			She is my friend whom I miss terribly, and always will.

			She is my friend whom I wish I could go to the beach with for one day—for just one more afternoon beneath an umbrella, watching the waves and talking about everything.

			She is my friend who always insisted that I learn to stand on my own two feet.

			She is my friend who gave me the greatest gift of my life by showing me, through her vivid and devastating example, that the disease of addiction never takes a day off—and so I must never take a day off from my recovery, either. And with this gift, she may well have saved my life.

			Rayya still comes to visit me sometimes in my mind, to speak with me directly. She doesn’t show up as often as she used to, back in the heady, intense months right after she died, but she still makes appearances. She tells me that she loves me and is proud of me. She encourages me to stay sober and to enjoy my life. She makes comments on other people’s nonsense and she makes me laugh. She reminds me to tell the truth, to set boundaries, and to forgive. She assures me that someday she will come and meet me at the river when my time comes to die—but instructs me to build a beautiful existence for myself in the meanwhile.

			Hearing her unmistakable voice still moves me deeply. But she does not govern my life anymore, nor is she my source of light, nor is she the ground beneath my feet, nor is she my higher power.

			She is just my friend—my brave, powerful, and still very human friend—and I love her with all my heart.

			What could death ever do to interrupt such an easy bond?

			I find these days that all I want for Rayya anymore—if you can be said to want anything for somebody who has been dead for more than six years—is that she be free.

			Utterly and totally free.

			“True love always liberates the beloved,” says my friend Martha Beck, and only now do I feel that I understand the generous, unfettered spirit behind these words.

			I want Rayya to be free from the need to take care of me or anybody else—even from beyond the grave. I want her to be free to vanish into the eternal mystery with all her ancestors, and to become music—because that is what she always wanted to be.

			And I can feel that Rayya wants me to be free, too. She wants me to live autonomously and happily and peacefully on this side of the divide—in a world that I have finally come to accept as my own, and from which I am no longer trying to escape. (It’s not such a bad world, actually, once you surrender to reality, and once you finally start showing up for your own care.) I will stay here in this world for as long as God allows it, and I’ll do whatever I need to do for the rest of my life in order to remain sane, sober, and well.

			I’m one of the lucky ones, after all, who finally found her way to the rooms of recovery.

			There is a prayer that we recite in those rooms that I love very much. It simply says, “Dear God—thank you for all that has been given, for all that has been taken away, and for all that remains.”

			Like many gratefully recovering addicts, I stand in amazement at all that remains—astonished that I was allowed to keep anything, after all my many years of madness and acting out. By all rights, I should have lost absolutely everything in the course of my various and sundry maelstroms and upheavals. Many people with minds as distorted as mine have indeed lost everything.
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			Don’t get me wrong: I did lose a great deal—self-respect, time, health, serenity, security, multiple relationships, and literally millions of dollars—and other people lost dearly, too, just through their association with me and my addiction. But God has allowed me to keep so many things. I’ve been allowed to keep my creativity, my curiosity, my career, my friendships, my faith, and that precious little child within. Most miraculously of all, I got to keep my life—and I don’t say that lightly, knowing that many people (especially women) do not make it out of sex and love addiction alive.

			One of the other things that God has allowed me to keep is this beautiful old church in the middle of New Jersey, where I am sitting right now, writing the final words of our story. I was once married in this church, and Rayya once lived in this church—but just for today, the only inhabitants of this sacred space are one gratefully sober woman in her mid-fifties and one beautiful spirit child who needs and deserves that woman’s constant care and attention.

			That is all for now, and that is plenty.

			That said, however, I have been promised in some recent prayers that very soon I will be allowed to acquire a little doggy for myself and my inner child.

			Doesn’t that seem like something that would make a five-year-old happy? A sweet little dog of her own?

			So perhaps when the hard work of writing this book is over, Lizzy and I will go out there and find ourselves a pet.

			Something that we can love together and learn how to care for responsibly.

			Something small but precious.

			Let’s just start there, God suggests, and we’ll see how it goes.

		

	
		
			A Poem for Rayya, Six Years Gone

			Baby—do you remember that night when you said:

			We’re both walking a brave path here.

			I have to be brave enough to die,

			and you have to be brave enough to live.

			Even then, we couldn’t figure out who had the tougher job.

			(In the end, you decided it was all right—

			because you’d always been fascinated by death,

			and I’d always been fascinated by life.)

			So you left, and I stayed.

			And now that it’s all over,

			I just want to say:

			My friend,

			my wife,

			my most complicated story—

			I’ve put my sobriety chips on the bookshelf,

			right next to yours.

			You had thirteen years of these.

			I have only some.

			I had to stay because I’m just beginning.

			You had to leave because you’re done.
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			After All This, Rayya Would Like to Respond

			I love it when you talk about me:

			It polishes me like a diamond.

			And when you talk to me,

			it’s like I’m drifting in a rowboat on a warm lake

			with my hand trailing in the water—

			and then something comes up from below and bumps against the boat.

			(But it’s a gentle something—harmless and soft, like a manatee.)

			I can’t always hear your words, my love—

			but I can feel them,

			and they take me out of my dreaming.

			You’re wondering if you ever disturb me by talking with me so much—

			but it’s not like that where I am.

			You’re wondering what it is like where I am—

			but all I can do is put the question back to you:

			What’s it like where you are?

			Because where you are is where I am.

			All of us together, is actually what it feels like here.

			My love for you, the lake.

			Your love for me, the boat.

			The days stretch on forever.

			And the heart knows who it belongs to.
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