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My life as a writer began at the age of ten. My mother gave me my first journal to help me cope with the loss of my grandmother who had committed suicide the day before. My parents were at work and my grandmother lived with us and looked after me. I knocked on her bedroom door to ask if I could go swimming in a friend’s pool. She did not answer. With a child’s intuition, I sensed something was wrong, so I scurried down the hall to phone my parents at work.

Many years later, I learned two things about my beloved grandmother, the woman who helped raise me. I learned that she ended her troubled life by taking an overdose of sleeping pills and that like me, she found solace in journal writing. In many ways, my grandmother has been the muse behind my own writing.

Now, more than forty-five years later, I remember my first journal as clear as the last time I locked it up in my desk drawer. It was a maroon hard-covered book with a protective plastic sheath. The pages were crème-colored and without lines. On the top of every other page was a quote by the prophet, Khalil Gibran, and each day his words inspired my own, which I wrote with a green fountain pen. I deliberately chose green; it must have been a comforting color for me.

During her early teen years while growing up in Galacia, Poland my grandmother experienced a lot of emotional pain. In addition to being rejected by her mother who preferred her brothers), she witnessed the beginning hours of World War I. During the war, she lost her mother due to cholera and her father then died of the heartbreak of losing his wife. As a result, she had to attend to herself and her eight-year-old sister. Her brothers had fled the country to Vienna years earlier. Eventually, my grandmother immigrated to the United States and made a life for herself.

Since she did not have anyone to talk to about what she was experiencing, wrote down her feelings. In her early years she journaled longhand, but eventually learned how to type, she typed her journal. 

Many years after her passing when my parents were preparing to relocate, they found her journal in her former bedroom closet. It was clear that writing down her feelings was her way of healing. By this time I was already a so this was a huge treasure for me. My mother handed me the journal and I devoured each and every word. The void that her death left in my life became stronger as years progressed and I had my own health issues to deal with, like having breast cancer at the age of forty-seven. My illness, coupled with the discovery of this detailed story of my grandmother’s childhood, inspired me to share her life story through her eyes. Although at times the writing was painful, it did bring me close to her once again and helped me more clearly understand the magnitude of her many hardships. The book, Regina’s Closet: Finding My Grandmother’s Secret Journal  was published in 2007. My second memoir, Healing With Words: A Writer’s Cancer Journey also stemmed from a painful place.

The process of crafting my grandmother’s story helped me accept her suicide and truly understand how brave she was. For this reason, writing the book was cathartic for me and inspired my own sense of courage.

I am not the only author who has turned to writing during difficult times. Many have used writing as a catalyst for survival, including Anaïs Nin, Tobias Wolff, D.H. Lawrence, Marcel Proust, Flannery O’Connor and May Sarton, to name a few. For these and many others, writing gives purpose and meaning to life, especially when it seems dark and dismal. Writing helps us explore our deepest sentiments and facilitates healing. Writing can be used to help figure out how to deal with emotional upheaval. 

D.H. Lawrence, for example, sat at his mother’s bedside and while she was dying, he wrote poems about her. He also began writing an early draft of Sons and Lovers, his novel which explored their complicated, loving, painful and close relationship. Marcel Proust wrote Remembrance of Things Past while sick in bed with asthma. Flannery O’Connor wrote some of her best stories while dying from lupus. 

May Sarton and Anaïs Nin also used journaling to pull them through difficult times. In her book, Recovering, May Sarton chronicles her battles with depression and cancer. Anaïs Nin used her journals to address her deranged father who left the family when she was young. Nin’s journal entries became a four-volume collection of books. 

Journaling is a cathartic and safe way to spill your feelings. My attitude is: “Direct the rage to the page.” I have a writing colleague who says, “If it hurts, write harder,” and for years those words were posted above my computer, until they simply became a part of me.

In the journaling classes I teach, I remind my students that they are not being graded on their journal entries and they should write whatever comes to their mind. I stress that there’s no right nor wrong way to journal and that they are writing for themselves, no one else. 

James Pennebaker, the author of Writing to Heal says “Writing dissolves some of the barriers between you and others. If you write, it’s easier to communicate with others.” Pennebaker believes that there’s a certain type of writing which erupts when we’re faced with loss, death, abuse, depression and trauma. 

He does have one rule that he calls, “the flip out rule,” which proclaims that if you get too upset when writing, then it is best to stop. 

Learning to open up about issues and traumatic experiences doesn’t happen over night, but it’s all a part of the healing process. Author Louise DeSalvo, an advocate of writing for healing, began writing her own memoirs, Vertigo and Breathless as a result of coming to grips with her own pain. Her book, Writing As A Way of Healing embraces all the basic concepts about using our passion for writing to help us cope. In a section called, “Why Write?” she concludes, “writing is cheap, writing doesn’t need to take much time, writing is self-initiated; writing is flexible, writing is private or you can share it, writing is portable, writing can be done whether we’re well or ill, and writing to heal requires no innate talent.”
Whether affected by change, loss or pain, finding the time to write is critical to the healing process. Some people prefer to write about their direct experience, while others may choose fiction or poetic modalities to help them express thoughts and feelings. Each writer must choose the genre most compatible with their stories and personal sensibilities, the one which liberates and empowers them. In the end, that’s what healing is all about.
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