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Acclaim for How to Write a Suicide Note

“In her raw, passionate and unflinching How to Write a Suicide Note, Sherry Quan Lee has committed a bold act of courage, naming ghosts and fears that can paralyze us, reminding us that sometimes we must die in order to really live, encouraging women and people of color to revision our lives as artists, in order to begin anew.”

—Shay Youngblood,
author of Soul Kiss and Black Girl in Paris

“Sherry Quan Lee negotiates the difficult path of language between raw and educated, bare and poetic, to bring forth searing writing that is its own truth. Even if we don't intentionally lie in our own work, How to Write a Suicide Note pushes us to reconsider a more honest way of speaking. It reminds us that writing is no less than an act of truth, although it holds our shame, our desire to cover, and that at every moment, with every word, we make a choice to go to truth if we are invested in our own lives.”

—Anya Achtenberg,
author of The Stone of Language, The Stories of Devil-Girl, and creator of the Writing for Social Change: Re-Dream a Just World Workshops

“I love the female aspects, the sex, and the strong voice Sherry Quan Lee uses to share her private life in How to Write a Suicide Note. I love the wit, the tongue-in-cheek, the trippiness of it all. I love the metaphors, especially the lover and suicide ones. I love the free-associations, the ‘raving, ravenous, relentless’ back and forth. Quan Lee breaks the rules and finds her genius. This is a passionate, risk-taking, outrageous, life-affirming book and love letter.”

—Sharon Doubiago,
author of Body and Soul, Hard Country; and other works

“How to Write a Suicide Note is a haunting portrait of the daughter of a Black mother and a Chinese father. It vividly captures, with powerful emotion and detail, the trials of one colorful woman's life. This book is a gem.

As a clinical psychologist, I work mostly with Native Americans, African Americans, and Latino populations, where the impact of historical trauma is apparent in their day-to-day lives. But psychoanalysis, or any directive therapy couched in white privilege, is not what is needed. Sherry's work is a perfect example of how women of color find healing: salvation is within. 

Sherry dares to be who she isn't supposed to be, feel what she isn't supposed to feel, and destroys racial and gender myths as she integrates her biracial identity into all that she is. Her story relies on a contextual view that feminist women of color insist on—the intersectionality of race, class, age, gender, and sexuality.

Through her raw honesty and vulnerability, Sherry captures a range of emotions most people are afraid to confront, or even share. It is my pleasure to read her intimate and heartening story, but more importantly her work is a gift to the mental health community.”

—Beth Kyong Lo, M.A., Psychotherapist

“Sherry Quan Lee offers us, in How to Write a Suicide Note, a deep breathing meditation on how love is under continuous revision. And like all the best Blues singers, Quan Lee voices the lowdown, dirty paces that living puts us through, but without regret or surrender.”

—Wesley Brown,
author of Darktown Strutters, Tragic Magic, and other works





Reflections of America Series

The Stories of Devil-Girl by Anya Achtenberg

How to Write a Suicide Note: serial essays that saved a woman's life by Sherry Quan Lee

Chinese Blackbird by Sherry Quan Lee

“The Reflections of America Series highlights autobiography, fiction, and poetry which express the quest to discover one's context within modern society.”
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To Stacy Lee Quan because she knows and understands.

To loved ones, mine and yours, whose heartache was too much for this life.

To us who find ways to live with heartache.

To writers that break open hearts and fill them with life-saving stories.








Suicide hotlines:

1-800-SUICIDE / 1-800-784-2433

1-800-273-TALK / 1-800-273-8255

1-800-799-4TTY (4889) Deaf Hotline
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Introduction

It has taken me six years to complete How to Write a Suicide Note: serial essays that saved a woman's life. It is memoir, a writer's guide, and a guide to living.

It has taken me six years to write because I don't follow any how-to- write rules, I follow my heart, my head, and my gut; I follow my emotional and intellectual needs. I don't write every day, nor do I want to. I want to live.

I write to live. Attempts at suicide for me were desperate attempts to be seen, to be heard, to be loved—to be alive. Writing saved me.

Saved me and continues to lead me toward love. How to Write a Suicide Note is about writing through and beyond historical trauma and my everyday remembrances of it. It is about discovering where trauma originates, why it has subjugated me, and how I am letting it go. It is about acknowledgement of the trauma, about anger, about grieving, about saying goodbye—about endings, and, most importantly, about beginnings.

How to Write a Suicide Note started out as a leap into prose, but I only produced notes—not chapters, not even vignettes. Writing prose was uncomfortable. I thought I didn't have the vocabulary to write densely, or the time to write immensely. My friend said that my notes were poetic, why not transform them into poetry? What materialized were poems that mimic who I am—A Little Mixed Up, but not crazy.

For me, a Chinese/Black woman who grew up passing for White, who grew up poor, who loves women but has always married White men, writing has saved my life. It has allowed me to name the racist, sexist, classist experiences that kept me lowdown—that screamed at me that I was no good, and would never be any good—and that no one could love me.

Writing has given me the creative power to name the experiences that dictated who I was, even before I was born, and write notes to them, suicide notes.

I believe writing saves lives; writing has saved my life.

Sherry Quan Lee





The Dying is Almost Over





Suicide Note Number One

Dear Self-Esteem,

Today I am writing to destroy the lack of you. Today I am going to dress you in fine recycled clothes. I am going to wear you, the royal purple of who you are. I am going to take you out in the middle of winter and promenade you. I am going to stand you on your head and turn you inside out knowing the snow angel in the front of my house is real, her halo is my halo and every speckle of grit that garnishes our diamond textured garment is invisible glue that has sewn us together.

I know what it is to be invisible. There are people who can't see me, people who don't want to see me, people who see only the parts of me they choose to see—my tiny butt, my skinny legs, my tawny complexion.

I don't know why I am so self-effacing. I don't know why I recognize ugly, stupid, and inarticulate.

How do I write away this woman who believes God is God and I must be beautiful for him? Why do I scrub my face, then cover it in liquid rhinestones? Why do I paint my silver hair red, like hell has no fury? Why do I say, no I'm not, when someone says you're pretty?

Why do I hide my words in stuffy rooms—afraid someone will say why are you so angry?

Why do I play the role of martyr? I know that martyrs have no choice but to die.

I will not get rid of her. I will not write away her experience. I will not deny her existence. But I will sever her sadness and wash the blood from her knife.

The angel in the snow has no shadow. There is no outlying grief. I see the angel herself rising. Slowly. Each proclamation, elation. Perhaps you will see her flying.

I am trying to write this suicide note, trying to kill off my lack of self-esteem. I am trying to make sense of why I dislike myself.

It is not a letter that can be written by one author. There are others that must give their approval

there is the mother, and the father. There are husbands and girl friends. There are hair stylists. There are ministers and there are professors. There are missionaries. There are governors and presidents. There are rapists. There are rich people. There are father-in-laws. There are brother-in laws. There are characters in books

I am a character in a book that will save me. I will teach me how to write and how to live. I am the angel that has always been on my shoulder. There are others. We are writing beginnings for endings. We are sharing our stories; we are rewriting the world.





Next to the last note

it's not about the man and the dog

though they both keep barking. It's not about good writing or bad, the woods or the inner city.

I can write notes forever, and might have to to live. It's okay. It's okay.

It's also okay to not write. To not write notes. To not write suicide notes.

It's okay to put away the putting away.
The putting away of concrete things.
The putting away of judgment, of being judged.

Imagine

wherever we are, whoever we are, we are remembered.

The color red may be remembered, but not the dress or socks. The red that is you will be remembered. Is remembered

not the poem that you wrote (maybe the poem), but its aroma,
its taste, its texture, its sound.

The writing is not good or bad. The man and the dog are not good or bad. The woman, the husband, the sister, the brother -in-law, the teacher, the minister are who they are.

I used to believe in purgatory, always
attempting to escape,
and getting nowhere
the paradigm is magic.
Life with a sorcerer's hand—the witch and the writer.
Allusions. Illusions.
I can make my fake self disappear

the invisible seen, the silent heard, the fearful unafraid; 
angels triumphant! 
Living is hard. Writing is hard. The dark clouds invite us to rest, 
to mourn, to gather our black hats and swords.

I'm not who you think I am; you are not who you say you are.

It's all in the shuffling, it's how the cards are dealt. It's who 
is holding the cards.

Now you see me, now you don't 
I am not today who I was yesterday.

I cannot write today what I could have written yesterday
and tomorrow ghosts will appear and angels. Slight of hand

missing the movement, the moment, the transition, the process
conjured by one's private muses.

There are no rules. There are only familiar recipes that haunt us, speak to us, that call our name—demanding that we stir the pot
and boil the soup.

The man and the dog disappear. Abruptly.
The sun sets in the west. Evergreens lose their sharp needles.

I practice magic.

A word here, a sentence there, a poem, a story.

Abracadabra.

Mix snakes and rabbits and choke-cherry trees.
Mix black eyed peas and string bean chop suey.
Mix tuna noodle casserole and apple pie.
Mix and stir, shake and shout, and turn myself about

freedom. F R E E D O M each letter a note in the song,
in the singing, in the longing, in the giving, in the receiving.
Last line, end of the line, end of the poem, the story, the book

sets us free

they are my words and how I write them. My ghosts and my angels
and how and if and when and why I receive them.
It is my madness and my happiness and how I perceive them.
It is what I want to give and who I want to give it to.

Stir the pot or let it simmer.
Jump in or taste what's cooking.
Smell the dream and toss the nightmare.

Truth is smooth like jazz, hot like Tabasco, wet like whiskey,
salty like pork, sassy like laughter, smart like girl friends,
slick like water.

I want it to not hurt.

I want it to not waste my time.
I want it to be nobody's fault (it is).
I want it to not be fatal.

I want it to not be fatal.

I want it to sing. I want it to laugh. I want it to dance. I want
it to embrace. I want it to soar. I want it to live. I want it to live.
I want it to live. To live. I want it.

The man and the dog. I want them to live (just not with me).
I want the woman to live (just not with me).
I want the child to live (just not with me).
I want to live.
I want to live.
I want. To

write. Fewer
suicide notes.
Fewer notes.
I want to write love.
I want to write love letters.

This is a letter of love.
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