

                 Suicide and Serendipity

 
My Serendipitous Suicide Escape
 
In January, a Newport Beach student's suicide shattered this community to its core. Now, with Kate Spade and Anthony Bourdin's suicides, people are not only grappling with these immeasurable losses but also, harboring fears that someone they love could fall victim to "copycat suicides." No age, gender, or socioeconomic band is immune to the siren lure of suicide as the ultimate quick-fix to problems.
 
Even me.
 
By all measures, in 1969, I was a highly successful college student at the University of Arizona. Still, I harbored dark secrets of flaring depressions and lacked the courage to discuss them because the truth would destroy the funny and happy demeanor others so enjoyed and depended upon. After a student jumped off a building to her death, suddenly, suicide ideation took shape in my tortured, naïve mind. In what I thought was my darkest hour, suicide became a "template of possibility" and a viable solution to life's predictable disappointments. In a rash decision, I climbed up the stairs of the newly finished Psychology Building, (perhaps a subliminal metaphor). Drowned in blinding despair, my stepping over a cement barrier onto a ledge seemed normal. My primordial fear of heights didn't even protect me from the paralyzing view of the abyss below. I don't remember suffering the trembling and other physical manifestations associated with fear, just a steely resolute, as I deliberately leaned forward, one hand on the railing, ready to jump. In this split second of time between life and death, I reflected on my potential fall and its absolute finality. But what if I changed my mind in midflight? A force greater than myself triggered explosions of rational thought, like volcanic cracks in my thinking, bubbling over fiery bursts of commonsense, which included images of my distraught parents. But, it was the memory of another friend's solution to depression that radically shifted my thinking.  He ran. He explained he ran until he felt his body consumed with such exhaustion, that he had no time to succumb to sadness. I seized upon this idea, leaped back over the rail, and stumbled down the stairs. When I saw the wide-open spaces of the "quad" area, I imagined myself an Olympic runner, clenching both my fists and eyes, racing to the finish line, which in this case, was my sanity. Though I thought the late-night ensured the luxury of space and time, instead, it shielded an innocent person strolling along the sidewalk. Little did I know that I was on a collision course with destiny. I crashed into him; a bit perturbed that he had interrupted my descent into normalcy. As he fell to the ground, he yelled in exasperation, "Can't you see where you are going?". Irritated, I whipped around, confused to see his arms thrashing about, his hands tapping, searching for something. That something was a cane, not any cane, but the distinctively marked blind man's cane! The ultimate epiphany, my empty soul, flooded with consuming insight. Through divine intervention, I had knocked over a blind man! I could not escape the irony that a blind asked me, "Can't you see where you are going?" I turned up to God and said, "I'm so sorry. No, I couldn't see where I was going".
 
I am now living a life in ways I could never have imagined in 1969: treasured moments and love shared with my husband and son, 48-years dedicated to my vocation, teaching over 1500 students, not to mention 38 years directing award-winning children's musicals, and 7-years dabbling in my "avocation," stand-up comedy. I have enjoyed periods of wild successes, such as recognition by President Clinton for teaching excellence at a Rose Garden Ceremony. However, these joyful events are countered by blistering personal failures, which, instead of producing thoughts of suicide, continue to fuel critical life lessons that deepen my appreciation for life. The blind man's words not only nurtured me through superficial life problems, which I call "blind curves." Those words guided me through extreme life challenges. For example, my "Me Too" incident, where, in one vicious assault, I was brutally raped and nearly murdered. This is a Newport Beach cold case, as a couple of months later, another 11-year-old girl was murdered under similar circumstances. I survived. After my parents suggested they pay for a therapist to resolve my trauma, I convinced them I was resilient. Instead of therapy, I suggested I would resort to my "bucket list", ---stand-up comedy, a creative way to be around men but not involved. Had I shared my attempted suicide five years earlier, they would have been mortified. Little did they know, that God's hand had repaired my fractured soul and crafted it whole again by leading me on a collision course with the blind man who would forever alter my perspective on life. 
 
Both potential life-ending experiences, one by my hand, and one by another's continues to create a constant state of existential anxiety running in my mind's background. Victor Frankl, one of the leaders in defining "existential anxiety," lived a productive life as an alternative to death. He developed his theory after surviving the horrors of Auschwitz. He transformed death and the cruel dehumanization he witnessed into a passion for life, stating, "Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms—to choose one's attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one's own way…So live as if you were living already for the second time". In my "second time", each day, I challenge myself by living on the edge of discomfort, constantly inspiring myself to reach beyond my grasp, like in my retirement, creating a foundation to ensure expert technological training for teachers and students to prepare them for the 21st Century. Though this dream is fraught with delicious risks and challenges, it's a dazzled vision that would have never formed had I stepped over that ledge,
 
Now, after nearly fifty years, this is the compelling moment to share my secret. I urge anyone who feels the fire at their backs, and the door locked, to use the "key" --the blind man's whisper--unlock the door and run. Run until you crumble in exhaustion. Know that your despair is just a blip in time, and a future of your unique design awaits. Suicide is the most supremely, selfish solution to life's problems. By choosing to live, you develop the courage to be imperfect.


We all know I was a pretty mediocre comedienne. But now you know why I gave it a shot.



Claire (Ryan) Ratfield  

[bookmark: _GoBack]Note: In my story above, I mention a little girl who was murdered a few months after my assault. In July, 2018 the Daily Pilot released this story about how police were using DNA to solve the "cold case." The police met with me again about five years ago, because the circumstances around our assaults (rape)were the same; however, she died; I lived.  My rapist died in custody in August, 2020.

http://www.latimes.com/socal/daily-pilot/news/tn-dpt-me-newport-police-tweets-20180706-story.html


