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A Hundred Love Letters

“Each of our loving
human gestures speaks
volumes about the
singular power of love
to overcome fear, and
to strengthen us in
adversity.”

In a recent essay in the Wail
Street Journal, Kimberly Cutter chroni-
cled the death of her father by suicide.
As he struggled with rapidly pro-
gressing prostate cancer, he lost more
than 30 pounds, becoming gaunt and
emaciated. Back pain and nausea
forced him to spend much of his time
in bed.

A few days before Christmas, he
shared with Kimbetly that he was
thinking about shooting himself.
Kimberly argued with him, stressing
that she and her sisters couldn’t ac-
cept a violent ending: “If he shot
himself, my father would die alone.
Someone in our family would have to
find him,” she wrote.

His daughters convinced him to
look into other options. When he
started investigating lethal drugs he
ran into questions of reliability. He
encountered horror stories about
“wrong dosages and unreliable con-
tents, painful, drawn-out demises.” A
lifelong marksman, he deemed the
gun his best option: “If I shoot my-
self, I know I won’t miss.”

Kimberly then describes an im-
portant decision she made:

I couldn’t accept my father’s
threat to shoot himself. 1
thought about violence and the
fear that always lies beneath it.
How violence, in essence, is a
twisted cry for help. At some

www.ncbcenter.org

point, it occurred to me that
what I needed was a way to make
my father feel loved. If I could
make him feel loved enough,
maybe he would not forget my
sisters and me in his lowest mo-
ments and do what his darkest
impulses urged. Late that night, I
had an idea. It was childishly
simple. Corny, really. 1 would
start sending him daily love
notes. 1 sent the first email the
next morning. The subject line
read: ‘Reasons Why I Love You.
...As soon as I sent it, I knew I
was onto something. ...For the
next 99 days, I continued sending
my father a different reason why
I loved him each morning. They
ranged from the ridiculous to the
sublime—from memories of
snorkeling with him through a
school of angelfish in Jupiter, to
his incomparable Daffy Duck
imitation: ~ ‘Suffering ~ Succo-
tash’...1 could tell the emails
were working; I could hear it in
my father’s voice when I spoke
to him on the phone; could feel
it in the grateful emails he sent
back in response. The daily act of
pulling up a reason I loved him
and sending it to him seemed to
restore him in some essential
way... My father never again dis-
cussed with me his plans for how
or when he would die.”
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Kimberly’s hundred love letters
emboldened her dad to live out his
life more fully and resist his fears for
much longer than he would have
otherwise. Tragically, however, they
did not stop his suicide. He ended up
purchasing lethal barbiturates from a
company in China and, late in his
illness, consumed the fatal powder.

His death left painful contradic-
tions, as suicide always does. He had
acceded to his daughters’ requests to
avoid shooting himself, using drugs
rather than a bullet, but he still died
alone, discovered by a stunned family
member. And while his suicide was
perhaps not as violent, death by
overdose can feel just as violent as
death by gunfire. The underlying re-
ality of pills, powders or poisons still
involves a brutal devastation of our
physiology. Our bodies often resist,
with the vomiting of pills, convul-
sions, paralysis, and the like. Al-
though Kimberly and her sisters may
have preferred that their dad suc-
cumb to toxins instead of a bullet,
those sentiments, in the final analysis,
are more poetic than rational.

Sometimes the poetic may feel
like all we have when we’re con-
fronted with the tragedy and incoher-
ence of certain human choices. An-
other incoherent part of Kimberly’s

story is the fact that, despite her fa-
ther’s suicide, she seems to support
the idea of physician-assisted suicide.
While no one wants a loved one to
experience pain and agony in the final
days, only a false and misguided sense
of compassion could conclude that
instead of eliminating the suffering,
we should eliminate the sufferer.

Kimberly may well have been
aware of these inconsistencies as she
embarked on the project of crafting a
hundred love letters to her father,
striving to help him understand that
he was treasured and still a source of
blessing to others in spite of his pain-
ful trials. Each of our loving human
gestures speaks volumes about the
singular power of love to overcome
fear, and to strengthen us in adver-
sity.

While the hundred letters did
not ultimately dissuade him from
giving into the temptation to take his
life, they nevertheless give us a step
we can take when confronted with
loved ones who think their life no
longer has meaning or that death is
better than life. And there is no need
to wait until loved ones are in agony
to pick up the pen to say, in one or
more ways, how much and why
they’re loved.
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