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​Introduction
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“We think that the point is to pass the test or overcome the problem, but the truth is that things don’t really get solved. They come together and they fall apart. Then they come together again and fall apart again. It’s just like that. The healing comes from letting there be room for all of this to happen: room for grief, for relief, for misery, for joy.” 
—Pema Chodron

––––––––
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His name was Rafael Bejarano.

He was a musician and a shaman, and he carried the warmth of the sun in his eyes.

I met Rafael at a retreat in January, 2015. He performed during the opening ceremony, and it was amazing. He radiated a childlike sense of wonder and delight at the world around us, and the music he brought forth from his hand-carved didgeridoos was nothing short of transcendent. Beyond hearing the sound, I could feel the resonance as it vibrated my very being, loosening and releasing all tension such that there was nothing left but the magnificent joy of the moment.

It was magic.

A few days later, I saw on his Facebook page that he’d performed a concert that weekend to raise funds for a school in Mexico, and that both the concert and where he lived were a short distance from my parents’ house. I was so excited. I told them and my husband about Rafael and declared that, next time he held a concert down there, the group of us had to go so I could share this glorious experience.

Then, that September, Rafael was one of several people gunned down by the Egyptian military in a case of mistaken identity. They’d thought that the van carrying him and several other peaceful pilgrims belonged to a faction of rebels, and they shot it full of bullets.

Just like that, he was dead.

I was devastated—to the extent that I was confused by the intensity of my reaction. I mean, I’d only met him once. I didn’t even know him. It wasn’t just that I felt like I didn’t have a reason to grieve, but that I didn’t have the right. 

So why couldn’t I stop crying?

I found myself thinking of another young man who had also died, many years before. He’d been found in his hotel room while touring with a theater production. An undiagnosed case of meningitis has stolen him from us at the age of 22, and I mourned the space he would never grow to fill in our lives.

I realized, in both cases, that it wasn’t so much the loss of the person that I grieved, but the collapse of dreams and expectations of what might happen in the future. After all, I hadn’t spent time with Rafael since we’d met so many months prior. If I hadn’t heard through mutual friends of his passing, I wouldn’t be grieving at all. “Not here” is simply “not here,” and the vast majority of the people I know are not here, next to me, most of the time.

What made the difference was the fact that “not here, now” was balanced by a belief that there would be a time when we would again have the opportunity to be together.

But that time would never come.

​How this book came to be

My work is driven by curiosity and a need to understand. Why am I experiencing things this way? Why do others experience similar situations differently? And is there a way to use these new understandings to change how we approach our lives, opening them up to more love, ease, and joy?

I started thinking about writing a book on grief soon after Rafael died. I read personal stories, researched scientific studies, and talked with thanatologists, therapists and counselors who specialized in helping people deal with loss. I noticed that most grief work focused on the loss of a human loved one. However, if my hypothesis is correct that what we are actually grieving is the loss of our expectations—what psychologists refer to as “the assumptive world”—then many of the principles could apply far more broadly. I thought this a valuable addition to the discussion, so I started to write.

And... I stalled out.

There were two main factors that got in the way. One is that the writing itself was coming out very dry. It felt stilted, like I was trying to be my dad. Don’t get me wrong: I adore my father, who is a clinical psychologist and whom I deeply respect and enjoy. However, he has a very different style, and I wanted to share my own voice.

I set aside the book and took a creative left turn into writing fanfic for a manga and anime series. While my main intention was to practice conveying the experience of being human, the character I focused on ended up being surprisingly helpful in dealing with my own loss (more on that later.)

The second reason I couldn’t write this book back then was that there were certain types of loss that I hadn’t personally experienced. Observation and extrapolation could only get me so far. Beyond that, I didn’t have the authority to speak on things I hadn’t gone through, myself. It felt out of integrity, so the research and ideas and notes were filed in my “eventually” drawer.

And then Shawn, my husband, died.

Oh.

That’s what it feels like. 

​Theory versus practice

While studying what, why, and how we grieve did help prepare me, I was correct that living with devastating loss, day by day and moment by moment, is transformative in a way that no theories can predict.

Over the next few years, this book became something of a beacon for my journey through and beyond grief. Like the rest of my work, this book stems from my own challenges. One of the benefits of being raised by my father is that he taught me about psychology while I was still a child. That's how I learned to watch myself and others with curiosity, wondering why we do what we do.

In this case, as I wept and struggled and ruminated and pushed on, I was also watching how I dealt with it. What was I thinking? How did I feel? What choices did I make, and why? What patterns did I notice, and how did they change? What similarities were there between the death of my partner and other types of loss? What exactly was I grieving, and why? And how could I create a new future full of joy and possibility when my picture of what I thought it would be had been irrevocably shattered?

​My hopes for this book

When I first started writing about grief, all those years ago, I was very ambitious. I had visions of 65,000 words full of research and theory covering all different aspects of grief. Then came COVID-19 and the global shutdown, hurricanes and wildfires, and ever increasing fear and uncertainty as so many of our social contracts are breaking down. 

As valuable as all that research and theory might be, it can also be overwhelming. I want this book to be inviting, engaging, and truly helpful. I want to introduce you to a way of approaching grief and loss that is authentic, empowering, and profoundly human. I want you to emerge from it with new understanding, new hope, and new confidence in your ability to navigate all the challenges and calamities that may lay before you, even as your heart is breaking.

Because, as the title of this books says, I believe that our hearts are meant to be broken. On my bathroom mirror, I have a copy of John A. Shedd’s quote, “A ship in harbor is safe, but that is not what ships are built for.”

As human beings, we are drawn to dreams and visions of the future. They inspire and motivate us, transforming drudgery to aspirational action.

And yet, all too often, those visions don’t come true. The brilliant plan falls apart. The crops are withered by a drought or early frost. The person we thought we’d share forever with dies, leaving us bereft.

It can seem impossible to reconcile these two truths: that we need to believe we can achieve our aspirations while simultaneously being aware that we may not. What is the point of dreaming if it doesn’t happen? And how can we pick ourselves up and try again when having it ripped away hurts so much? Does it even matter?

Yes, it does. These dreams and plans and basic expectations of what the future might hold are very important indeed, but we need to have a way to honor them when they die, incorporating their essence into the soil of our lives so we can sow new dreams.

Fortunately, we already have a built-in process for this honoring and integration, something that deepens our awareness of this gift of life that we have been granted.

That process is grief.
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