
    [image: Cover: Renegade Grief: A Guide to the Wild Ride of Life after Loss, by Carla Fernandez. Cofounder of The Dinner Party. “This book is an offering to the struggle and art of being human, an essential tool for inhabiting this time in the life of the world.” —Krista Tippett, award-winning host of the On Being podcast.]



[image: Renegade Grief: A Guide to the Wild Ride of Life after Loss, by Carla Fernandez. Simon & Schuster. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]




To my father, José Fernandez III

To my friend, cofounder, and beloved dinner companion, Lennon Flowers

To The Dinner Party community, past, present, and future

To anyone moving through a loss experience, wondering if there’s another way.




For additional Renegade Grief resources, including companion guides to explore the themes of the book on your own and with a group, visit carlafernandez.co/renegadegrief.

To learn more about The Dinner Party, a peer-led grief support community for young-ish adults, visit thedinnerparty.org.

For a curated list of grief and mental health resources for all ages, explore thedinnerparty.org/resources.




INTRODUCTION

WE BEGIN WITH AN ENDING.

José Fernandez III had green-blue eyes, a crooked smile, and a very low fluency in small talk. He grew up in Brooklyn, the son of a still-water deep father, and a spitfire mother, and the eldest of four kids. Family legend tells of him composing songs as a kid by running a finger over the rim of twenty glasses, filled with water for the perfect pitch, a foreshadow of his time studying orchestral conducting at Julliard. When he later gave up on the conductor dream, those glasses become another hint at his life’s work in the wine business, its own form of symphony.

José played the piano with his eyes closed, regardless of whether anyone else was in the room, and his karaoke song was Sinatra’s “New York, New York,” which he nailed every time. Life with him was full of art and music; full of looking at the world from oblique and expansive angles; full of the paternal perspective and protection I appreciate now for just how precious it was. His three children are all like him, and all completely different. I am in the middle.

When I think of the kind of harmonics my dad could make happen around a table covered in glasses, it reminds me of the conversations that reverberated within his dining room walls. The place where my father definitively held court was around the dinner table; he cooked simple meals, drawn from a repertoire that he learned from his grandparents, whose cuisines were from Ireland and Spain. Mealtimes with him were never rushed; conversation always glinted with threads of philosophy and science; glasses were continually refilled; and kids were never excused from the table before the evening was over, simply because they were kids. The family dining room was our family’s church, and mealtimes were my agnostic father’s method of prayer.

When I was nineteen and he was fifty-three, José started feeling symptoms of what would turn out to be brain cancer. When I was twenty-one, and he fifty-five, my father died. On that New Year’s Day in the coastal California town where we lived, I stood next to his rented hospital bed and newly vacant body, and the initial inquiry of this book was born.

What do we do now?



As a young adult with four living grandparents, I had never been to a funeral for a family member or seen people around me grieve. I quickly learned that we’re not bad for the first forty days. There’s much to do, and people around. In my case, there were fruit baskets to eat, an obituary to write, and lots of calls to make. There was a casket to order, outfits to pick, and condolence text messages in need of response. But then the to-do list dwindled, and the world returned to its routines, and the enormity of it all—and the staggering finality of death—started to settle in.

That’s precisely when, at least for me, the twilight zone of shock disappeared, and my father’s death became piercingly real. It’s also when the lack of social and institutional support for caretakers, families in times of medical crisis, and the bereaved came into sharp focus. As a white woman from a financially stable family living in the Bay Area of California, where feelings are generally welcome and where you can get paid time off to take care of someone who is dying,1 I comparatively had it good. And yet something felt off.

I came into caretaking for my dying dad as someone active in community organizing, obsessed with the ways in which small circles of people can make unlikely changes happen. I loved looking at how cultural patterns that might appear fixed can, on deeper investigation, be redesigned for the benefit of more people; of how people can come together to create communities that prioritize equity, humanity, and freedom of expression over the cultural norms of efficiency, productivity, and profit.

While my studies and work to date focused on issues of economic justice, I saw similar patterns in the ways the world held grief. What I immediately noticed was that even though we’ve been grieving as a species for hundreds of thousands of years,2 the current social and economic infrastructure around loss gets in the way of fully experiencing the major rite of passage that grief inevitably can be. It felt like we, as a culture, had somehow lost the plot.

A death can impact us physically, financially, emotionally, and spiritually, and it can destabilize entire family systems. Even so, there’s no federally mandated bereavement leave in America,3 meaning you’re not guaranteed any days off to tend to the major shakeup that is someone’s passing. On average, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, your employer will grant you three days’ leave for an immediate family member, and one day for extended family—which is hardly enough time to plan a funeral, liquidate a home, adjust to life without your partner, parent, or child, and reflect on what it all might mean for you.4 It’s not only the lack of time off, but what that lack of time signals—grief is something to tidy up in the margins, while not losing pace in your daily life.

In a country where 65 percent of bankruptcies filed are due to medical expenses,5 it’s not surprising that after someone dies, people feel pressured to keep up the hustle and stuff down the complex dynamics related to their grief. In a country where Surgeon General Vivek Murthy has come to describe loneliness and isolation as a “devastating epidemic”6—times of grief can be when that loneliness is felt most acutely, that isolation most stark. And in a country where the rituals and social scaffolding that were once provided by faith institutions are no longer a guarantee—especially for families like mine that had drifted from the regular support of places of worship—we’re left without the communities and social safety nets to turn to when facing the spiritual and material emergency that often comes with someone’s passing.

There was certainly not a lack of creativity or innovation on Planet Earth around this time; it just wasn’t yet focused on reimagining grief. The internet era was booming—we were sending humans to space for leisure; phones were now cameras; and we could, for the most part, get safely into cars with strangers. And yet, the social technology and norms around grief and loss felt stale and stuck. Since we’re not culturally literate in supporting people during times of grief, bringing up my dad’s death stalled out conversations with coworkers or friends—and it wasn’t their fault. Existing grief resources, while led by angelic people, were limited, underfunded, and chronically under fluorescent lighting, reminiscent of the cancer wards I was so ready to be free from. I quickly learned that while grief itself is hard, the culture we live in makes it even harder.

But what I also learned about grief is that it isn’t a problem to be solved, or a box to be checked, or something that can be contained in the hours between five and nine. It’s an essential process that allows us to, bit by bit, make sense of the impermanence of our time on earth. It’s an old and wise and sometimes brutal teacher, but in a world that often feels designed to distract us from depth, it’s courageous to give this teacher your hand. You won’t regret it. Sometimes, you may not have a choice.

So, back to my question: What do we do now? In those moments after my dad died, as we stood by his bedside, I remember knowing the first thing to do was to break out the tequila. A bottle of aged añejo specifically, a gift from my dad’s friend, who had insisted they would drink it when the cancer was beat. I padded to the kitchen and pulled it down from a shelf, opening the intact seal with my teeth, and unstopping the cork. It was not time for the decorum of glasses, as beloved as they had been to the man lying before us. I brought it back to the bedroom and took a slug from the bottle, wiping my mouth with the sleeve of the grimy sweatshirt that had become my caretaker uniform. I passed the bottle over my dad’s body to my brother standing vigil on his other side. He chugged it and passed it over to my stepmom standing next to him. While the bigger question of what to do now still loomed, in that moment, what felt knee-jerk and natural for us was to toast this man—to cheers to his life, our family, each other, as we braced ourselves for the wild ride ahead.


SITTING DOWN TO DINNER

In the months following his passing, the place I missed my dad the most was the dinner table. I decided to lean into the reality that dinners were the place I could connect most directly with his memory, refusing to lose the rituals we shared together, in addition to losing him. I wanted a place to continue celebrating his life without being seen as macabre, stuck, or overly sentimental, to be with people who got it, because they had been there, too; a space that was warm and human, with people who felt like friends. A space to complement more traditional mental health support—where we weren’t paying out-of-pocket by the hour or being facilitated by an expert in a church basement, seated in a circle of metal folding chairs. I wanted a place where tears could be shared, but so could dating stories and dessert, and where we got to know both the details of our grief and who we were as dynamic people with interests and hobbies far beyond our loss.

Drawing on my instinct as a community organizer, I opened up my dinner table to other people who had recently lost someone and gathered a group of five who I knew from different corners of my life. I invited them over for a potluck to hang out and eat, but also to dig into the life experience we all shared, and that we had also all gotten great at avoiding—the death of someone significant in our lives. The first dinner had the feeling of a social experiment mixed with a blind date, which you’ll hear more about in the chapter on Feasting.

By the end of that first dinner something had clicked, and that group of six became a monthly meetup. Over time, what started as a secret supper club evolved into something we were proud to talk about with friends who hadn’t experienced a loss. Word started spreading. One Table became two, became twenty, became two hundred. Over the course of the next decade, it would grow to a nationwide community known as The Dinner Party, thanks to the hard work of an incredible team, led by the beaming, bespectacled eyes I looked into across that first table—my friend, cofounder, and phenomenon Lennon Flowers.

What became clear that first night was that, while the food was the reason for getting us to the table, it was the conversation that made us stay. Around that initial table, and the many more to come, I heard stories that mirrored my own; tales of the reinforced stigmas and outdated, harmful behaviors dictating how we as a culture respond to times of grief and loss; self-doubt and suffering due to the simple lack of social awareness of the wide-ranging impacts of grief; the social anxiety around grief that results in our friends distancing themselves precisely at the moment we need them the most; and more common than we liked to admit, us hiding precisely when friends started reaching out.

But always, alongside the stories of friction and hurt heard around our tables, were stories with another shape to them. These were the stories of how people had made their way through the fire of their loss, as they responded with their own version of what do we do now. They were stories of improvisation, ingenuity, and found community. Through them, I learned that there was a way to approach grief that didn’t require you to sweep it under the rug. I learned about relating to grief less as a noun, a thing to distance ourselves from, and more as a verb, an active process of metabolization. And I learned that there’s a lot more nuance to individual and collective grief than I could have realized, and that it’s up to us to resist the culture that would deny a grief experience because of the color of someone’s skin, or the nature of their relationship to the deceased, or the way that person may have died, or even the way that person may have lived.

I realized that assuming someone’s loss was that of a “loved one,” common nomenclature in the grief space, ignores the possibility of complex relationships while someone is living and sometimes even more so when they’re dead. I realized that changing the predominant narrative around grief and loss was going to come from shining a light on the real stories of people who were quietly finding another way through; the stories of people who I came to see as practicing “Renegade Grief.”



When you think about the word “renegade,” you might picture a Marlboro man, high on his horse, alone on a hill—needing no one, ready for a shootout or a solo gallop across a desert mesa. But being a renegade—someone who is deserting the status quo—in Western culture looks a lot more like being in community, in resistance to patterns of behavior that have us working against each other for personal gain. Being renegade means we’re working to become less independent and alone in our grief, and more interdependent; restitching a social fabric where we’re not afraid to ask, “What was their name?”; where we are comfortable sitting with someone’s story, knowing that what they’re experiencing can’t be optimized or solved, knowing that avoiding the discussion because of its inherent discomfort is avoiding life itself.

In this book I invite you to explore your version of Renegade Grief, whatever it looks like to you. You’ll find in this book more questions than answers. Only you can decipher whether the way you’re relating to your grief is because of cultural pressures to be a certain way, or something truer to you. What does honoring your experience of loss, not as a psychological event to get over but as a doorway into deeper understanding and connection, look like in your world? Is there something that you instinctively feel needs tending in your grief, even if it’s not normal or common, as far as you know? Who are the people you can reach for who support the creativity inherent in your grief, and who believe in your ability to show it love, tenderness, and respect, rather than those who would ignore, minimize, or avoid your loss instead? These are some of the questions we begin with, whether our loss was one month, one year, or one decade ago.



GETTING READY TO RIDE

It’s been over a decade since I last sat down to dinner alongside my dad. A lot has changed since then, but there’s one thing I continue to cherish. It’s an email, fleeting as that might sound. In this email, he responded to some overwhelmed, angsty teenage message I’d sent him about not knowing what to do with my life. He wrote back with a beautiful take on the pursuit of purpose that’s become my compass for navigating how I live with his absence.


I think what you’re feeling might have something to do with what is a paradox of life experiences: even as you do everything you can to expand your horizons, the horizon just keeps receding and seems ever more elusive. That’s just the nature of life and learning, it’s a bottomless well. The universe is expanding, much faster than our ability to keep up. So what can you do about it?

Well, one thing is to just appreciate the vastness of choices and opportunities and paths one can take and come to terms with the fact that you can’t take all those paths at once. It also helps to just decide not to be overwhelmed by the infinite array of choices, but to pick a specific path (or at least a manageable number of paths) and explore it (them) with an open mind, and with focused energy and curiosity.



The theory of the expansion of the universe was an obsession of my dad’s, a major discovery by Edwin Hubble in 1929 the year my paternal grandfather was born.7 It was found, and the scientific case since strengthened, that the universe we live in isn’t a set and stagnant size; rather, it’s continually expanding, uniformly on all sides. Scientists stumbled upon this when they set out to assign an age to the universe; an attempt to see into the past, leading to a major discovery about the nature of our future. The Hubble Constant, or the rate at which nearby galaxies are receding into space, became a guiding principle of how my dad related to his own time on earth. It’s a clue, in a sense that he left behind, as I reoriented to life in the wake of his passing. I remember that it didn’t feel like the walls were caving in, but that suddenly, the things that provided containment and protection in my life were farther away, and harder to find. I’ve returned to this message countless times for instruction on how to face an ever growing unknown. I even printed it out, now framed and hanging on my wall.

I miss getting notes like this from my dad, but I must say as finite as this email’s word count is, the meaning it brings to my life has continued to unfold, like the universe he writes about, continually growing. This path that I’m on—one marked by grief and goodbye—is not actually what I would have chosen if I had my pick, but it is the road I am on. And now that I’m here, he reminds me to approach it with an open mind, curiosity, and focused energy for this version of a challenging time.

Chances are, if this is the book you’re reading, someone who was once an important pillar in your life is dead, or near to it. It may have happened last week, or last decade; it might feel debilitatingly acute, or numb and far away; it might be looming on the horizon, at the end of a terminal illness. You may be drinking from the grief fire hose or feeling parched, thirsty for ways to tend to your relationship even though, or especially since, they’re now gone.

Either way, and all ways, I wish I could reach across the table and hand you the proverbial bottle of tequila—to toast to whatever it is you’re going through; to tell you that grief is, and by proxy you are, hard-core; and that even though we’ve likely never met, we’re very much involuntary members of the same team, and I’m proud to be a part of it, especially with you.

So, hi, whoever you are. I think your story is special and deep; your grief is real and shape-shifting; and I think there are ways to relate to it all that we’ve certainly never learned about in school.

Now, here’s the pep talk I wish I had been given, in case it’s what you’re needing too. For too long, grief has been discussed with cozy pity, something misunderstood as simply sad, to be moved on from and forgotten. But when I close my eyes and think of what it looks like to experience real grief, after spending the last decade in conversation with people in the thick of it, it’s much more badass than that.

For me, becoming a griever looks like instant membership in some kind of cosmic motorcycle club, a crew learning how to live with the mind-bending reality that the horizon line is ever expanding; that, despite the heartbreak of certain circumstances and the overwhelmingness of life’s hardest chapters, you can find the appreciation, the focus, the curiosity, and the friendship to keep riding the road ahead. This cosmic motorcycle club you’re now in is a group of people with a knowing gaze; think less pilly sweater and more weathered leather, less curling up with a tea for a good cry—although that does scratch the itch sometimes—and more clinking glasses with people who get it, in the round.

While likely you wouldn’t have wished for this over many lifetimes, you’re now part of an underground of people who are familiar with just how precious life is, not in a twee bumper sticker kind of way, but because we can’t unsee its opposite.

And now that you’re here, it’s important to remember that humans have known grief for as long as we’ve known love; and how to let it move through us is hardwired in our brains. We’ve just got to trust our balance on the bike, tune in to what feels good to us in our grief as we care for ourselves and for others, even if it requires us to go a little rogue.

Instead of denying grief or resisting it, I invite you to put on the jacket and saddle up. To find the other people out here who get your grief, and get into formation. I found mine around the dinner table that first night; and hopefully, after reading this book, you’ll be well on your way to finding yours too.

In the wild ride that is life after loss, we recognize that in this ever more sprawling universe, where the horizon line recedes faster than our pace in pursuit of it, we’re less interested in getting to the ever elusive finish line. Instead, we’re focused on finding our crew, adjusting our mirrors, and learning how to ride.



CONNECTING WITH YOUR PEOPLE

If I were able to travel back in time and slip a note to twenty-one-year-old me, I would give myself encouragement to find people who have experienced a loss similar to mine and want to talk about it; a nudge to send that first email that brought five new friends around my dinner table and into my life. The growth from six people at a table to thousands coming together across the country shows that my search for others was not unique. In later years, The Dinner Party conducted research with social scientist Laura Brady8 that both proved this and helped ground our understanding of why.

The study verified that the feeling that “something is off” when it comes to how our culture relates to grief was widely shared. When asked, participating respondents described a real lack of support and resources before finding The Dinner Party. More than three quarters of respondents felt like their peers couldn’t understand what they were going through, which is what sent them looking for a circle of people who could. More than half were clear that what they were experiencing in their grief was not what they would have expected. There’s not really a way to prepare for a loss, but the lack of socialization about what grief is really like makes the experience a black box, until you find yourself inside it.

When we asked them to explain the alchemy felt around The Dinner Party Table, the result was surprising. It wasn’t that people found their new best friends, although that is the case for some. It was that Dinner Partiers found a place where they had a real sense of belonging; where the part of their story they often hid from the light of day could be heard and acknowledged, where they didn’t have to filter what they were sharing or worry that people would shun them for being in their grief. In the words of Brené Brown, they had found a place where they could go beyond fitting in—“assessing a situation and becoming who you need to be in order to be accepted”—and where they could really belong. “Belonging doesn’t require us to change who we are; it requires us to be who we are.”9

In the end, Laura Brady’s research found that the big thing happening around the Tables of The Dinner Party is normalization, and that once we can feel seen in our grief, a whole litany of other good things can happen. Being a part of their Table, most respondents expanded their support network, and through these conversations developed greater empathy for themselves and for others. Almost all participants reported enjoying open and honest conversations about their grief, and that the permission to not have to be anything other than exactly how they are is a real source of comfort. It’s not always a curriculum or outside advice that we need in grief—it’s people whom we can exhale with, who make us feel less alone.

When we were just getting started with The Dinner Party, our work was sometimes met with raised eyebrows. Too often, peer support programs are seen as “nice to have but not necessary” by the medical establishment. We’re prescribed pills before people. Some professionals think that if there’s not an expert in the room, or someone with a clinical title leading the conversation, then what’s happening in that space can’t be counted as serious healing. It’s renegade to resist such a diminishment, and it’s powerful to have a network of people who can be with us in the different shades of our grief.

Instead of groping for a distraction, a way to stop it, or some pathway around, something powerful happens when you instead reach for someone’s hand and hold on until the wave has passed. There are people who’ve been where you are, or are in fact there right now; whose shoulder and warmth and texts can be the lifelines we’re longing for. People who can be our companions in grief—not because they have the answer, but because they’re asking these questions too.



EXPERIMENTING WITH CARE PRACTICES

The other thing I would slip into the note to my younger self would be to follow my curiosity around the question what do we do now. While there weren’t clear grief rituals laid out for me beyond those first thirty days, that didn’t mean I couldn’t research, experiment, discover, and create my own. A conversation that consistently wows me around The Dinner Party community is about the practices people find helpful—the things grievers do or topics they explore with the intent of inviting their grief out of the shadowy corners of their life and into their focus. Often, these practices are undertaken with disregard to the social norms that might make us seem strange for engaging with our relationship to the dead beyond the first year. Always, they have the courageous air of creativity in motion; showing that, even in the midst of heartbreak, we can approach our healing as its own form of art.

Increasingly, research is proving what we’ve been hearing anecdotally for years—that rituals and care practices aren’t just ways to keep our hands busy while we hope time heals all, but that they are proactive ways to stabilize and make sense of what just happened. Michael Norton, a behavioral scientist at Harvard who studies the impacts of ritual, has found that people with specific actions that honor their past with their person—like continuing to get the car washed every weekend like they used to do—reduce the emotional load of hard grief feelings they were experiencing.10 In fact, even just talking about these rituals, or remembering that we have access to them, alleviates the stress associated with grief and loss.

Norton’s research shows that ignoring our grief doesn’t do us any favors. If we instead create intentional moments where we are tending to the memory of our person or people, we can download the lessons grief has to teach us and be steadier within ourselves as we do it.

These care practices can be once-in-a-lifetime actions or daily routines. Some are direct continuations of ancestral grief rituals that contain real rigor around how to care for the bereaved, some of which have been sidelined or disenfranchised over time. In many ways, I’ve watched people grapple with their grief and stumble upon another way to live, a way that’s deeper and truer than the defaults of today, their grief a passageway into a life of meaning, or at least a life of less bullshit or noise.

Other care practices are remixed or created on the fly, and over time, they evolve. These practices become the way we bypass the social stigma that gets placed on top of being a griever—the aspects of grief that make us feel like we’re not doing it right, that require us to burn time and energy disguising or masking, pretending everything’s fine. These practices become the way of living into Renegade Grief.

While no two stories are the same, there are themes that have emerged, which I’m sharing with you in the form of about two dozen care practice snapshots included in the chapters to come. Many of them—like building altars or telling stories—strive to honor our past, to acknowledge and celebrate the memory of the person who is gone and the acute grief that balloons in moments where we miss them most. These practices have helped grievers be in the present moment—like turning to nature, taking time to rest, or finding people with whom we can explore our relationship to pleasure, as an antidote to our pain. And these care practices also helped grievers create their future, leaning into the lives they want to cultivate, with our loss not as “completed” but in some way integrated, like redefining what home means and finding ways to celebrate. These practices are not linear and look less like a progression from past to present to future, and more like a spiral, as we wind our way through the different eras of our lives.

Every practice here has been a lifeline for people in times of grief, myself included. I’m not giving you instructions or steps to follow, because where is the fun in following someone else’s map? My hope is that, by reading through them, you come in closer contact with your inner compass and leave inspired to experiment with a few of your own, now or next time your grief starts knocking. I encourage you to take what is useful and leave the rest. Come back in a year and see how your perspective shifts. Tell me which ones I’ve missed, and what your suggestion for the next dozen would be.

I find myself shaking my head at how infinite the study of each of these individual care practices could be, and how each chapter here could have been its own book. Our relationship to our grief continues to reveal itself and expand in complexity, even as it recedes into the background of our lives. Five weeks, five years, five decades out from a loss and our grief can continue to surprise, shock, or soften us. Living in the idea of Renegade Grief is a big choose your own adventure, and once you make one choice, you get to keep on choosing.

There’s a virtuous cycle between these two pieces of encouragement: connecting with your people and exploring your own care practices. At our original dinner, the care practice that I needed most—sitting down to dinner—also jump-started the friendships I longed for. While some of the practices you’ll read about have introverts and the power of solitude in mind, many of them are done in community, and powerfully so. In the same way food brought us around the table, a Trojan Horse into conversations and connections about our grief, these practices serve as entry points into the companionship and collective care we’re longing for in loss. I can’t wait to hear what places, perspectives, and people your care practices lead you to, whether they’re expected or a total surprise.



UNDERSTANDING WHY

Why does taking the time and space to tend to grief feel countercultural in mainstream America, given that cultures around the world and across time have found ways to honor the presence of the departed in their lives? Whether it’s Korea’s Chuseok,11 a three-day festival thanking ancestors for the protection of the harvest; the soulful blare of New Orleans jazz funerals; or Yahrzeit candles burning in Jewish homes, humans have always found ways to honor the dead, not just in the immediate aftermath, but as a part of the fabric of their ongoing life. Being fully alive, and in community, has always involved honoring the people who are no longer here as the shoulders we stand on.

You might not care at all about cultural backstory, and instead want to get as quickly as possible to the parts about what to do now. Permission granted to skip ahead. But if you’re wondering why Western culture’s societal vibe around grief is off, there are clues from the last century that might make you realize it is not all in your head.

We can track it back, in the Western world at least, to a transition at the turn of the twentieth century. The Victorian era was a gangbusters time for public grief—Queen Victoria herself popularized the wearing of black as a fashion statement after the death of her husband, Albert;12 death-related paraphernalia like braided tapestries of a dead person’s hair were all the rage and elaborate rules around how to navigate the social sphere in times of loss were thorough, albeit stuffy.

But that all changed as war—big, mind-blowing, worldwide, scary global shit shows—ratcheted up grief around the globe to a level that was incomputable and unprecedented. Here’s a way to put it into perspective: if the same percentage of the world population that died in World War II died in contemporary times, it would be the equivalent of the entire population of the United States,13 save for Texas,14 dying—approximately 300 million people. And if we apply a bereavement multiplier to that—a concept that suggests that for each person who dies, eight people are left grieving—we’re left with a quarter of the globe in a state of acute grief.15

The shock and scale of this period was a turning point for how Western culture related to grief. Scholars make the case that these wars sped up a shift in mourning practices away from the “flamboyant public to the ‘intensely personal,’ leading to ‘minimal public expressions of private grief.’ ”16

I get it. We all know the overwhelming feeling of scrolling through our feeds when something terrible has happened at such a scale that numbing it out is the only way to not system glitch. But this wasn’t a temporary numbing, it became a new cultural protocol, cemented in psychological procedures and a new set of social norms around death. We entered the era of “Keep Calm and Carry On,” and it took a lifetime for the tide to change.

But what was behind the discouragement of expressing personal grief? One take from writer Bridget Keown17 is that in many ways, public displays of grief got in the way of the war effort. Parents were expected to be stoic and fully surrender their sons as soldiers, as were wives their husbands, children their fathers. Expressing extreme sadness at their death—or alternate narratives to the story of their passing other than one of heroism and glory—was in some way disapproving of the state. Censoring grief was a way to keep the military mission positive, the morale high. And when we got demurer in our expressions of loss, some of the social support and cultural rituals that made those times of transition easier also dimmed. When grievers went into hiding, their power dwindled. Their stories quieted.

We see this pattern on repeat. In ignoring or denying grief, the lid gets put on past experiences that are asking for us to reflect and learn, because looking into the pot would stir up questions that are hard and uncomfortable. We see it in the “pandemic amnesia,” as we hurry to put the COVID-19 years into the rearview mirror, without fully mourning the more than a million lives lost as a nation. We see it in history textbooks, as we try to minimize the anguish of the slave trade, or the genocide of Indigenous people, refusing a conversation about the roiling grief at the heart of our nation. We’ve gotten scary good at denying grief. Much too accustomed to turning our backs on it as it transmutes into anger, resentment, sickness, and division. It is renegade to tend to it, despite cultural pressure to hide it away.



Beyond war, the other change was the rise of modern psychology, led by a doctor who had a very specific, and often conjectured, view on it all. Sigmund Freud’s grief hot take? Simply “sever” it. In his treatise Mourning and Melancholia,18 maintaining a connection to the deceased is like “clinging through the medium of a hallucinatory wishful psychosis.” No wonder people felt shame to continue a relationship with the dead.

According to Freud, maintaining a bond with your person meant you were delusional and needed time on his couch to set you straight. “Normally,” he assured readers, “respect for reality gains the day.” He was clear that mourning took time, but it did have an end point, which was when all emotional ties to the person had been cleanly cut. And if any ties weren’t severed? A griever would be denying their own aliveness. He thought that being in a relationship to the dead was choosing death yourself, and he cast shame on anyone who tried to keep their memory close. In many ways, Freud’s perspective became the new gold standard of how to approach our emotional processing of loss in the twenty-first century. And by following the “sever ties” mentality, if we did give ourselves space to grieve, we did it slightly shamefully, and we did it in the privacy of our own homes.

But luckily, as in all stories and all fields of research, new learning builds upon the old, and new perspectives take the lead. It wasn’t until early in my lifetime that Dr. Dennis Klass19 and his research partners released groundbreaking findings that really returned us to some of our prewar—and precolonial—perspectives. That grief, in fact, is not asking to be severed and rejected, but is longing for us to find a new way of connecting.

Klass, at the time a professor teaching a class on Death and Dying, was approached by a group of bereaved parents who wanted to start a support circle, asking if he would lead it. He wasn’t a bereaved parent himself, but he accepted the invitation, which would define the rest of his celebrated career.

What he witnessed was that the group’s instinct was a strong departure from the psychologically accepted paradigm around grief and loss, which was still grounded in Freud’s “breaking bonds” model. These parents wanted very much to talk about their late children and create rituals around celebrating their memory, too—practices like writing letters, lighting candles, and releasing balloons. Klass’s time with the group turned into an ethnographic study that lasted years.

The rituals that emerged from this group of American parents reminded Klass of ancestral reverence practices he had witnessed while staying in a Buddhist temple in Japan, a culture that generally prioritizes collective well-being. He realized that the practices at the core of the ancestral reverence festival of Obon were the same human instincts that showed up in his bereavement group. And that human beings are drawn to, as he coined it, “continue bonds.”

As he started to share his findings that “ongoing relationships with the deceased are normal and widespread,”20 he was disturbed by the amount of pushback he received from many of his peers in the field, who disregarded programs run by peers. “We knew that it was a revolt against the Freudian model. We just didn’t know it was this revolutionary.” Other researchers came out of the woodwork to support him, relieved that someone was speaking out against a misguided model.

A scientific changing of the guard followed, and the research world now celebrates continuing bonds as best practice in grief. But that doesn’t mean our social practices have caught up, or that we were raised in households or communities where we learned how to do it. Talking to family members from older generations, their muscle memory is still embedded. So how do we translate Klass’s theory into lived reality? We practice.

The more I’ve been a student of the topic, the more I’ve learned that grief care practices have survived, even if just in the privacy of homes; supermarket clerks and people next to me on airplanes, as well as friends of friends all have shared the ways in which they have quietly continued bonds. This book showcases those practices, serving as a companion to guide you in discovering, rehydrating, and experimenting with the ones that work best for you. Spoiler alert: this won’t be the only time you’ll be face-to-face with grief. Whether it’s a loss from someone dying, or the end of a relationship with someone living, or the way you’ll grapple with changes due to climate change or the next pandemic, we’ll need care practices to tend to our grief in those moments too. In these pages, you’re building skills not just for times of death, but for all of life.



In that parlor game where people ask if you could have dinner with anyone, living or dead, who would it be, my answer is easy: Sigmund Freud with a table full of other parents who’ve also lost a child. In the years after releasing his culture-bending essay, Freud’s youngest daughter died of the Spanish Flu of 1918, the largest pandemic the world had known up until 2020. Even though he had set off a series of dominoes that would dominate the field of psychology for decades to come, he wrote in a letter to a friend that perhaps he had been wrong.

“Although we know that after such a loss the acute state of mourning will subside, we also know we shall remain inconsolable and will never find a substitute. No matter what may fill the gap, even if it be filled completely, it nevertheless remains something else. And actually this is how it should be. It is the only way of perpetuating that love which we do not want to relinquish.”21

At this child-loss table, I would toast to all of the littles who brought people to the table that night, honoring the particular devastation of an out-of-order loss like losing a child. And then I would sit back and listen as Freud shared his story and heard the stories of others, off duty from his psychoanalysis work, participating as a peer. Maybe we would see the guy laugh a little, cry a little, and let the social permission sink in that he didn’t have to deny the persistence of his pain, that by opening up about it, the acuteness would lessen and he would realize he wasn’t alone, and that he could instead find ways to live with the part of loss that will never let up.

I like to picture him exchanging phone numbers with someone he vibed with, and after helping do some dishes and eating some dessert, he would leave with a new idea that maybe analyzing his grief was only going to get him so far, and that being so critical of himself and others was no way to live. Freud might realize that the other people around the table had a lesson or two for him, that there were care practices he could experiment with to stay connected to the memory of his daughter and still move forward with his life; that he didn’t have all the answers, but that the questions he was asking just got a whole lot better. And thanks to the connections he just formed, he’s much less alone in asking them.





ACT 1 HONORING YOUR PAST



IN MOST CULTURES AND RELIGIONS across human history, there are a set of motions that people move through after a community member dies. For some it’s a burial and for others a cremation; for some it’s a gathering that’s somber, for others a raucous affair. You might come from a culture, a block, a family of people who know exactly what to do in those first thirty days; or you might be left wondering, as the dust settles on the version of your life without them present, whether the status quo of grief support is all we got?

For our purposes, we’re focusing on honoring your past and continuing bonds with your person in the season of life after their departure, when the celebration of life is in the rearview mirror and the shock has worn off. Chances are you miss them more than ever. These chapters are inspiration for the fourth (or fourteenth) anniversary of their death; the day you finally decide to tackle the boxes of their belongings slowly moldering in the garage. It’s about recognizing your person and their absence in the moments of mundane or unexpected living, when the condolence casseroles are long gone from the freezer.

Even when it might feel excruciatingly vulnerable or a little sappy, it’s important to maintain a sense of closeness with their memory. Because in honoring their memory, you’re honoring the history you shared. You’re resisting the cultural pressure to forget, to just move on, an amnesia our resistance to grief casts over not just their life, but the part of our life that we shared with them.

When someone who mattered a lot to us dies, there’s another way to approach life after; an invitation to not wipe them from our memory or eject them from our lives, but to find practices to incorporate our past with them into our present, so that we can carry their legacy into our future.

It’s not about clinging or about staying stuck in a story of grief. Paradoxically, by taking the time to consciously recognize your person, you can stay in a relationship with the generations of people who’ve come before you, never fully having to erase them from your story. And you can find a way to regularly release the grief valve, avoiding the system glitch that can sometimes come from built-up pressure, although in this book you’ll find some ideas about what to do when that happens too.

And in consciously, openly honoring your past, you can find the kinds of friends that want to honor their past along with you. You might find companions with whom you can rehydrate traditions native to your people, going through motions that your ancestors went through for centuries, whether it’s actively practiced by your family now or you’re hearing about it for the first time. In this section, there are examples of care practices that are perfect for solo
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