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Preface to the Third Edition (2017)


This book was initially written partly as a therapeutic tool, and partly as a way to reach out to others with similar experiences. It worked well on both counts, and while I sometimes cringe while re-reading parts of it, I’m still proud to have written it at the time I did.  
I remember waking up one morning and thinking to myself, “I have no reason to live.” It was not a suicidal statement but rather the realization that my life was without purpose, meaning, or joy. I was getting up every day for the sole purpose of going to work for the sake of paying the bills, and coming home from work for the sole purpose of “following through” on a marriage that I did not want to admit was on a downward spiral (and had been for a few years). 
I talk a lot about the negative effects that my mother’s mental illnesses had on my life, but one thing I can credit her for is teaching me to recognize that moment when I have gone too far in a dangerous direction, psychologically speaking. Knowing I was at crisis, I reached out for help, and I was lucky in turn to receive it.
In spring of 2010 I was filing for divorce and applying to graduate school. I was still on very rocky financial waters (which to this day I have not quite calmed completely) but I felt freer and more complete than I had since…well, since long before my parents died. 
And I wrote this book.
Now, seven (!!!) years later, I look back on that time as epochal. I consider it the breakthrough I should have had in my twenties, had my life been different. I’m still nowhere near where I thought I would be, in terms of life experiences and conquests, but I have hit some important mile markers: I got my master’s degree; I got a dog (!); I have a professional job in a field that is personally rewarding; I am a published author; I am an artist. 
In the spirit of change and progress, I’ve decided to return to this book, edit it, and add an afterward detailing the arc my life took after the events described here. If there is one thing I have learned, it is that grief cycles back through our lives, and colors everything we do, think, and feel. I feel good about where I am now, but the journey continues.
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Preface to the Original Edition (2010)


This book was fifteen years in the making, even if in the end it took several months of intense writing and editing and  reliving the past to make it happen. Everything in this book is true to my life, although my opinions and reactions to events are probably (hopefully?) not universal. 
This book is about dealing with the death of a parent when you are somewhere in your 20s. However, since I use the term “young adults” a lot, I need to clarify what I mean by that as most people usually think that phrase implies teenagers (as in, “YA literature”, etc.). I specifically mean an age group ranging from late teens to about 30 years old. I know some people in that age group might bristle at being called a young adult, but in modern society someone who is under 30 is still, in many ways, considered young and “just starting out.” 
I also tend to use the terms “our culture” and “our society” quite a bit but that is limited to American, Westernized society. That is the only culture I can speak for comfortably and on the whole I am assuming I am addressing fellow members of that society through this book. It is more a matter of familiarity than any purposeful exclusion of any other world views, so I welcome hearing from people in other cultures/parts of the world in regards to this subject.
I need to give special thanks to Debbie Wiles, LCSW. I worked with her through Lee's Place Counseling center, and she helped me pick myself up from where I had plastered myself to the ground, dusted me off, and gave me a strong push on the road to salvaging what is left of my life. She is intelligent, witty, insightful, and straightforward, and just the person I desperately needed when we met. Without her, this book would never have been written, either. Hopefully she will accept the “blame” gracefully!
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Introduction


I have started this book many times over. I never know where to begin, even though the most basic advice given to any writer is “begin at the beginning.” When you are talking about the death of your parents, though, where is the beginning? When you were born? When you first remember them in your childhood? When you realized they were mortal, or dying, or already dead? Where is the beginning of the end to your whole life?  
Yet, I always come back to trying to start this book, because back in 1996 I really needed it and it did not exist. I was 26 and had lost everything, which is not quite hyperbole: at the end of the most trying three years of my life I had lost my mother, my father, one of my cats, my home and nearly everything in it, and both of my dogs. It was more than a little traumatic, the description of which words utterly fail to convey. 
Using my usual method of dealing with anything I do not understand, I read about it. I read a lot of books on grief, and I cannot say that was wasted effort. Books such as C.S. Lewis’ A Grief Observed and Stephanie Ericsson’s A Companion through the Darkness were important to me and remain so after all these years. But I was 26 and I had not lost my spouse or my child or a friend, but my parents. There is no way to claim that one type of death is more catastrophic than another (although personally I will always suspect losing a child to be the worst), but they each have different dynamics. As most grief survivors know, there is nothing more affirming than meeting someone who has been through what you went through and recognizing the shared experiences of it. 
I am not a mental health professional, though, and this book is specifically about my own experiences. I hope that by writing it others who are going through the loss of their parents might find some common ground. What I needed back then was not just the usual bywords given to mourners (“it takes time,” “take care of yourself”, “don’t judge your grief process”, etc.), but also the particular observations of a young adult facing the rest of her life with her safety harness, her life raft, and her foundations ripped away. Everyone says “you can’t go home again” and they usually mean it as some deep, metaphorical statement. For me it was literally true: home was dead and gone. 
I have found books over the years about losing parents aimed towards young children and alternately towards “mature” adults over 50. Honestly, I could never even read the ones aimed at the mature adults because I would become livid with jealousy: how unfair that they were only dealing with this after having their parents around their whole lives! It was, admittedly, uncharitable and unfair of me. I know that. Still, it was my gut reaction whenever I picked up one of those books in an effort to look for companionship. The books for young children were at least acceptable to my sensibilities, yet on the other hand made me depressed and guilty because at least my parents got to see me graduate from college and know me as an adult. I was lucky, comparatively. 
Caught between the two extremes, I felt very alone. 
Of course, I was not completely alone. I had friends and a couple of family members who tried to stay in touch, both before and after my parents’ deaths. In retrospect I realize that they were all desperately trying to help me. They were unsure of how to do that and I was always damned and determined to be “doing just fine” whenever they asked how I was dealing with my loss. When I wrote to them about the events in my life I always tried to project some overall sense of wholeness, that although I was in despair and thunderstruck by events, I was still functioning. But it did not feel that way. I felt sectioned. A piece of me was here, another there. I lived the role of daughter, caretaker, maid, and free spirit but these roles did not mix well, especially after my parents died since they were the reasons I played those parts in the first place. It felt impossible to explain myself to anyone without coming off as overly dramatic or depressed, and indeed I
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