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            Prologue
Into the Charnel House

         
         In the late 1980s as a child in Greece, one of my favorite places to go was the cemetery, a packed assortment of jagged-toothed
            grave markers under the glaring sun, twisted olive trees offering little shade under their delicate silver leaves. My memory
            of the cemetery is always fixed in a hot day, insects droning dully, heat waves shimmering, ocean sparkling, the white of
            the surrounding buildings and brilliant blue of their trim so intense that it was almost blinding. We would go to the cemetery
            when I didn’t have school and my father was trying to entertain me until the evening arrived and we could fry the fish we
            bought directly off the boat in the harbor and sit in the backyard, wilting in the lingering warmth.
         

         
         I liked wandering through the graves, loved it even more when there was a funeral and all the drama that accompanied it, but
            I really wanted to go to the charnel house.
         

         
         Greece is one of many countries that exhume their dead and place the bones in an ossuary, a building in which bones are stored in boxes, taking up less space than graves in a nation where burial is the expected method of disposition. There is simply not enough room in the ground for all the dead people. Cremation rates remain extremely low in Greece, where the first crematorium opened in 20191 despite resistance from the Greek Orthodox Church, which forbids cremation, forcing some citizens to travel to Bulgaria or
            Germany with their dead.
         

         
         In Greece, the process of exhumation and transfer was somber, but also a last opportunity to connect intimately with the decedent,
            to touch that which was once hidden under the skin. Outsiders may find this strange or gruesome, but is it so wrong to renew
            the memory of someone who has passed by celebrating the remains of their form?
         

         
         In the tight quarters of the chaotically packed rows of graves, family members and the priest would gather and the bones would
            be ceremoniously laid out on a cloth next to the grave, with the gravedigger keeping close track in order to avoid losing
            one of the 206, counting them out with care and picking through them to find rings and belt buckles, buttons and rivets, rotting
            boots and tattered remains of shawls. Some families would be superstitious, believing that if the body had not decayed sufficiently
            in the years it spent in the grave, they were cursed, or a witch, and needed to be reburied or subjected to mysterious additional
            rites that I never had an opportunity to observe. The bones would be painstakingly packaged in a wooden box that would be
            added to the charnel house, and the grave prepared for the next decedent, the next round of wailing over the coffin as it
            was lowered into the earth. I loved watching these proceedings, peering through the stiff black dresses of widows and sisters
            and listening to the mumbling of the priest. Afterward, everyone would progress to the house.
         

         
         The charnel house was blessedly cool, a welcome break from the blasting heat outside, and the sounds of the insects were muffled. If you imagine rows of neat, carefully labeled shelving sloping off into the darkness, you would be wrong. The ossuary was a tumble of boxes, some of which were actively breaking open or losing their plaques, decorated with moss and small plants if they were close to the entrance, green tendrils yearning for the sun. It had a dark, earthy scent, thick under your tongue, an old-bones smell that I sometimes catch on the wind thousands of miles and decades away. I liked picking my way back as far as possible, shuffling my tiny feet to avoid bones as best I could, but sometimes I failed, and they snapped under my weight in the gloom. I would point or hold them up for my father to see, finding a sense of place in their rough surfaces. 

         
         I could recognize some of the last names I saw on the boxes, trace my fingers over the death dates and try to calculate how
            old they were. The bones of Armenian genocide survivors lay alongside those of Greek genocide survivors, a silent testimony
            to struggle and suffering and forced displacement that would be mirrored nearly one hundred years later, when Lesbos took
            a markedly different approach to refugees, replacing a pile of bones with a heaving mound of lifejackets. I saw skulls and
            long bones, the tiny, graceful bones of the fingers, some still clinging to their sinew, strangely formed pelvises and blade-like
            scapulae.
         

         
         One might assume that I was a ghoulish child who matured into a goth, but that’s not really what happened, although in high school it was unusual to catch me wearing anything that wasn’t black, and I sported the obligatory black box dye job. I was a curious child obsessed by this thin and friable boundary between life and death, the moment at which being alive ended and being dead began, and what followed. I became an adult equally fascinated with death and dying, but most particularly interested in how we interact with these facts of life when grief touches us. We are all future corpses, as Order of the Good Death founder Caitlin Doughty likes to note, and I am a meticulous planner for the inevitable: Leafing through a childhood notebook recently, I found detailed suggestions for my funeral, down to recommended attire for immediate family and a playlist (pre-Spotify, we’re talking a painstakingly recorded cassette tape). 

         
         If we are future corpses, though, that means we are all also future mourners, waiting for the hourglass to stop. As with the
            census, cooperation is mandatory and death will pound on your door if you try to dodge your responsibilities. My pre-planning
            for grief was much more haphazard, because unlike a death, it goes on indefinitely, and it cannot be summed up in the flyleaf
            of a notebook or staved off with some Violent Femmes.
         

         
         Even as the good death movement has promoted a world in which people have a more positive relationship with death, though we have quite a way to go, society has flailed, and failed, when it comes to open conversations about grief, to find, as it were, a good grief. When these discussions do happen, they don’t always feel relatable, failing to connect with people’s individual experiences and understanding of loss, with loss itself not necessarily a literal death but another radical shift in the timeline of our lives. By nature, loss is an absence, something gone, something that cannot be patched up or regrown. That’s a significant event for most people, in some way or another, and worth pausing for. 

         
         

         My approach to grief has been deeply shaped by the deaths of my animals, especially my cats. I’ve always had cats, from the
            household cats of early childhood to the one sleeping on the couch right now. Living such shorter lives as they do, pets carry
            a constant, steady reminder that death will come to us, whether sudden or prolonged, marked by helplessness or shock, sometimes
            frustrating and inconvenient—things we are not supposed to say out loud. Each unique death told me something about myself
            and the culture I live in, even as it felt like the world passed me by, missing the moment. I find animals’ lives and deaths
            instructive and fascinating because they are part of us, intimately woven into our lives, sometimes the living creatures we
            see most, while occupying a fundamentally alien role as creatures across a species divide.
         

         
         The close presence and loyalty of our pets sometimes simplifies our relationships but can also make their deaths more acute:
            The dog who passes away after sixteen years may have loved unconditionally and transitioned with their owner through early
            adulthood into forming a household and building a life, turning into the last marker of a pivotal time, which can provoke
            powerful emotions that transcend those surrounding the death itself.
         

         
         Anyone who has lived with animals is familiar with “It was just a cat (or dog),’’ a casual dismissal of a deep and sometimes complicated relationship. There is a callousness there but also a fear and a sense of helplessness in the face of sorrow. If grief for humans makes people uncomfortable and uncertain in a culture where people want to fix things, and the inability to fix something stymies their responses, grief for animals is even more discomfiting. “Just get another dog,” they say, confidently believing that this is the thing that will make the grief stop, not recognizing that these can be pivotal deaths in many people’s lives. Stopping to mark the death of a beloved pet makes people squirm: Can we move on to the next thing now? 

         
         Most books about the things animals teach us seem to revolve around generic, saccharine “life lessons” that feel like being
            dumped into a swimming pool of sugar water. Or they’re designed to be inspirational tearjerkers—the voyage of a dog taken
            on a whirlwind tour for their final year of life, or the cat who slept on the beds of the dying in nursing homes. They fail
            to capture the diversity and spectrum of our relationships with animals—a disservice to animals and their people alike—and
            are, in their own way, discomfiting, troubling, and unrelatable for some readers.
         

         
         I will never know or understand what my cat is thinking.

         
         As a journalist, whenever I report on topics related to pet death, I get an outpouring of responses. Many are simply emails telling me about beloved pets who died, from people who say, explicitly or between the lines, that they don’t know who to talk to about this, and they feel isolated and alone. I find it fascinating and tragic that strangers feel so abandoned in grief that they reach out to someone they don’t know, seeking reassurance, absolution, or comfort, sometimes including feelings of guilt and distress around the choices they made, such as declining care they couldn’t afford or not bringing an animal to the vet sooner, sometimes years later. Most clearly write feeling they have no other choice, trapped in grief they cannot process because of society’s indifference to their pain. Friends and family are tired of hearing about it, coworkers are dismissive and cruel about their mourning process, even their own vet’s office is summary and brisk, taking cash or credit card before the body is even cold. Some of their stories are tragic and deeply distressing, as the creatures that played a constant role in their lives leave a ragged hole behind. No one was willing to say “I’m sorry for your loss” and sit with the meaning of what that might look like. I sometimes joke that I turned into a grief therapist by way of a society that frowns upon any discussion of pet death beyond the most superficial, but in a sense, it’s not a joke at all. 

         
         People just want to be seen.

         
         My interest in our relationship with death and how we handle the lives of our animals has become a constant thread; I find
            myself returning, again and again, to the ways in which our animals inform our lives. Pet death is not a “practice” death,
            but it is something that tends to be very personal and very common, shaping people’s understanding of grief and often offering
            direct parallels to experiences of human death and the complexities of our relationships to each other, who is allowed to
            grieve, and how. Being seen through the eyes of loyal companions opens up another layer: Pet loss is a deeply private grief,
            a hidden undercurrent, and in exploring it, we often come to realize that there’s a similar secrecy to human grief, a desire
            to package up a death and put it on the shelf out of reach rather than confronting it, let alone sharing that grief with others.
         

         
         I am also deeply informed by my childhood in the charnel house, and how that intensely personal connection with death is viewed with such revulsion and fear in other cultures. Handling the bones of the dead wasn’t harmful, and kissing the foot of a dead saint didn’t traumatize me, but the very white American horror at the thought of such intimacy has been a telling element of my conversations about death. Death should be sanitized and it should happen with minimal fuss. Screaming and crying at the graveside is not what we do. 

         
         What if we did, though? What if we interacted with loss in more diverse ways?

         
         Exploring and honoring and simply acknowledging death can look like any number of things to any number of people; wandering
            through a charnel house or watching an exhumation is not required, though it may be intriguing and instructive. But the world
            we have built for ourselves is intolerable and unsustainable. We are all going to die, we are all going to experience loss,
            and the time to deal with this reality is not in a frenzy at the moment of loss, but in the form of a daily gentle current
            that acknowledges the grief in ourselves and all around us, and the inevitability of what lies at the end of the road.
         

         
         I find myself constantly returning to acceptable forms of grief, which come in a very narrow band in contemporary white American
            society, the society in which I live and mourn, the society I know most intimately. There are rituals to be followed and expectations
            to meet, and those who do not comply may be ostracized or even pathologized, their grief treated as a sickness to be corrected,
            a personal matter.
         

         
         This comes through clearly in responses to pet loss, which often challenge the why and how of the way people grieve, such as a man baffled by his husband’s gutted response to the death of a puppy who was only in their lives a short while. In conversations about pet death, people often, unprompted, also talk about the deaths of humans in their lives, connecting the dots, with similar themes emerging. I hear about feelings of guilt and anger, confusion and shame, jealousy and conflict over their human losses. They feel like they can’t talk about these feelings with the people they are closest to, and sometimes they fester. And they struggle with social expectations around how they are supposed to mourn, the belief that there is a linear process of grief to follow, a checklist that will make this process easier, keep things moving along. This too shall pass. 

         
         This is unhelpful not just for grievers and the people who love them, but for death workers and others involved in the inevitable
            passage of life, from the veterinarian euthanizing a beloved family pet to the hospice nurse supporting a dying patient and
            their family. More open discussions of grief, and its myriad expressions, will benefit all of us, make room for the rich and
            varied forms of this natural human experience.
         

         
         Avoidance of conversations about loss also means that we rarely give ourselves room to think about the fact that loss is not
            always about death. Loss can be about any number of huge life events: The end of a relationship. Eviction from the family
            home. Isolation during cancer treatment. Sometimes those losses are even positive, but still subjects of grief because they
            represent changes, sometimes frightening ones, in our lives: Sending a foster kitten to their new home. Switching careers.
            Leaving your family behind to seek opportunities in a new city. Not everyone experiences these things as losses or responds
            to them in the same way, but acknowledging that they can be experienced as losses is an important element of integrating grief into our lives.
         

         
         This is not a book about pet loss—at least, it is not just about pet loss, though you will meet my dead cats and read small slices of their stories. Instead, it is about the larger climate and culture surrounding the way we grieve, because all my conversations about pet loss ultimately turn deeply human, relatable to much more than the animals we share our lives with. I find that opening scary conversations about loss and grief with the deaths of pets sometimes feels less intimidating and more approachable, acting as a gateway drug, as it were, to other conversations about how fiercely we love and how intensely we feel when we face a loss. 

         
         This is a book about grief and mourning as collective activities best undertaken in community, and the strength found in relying
            on each other rather than trying to do everything ourselves, alone. It is a rebuke to a culture of individualism and a call
            for collectivism. In grief, we can all offer support according to our ability, to others according to their needs, but this
            is a project that requires many of us. What a treasure, a gift, an honor it is to witness someone and lift them up, rather
            than turn away.
         

         
         Together, we are going to explore the often deeply broken way we grieve, and what might yield a better and healthier future.
            We’ll look at the ways in which grief is sometimes treated as a medical diagnosis and a problem in need of fixing, rather
            than a natural part of the human experience that we simply must live through. We will also name—and explore—common manifestations
            of grief, such as disenfranchised grief and anticipatory grief, because sometimes naming things and seeing that they happen
            to other people can bring a sense of relief or compassion. We’ll also examine the ways in which grievers can feel isolated,
            unheard, and unsupported, and we’ll think about ways in which we can be better friends to each other and kinder to the strangers
            in our lives.
         

         
         I want this book to start conversations. If grief is uncomfortable to observe—we all naturally want to make people feel better, and we struggle in unfixable situations—and difficult to experience, we don’t have to do it alone, and we shouldn’t. Rather than fleeing that discomfort, we must sit with it, as a former colleague once remarked in a very different context, whether it is our grief or someone else’s. We can find common ground with one another and perhaps discover something about ourselves in the process. Openly discussing grief and mourning, allowing ourselves to be a little messy—these are the things we can do to transform our lives. Suppressing grief—or feeling like you need to present yours in a particular way to be valid—just leaves it smoldering in a corner, waiting to flare up at the worst possible moment. 

         
         This is not necessarily a book for mourners or dying people; it is a book for everyone, at any time, although of course I
            hope that mourners who are struggling can find something that resonates in these pages. Arguably, the best time to think about
            loss is when you’re not in the midst of it. Sometimes these conversations are easier when they are more abstract. In thinking
            about loss as a very normal, if complicated, part of human existence, you may help a future version of yourself, or someone
            you care about, or a complete stranger; be the person who hands a handkerchief to a sobbing person on the train, not someone
            who switches to another car.
         

         
         Everyone is somebody’s baby.

         
         Emphasizing with those in grief, understanding that grief is not fixable but it can be livable, is vital and necessary, if
            also frightening. Death, loss, and grief are unknowns, but we can approach both together if we have the courage, and that
            begins with honest conversations about how we navigate grief, and how we can do better. Good grief is not beyond us—though
            the work to get there may be difficult.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Sofie // Childhood

         
         Moving back to the United States, to the rundown house on Chestnut Street, Redwood Elementary a short walk away, was a culture
            shock. No crumbling castle at the top of the hill, no nuns with rulers, no olive trees, no incense-laden air in church on
            Saturdays, no goats, no fireflies. My classmates ran around the playground with a familiar frenzied chaos, but I got placed
            in the slow readers group after a frustrating evaluation with the school psychologist who saw the stories of my daily life
            and my mix of Greek and English as evidence that I wouldn’t be able to keep up in an American classroom.
         

         
         Everything was confusing and alien, until a long-haired calico cat showed up in the yard and claimed us as her own.

         
         Sofie the Sofa Cat, as she came to be known, traveled with my father and me to Caspar when my parents separated, becoming a constant in an inconstant life. She was patient when I dressed her up in little outfits, slept with me in my bed on the couch, waited for me by the bus stop, until the autumn day my father picked me up at school with a somber expression, idling outside as children flooded out, shrieking and laughing. My father’s appearance in our battered white Volvo sedan with the holes in the rear floorboards was an unusual event, and one that usually presaged some form of exciting adventure. 

         
         My father told me that Sofie was dead—struck by a car on the road outside our house, where people often drove faster than
            they should have in our small hamlet. I, of course, wanted to see the body, to see her, but, my father informed me, the driver
            had taken her away for burial.
         

         
         I’m not sure why my father thought this was a good idea. I suspect, in retrospect, that her body was probably badly damaged,
            bearing the ravages of an impact at high speed, and perhaps he feared traumatizing me. He might have also been in a state
            of shock and panic when the driver knocked on his door to confess, thinking ahead to having to break the news and navigate
            the reaction of a young child already in a sense of tumult and a difficult adjustment to a very different life.
         

         
         Or maybe he bought into, on some level, the common idea that children—even a child who delighted in the charnel house—need
            to be protected from death, that it should be hidden away from them to prevent distress.
         

         
         Whatever the reason, it denied me an opportunity for ritual or ceremony. Sofie was simply there in the morning and gone in
            the afternoon, but not gone in a definitive way that I could see and feel. It seeded a strange fixation: Was she really dead?
            Had she gone somewhere else? Who was the driver? Was it someone my father knew? That I knew?
         

         
         I convinced myself that I knew who he was, eyed the house on the corner next to the red barn along the winding bus route, wondering if the blue truck outside was The Truck, if he had actually buried Sofie like he said he would or thrown her away like garbage. Sofie existed in a state of both living and dead, and for years, when I saw a long-haired calico in a window or stalking butterflies in a garden, I would have a thrill as my heart leaped: Had Sofie been there all along? Waiting for me? 

         
         I couldn’t articulate these big feelings to my father, nor to his girlfriend at the time, who had recently lost her own beloved
            golden retriever, a dog I’d met and played with a handful of times and had an abstract, uncertain relationship with. Instead,
            those feelings festered, transmuting into a form of resentment over everything I had been denied, becoming a ferocious reminder
            of the social status of children in America, and the way children are denied their own status as grievers, their own ability
            to make decisions about how they mourn the inevitable losses in their lives.
         

         
         The answer to “How do we support grieving children?” is both obvious and unsatisfactory: “It depends on the child.”

         
         Unpacking that answer in more detail doesn’t just involve questions of developmental stages and lived experience, perceived and actual capacity. It requires fundamentally reconceptualizing how we think of children, because we live in a society where children’s autonomy, individuality, and very personhood are called into question, with adults making all their major life decisions for them, from where they go to school to what kind of health care they receive. This is, we tell ourselves and each other, for their own good, but the end result is to reduce children’s status as whole members of society, with their own emotions and experiences; parents are told to “control your brats” in much the same way we shout at an off-leash dog. Seeing children as human beings is still, regrettably, a revolutionary act that requires resisting centuries of Western thought. 

         
         “Adults tend to be very patronizing, even within my own family. That’s when it hurts the most,” says Jamie Minden, senior
            director of global organizing for Zero Hour, a youth-led organization fighting climate change. Minden has never known a world
            that isn’t in the depths of climate calamity, and she is steeped in climate grief, which she has difficulty articulating to
            the adults around her—the decision-makers who created the world she now has to live in.
         

         
         “People I look up to, depend on, care about—there’s this narrative I hear again and again, the assumption that we don’t know
            what we’re talking about because we’re young, we don’t have the perspective, when we get older we’ll understand.”
         

         
         Youth organizers like Minden are accustomed to encountering this logic, which is, in a way, rooted in the same attitudes my
            father drew upon when he told the driver to go ahead and take Sofie with him: Children should be insulated until they hit
            some magical threshold of growing up and are able to deal with the real adult world.
         

         
         “I think for me grief about the climate crisis is intertwined with grief about the Anthropocene as a whole,” Minden wrote when I followed up to check in a few months later. “It is not talked about enough that the sheer size and scale of life on Earth has diminished so rapidly, we are not living on the same Earth our ancestors experienced. . . . We are not only losing species but the sheer scale of life on Earth is a fraction of what it once was, and hardly anyone is reckoning with it. The perspective of frustration I shared in my interview is partly a result of this lonely grief I feel for the sheer loss of life on our planet, grief for the life our world used to host that is gone or will soon be gone while we are careening toward a future that is even less livable because of the actions of the greedy few.” 

         
         It’s a grinding feeling for young adults who in fact understand exactly what is going on around them; denying their grief
            and assuring them that they’ll know better when they’re older is a patronizing act of infantilization and denial of our shared
            humanity. Despite having lived through childhood and these experiences themselves, a surprising number of parents fall short
            here.
         

         
         “So many people still, in 2024, their experience of parenting and their understanding of parenting is as some kind of mix
            of dictator and cruise director rather than that you’re a partner to your kid,” says Heather Corinna, founder of the long-running
            sex education website Scarleteen and author of S.E.X. and What Fresh Hell Is This? Corinna is a longtime advocate for youth rights and access to high-quality, factually informed sexual health, and relationships education, with work that has served children and youth all over the world for decades. They are deeply frustrated with the autocratic approach to children and parenting that dominates in the United States, viewing it as a disservice to children and youth, and they see it as a particularly sharp issue in grief. If people grow up via rites of passage where they learn about what it’s like to live in the world, a loss is a rather significant inflection point and one that offers room for growth and learning, if children are allowed to do that. The adults who act as their allies in that process, advocating with them, instead of for them, with Corinna wryly noting that some parents will “hate your guts” for actively listening to their children and supporting their expressed needs, create space for kids to make mistakes and find grace through them. 

         
         Adults in the traditional Western framework are protectors and guardians, standing between children and pain and suffering,
            teaching them the ways of the world, and yet there is a middle ground between leaving children dangerously exposed and wrapping
            them in so much insulation that they never have a chance to grow into themselves. Adults must step in because humans, for
            a variety of evolutionary reasons, take a long time to develop. A foal can stand within minutes, a kitten can eat solid food
            within weeks. A human infant is frail, requiring round-the-clock attendance for months and years of nurturing care, both physical
            and emotional. Children are in turn laden with expectations as they grow up under the tutelage of adults who also model normative
            behavior around a variety of life events, including grief, in an endless feedback loop.
         

         
         In some families, children may be “protected” from grief by being left out of the conversation—a common experience for many
            white kids, for example. In others, such as big Latine families, they may have active and expected social roles in the familial
            process of grief, attending funerals and other events to commemorate the passage of a loved one. In both cases, children are
            generally not encouraged to think for themselves and explore their own emotions around a loss. Rather, they are being trained
            to adhere to cultural expectations, an early lesson in the normative standards of behavior that children will face throughout
            their lives. These traditions and the logic that props them up are passed down from generation to generation.
         

         
         Underlying attitudes about children’s rights in the mainstream culture of the United States are an outgrowth of colonialism and the beliefs brought to North America by European settlers, who carried decided ideas about the role and capacity of children with them. 

         
         John Calvin, a powerful force in the Puritan thought that characterized North America under British colonists, and later heavily
            influenced the nascent nation of the United States, wrote that “fathers ought diligently to form their children under a system
            of holy discipline,”1 describing a family structure in which children, a “gift of god,” needed extensive instruction, discipline, and oversight
            to grow into full members of the church—and participants in society. For Puritans, being full members of the church was also
            a requirement for salvation. Thus, for Puritan parents, bringing their children up within the fold of the church was a moral
            imperative, and while Calvinists valued education, they also valued a specific kind of education—and one, again, in which children were instructed, not engaged as partners in a learning process, a theme seen
            in contemporary education as well, where teachers are authority figures to be obeyed. Calvin’s work in his own city of Geneva2 also informed Protestant thinkers and reformers who worked in education systems across Europe and, by extension, in European
            colonies, further shaping attitudes about children’s role in societies across the world, a marked departure from many cultures
            where children are more actively included.
         

         
         If children are to be seen and not heard, taught about the way life must be and not encouraged to explore for themselves, they must also learn about death and grief in rigid, restrictive ways that do not permit much room for freedom of expression, for asking questions, for occupying conversations in a world that can be confusing and frightening. Our failure to meet children where they are, as human beings—and, critically, as human beings who are distinct individuals with very different needs—can be an impediment in conversations about loss. In part, this is because adults may fear being honest with themselves, let alone others: How can we explain death to children when we do not fully understand it ourselves? When it also feels unfair, unfathomable, unjust, unreal, to us? 

         
         We live in a world of adult certainty: Grown-ups must be confidently definitive and binaristic in a world that in truth is
            lived in shades of gray. Saying “I don’t know,” or sitting with a child who feels bewildered and unmoored, not knowing what
            to say, admitting that grief cannot be fixed, is a terrifying prospect.
         

         
         The slow development of humans over the course of years—and arguably a whole lifetime—makes generalizations about “children”
            impossible, when a matter of months can represent a huge developmental shift and the material experience of the world is so
            variable, and when children themselves are so incredibly diverse for a variety of reasons, developmental, cultural, and otherwise.
            There endures, in the United States, a common popular perception that the brain is not “fully mature” until age twenty-five,3 implying that people under this age—especially those under eighteen—are not fully capable of engaging with the world as rational
            actors. You’ll understand when you’re older.
         

         
         Brain development, in fact, continues throughout one’s life, with this most marvelous of organs constantly growing and responding to new information, events, and inputs; we are always learning, right up until the end. While it is true that the prefrontal cortex, which oversees complex cognitive tasks such as risk assessment, is not necessarily fully developed in younger adults,4 the trajectory of that development varies tremendously from person to person, as does the ability to apply lessons of life
            in general. And the plasticity of the young mind is actually a developmental advantage,5 helping young humans develop skills to navigate the world. The kids are alright, I promise.
         

         
         And while there is a tendency to identify some behaviors, especially those around impulse control, as “childish,” an adult
            can manifest the same impulsive behaviors as a young child, just as a very confident and self-aware child can exhibit considerable
            emotional regulation—sometimes in particular around grief—because they are sensitive to the troubled moods of the adults in
            their lives.
         

         
         For children, the world is filled with novelty and firsts, a phenomenon that leads many adults to frame them as “innocent” and in need of protection to retain that innocence. A better approach might involve thinking of children instead as humans who are rapidly learning about the world and need help as they explore it in order to thrive and grow into adaptive, adjusted adults. This requires supporting children’s emotional, physical, and neurobiological development. This doesn’t mean throwing children into the deep end with no protections, but it does mean acknowledging that the deep end exists and that children should be prepared for it with some pool floats while recognizing the neurological development that influences the life stages that shape children’s behavior, such as the literalness of many young children that sometimes tangles deeply with the way they confront and process death and loss. 

         
         For example, when adults say that someone has “gone away,” a young child’s response may be to query when that person is coming
            home, where they have gone. When someone has “died,” that new and abstract concept may still evade comprehension; when we
            say that someone’s body has “stopped working” in an attempt to explain this large, very final thing that has happened, the
            natural follow-up question is when it will start working again or if it can be fixed. This is not necessarily a product of
            “innocence” but a sign of how children are processing new information and events that they haven’t witnessed before, in a
            world where death in particular tends to be clocked in abstract, sometimes archaic and confusing euphemisms.
         

         
         Passed away. Gone to a better place. Moved on to the next world. Crossing the rainbow bridge. These euphemisms can be mystifying
            and even frightening for children in a way that more concrete words are not, even as adults may find children “blunt” or even
            “careless” in the way they respond to big events such as death. Kids ask truly wild questions and make statements that seem
            absurd to us sometimes, because we’ve forgotten that these experiences are new and they’re still figuring things out.
         

         
         For some children, the first experience of death is that of a family pet or the pet of a friend. The death of a beloved animal who may have been a constant presence in a child’s life, including in the decline that may have preceded death, is a major life event. It is also one in which young children are not necessarily heavily involved, with an adult tendency to, again, protect children from the realities of sudden death or the terminal illnesses that pets often go through, followed by decisions about euthanasia. Children may be told about these things, but they are not necessarily invited to be in conversation with them. As a friend asked me, baffled when I commented in surprise that he didn’t invite his young child to ask questions about
            the death of a family pet, be present at the euthanasia, or even see the body or hold some sort of memorial, “Why would I
            want to do that? He wouldn’t understand and it would only traumatize him.”
         

         
         His comment, rooted in kindness and his fierce love for his child, reminded me of a much earlier conversation, long before
            he had children, in which he talked about his existential fear of death and the prospect of simply not existing anymore, not
            knowing what, if anything, would happen next. When we ourselves are frightened of death and the unknown, it can be challenging
            to know what to say to children, and we unwittingly pass on that fear. When the first time we have these conversations is
            in the midst of a loss, we are processing our feelings, not just about the loss itself, but about seeing children experience
            major life events for the first time. It’s hard to make good decisions about issues you have been avoiding in the midst of
            turmoil, especially under the pressure of the very valid pain parents experience when their children are also in pain, when
            their first instinct is to protect.
         

         
         Professor Angus Johnston, a historian who focuses on student activism and youth rights at the City University of New York’s
            Hostos Community College, tells me these conversations need to start before a loss, and they should happen routinely, normalizing loss as a part of family conversations and lore—something deeply woven into his own family. Death conversations happen all the time, not just between parents and children, but between children and grandparents, between disabled and nondisabled family members. It is a constant, ongoing conversation and, as such, means that when the topic comes up, it’s not a somber, sit-down talk that brings everything to a screeching halt. 

         
         “We are just really afraid about talking to kids in a bunch of different ways, but specifically we have this idea that kids
            have this innocence which we need to protect, and we need to preserve, and we need to keep going as long as we can,” he says.
            “And I think in a lot of ways, that’s exactly wrong, that’s exactly backward. Obviously, there are some things that kids need
            to be protected from, but in a lot of respects, one of the ways that we get into a lot of trouble is that we fail to start
            talking to kids about important stuff when it is early enough to have that conversation be easy.”
         

         
         Approaching conversations about children and loss requires adults to acknowledge their discomfort and process it on their
            own time—a compelling case for building a network of personal supports so they can be more present for the children in their
            lives. And that also requires parents to think ahead to a time when they won’t be present in the lives of their children,
            which is also a scary thing to think about but one that ultimately, Johnson says, gives him hope for the future too.
         

         
         “They’ll be able to take that information with them when they go out into the world and you’re not around,” he says, speaking
            to our obligation to children and the sense of inevitable release that comes with parenting, which should be preparing children
            for life in the world.
         

         
         You do not forget your first dead body—human or animal—and the sense of absence that it projects, the spark of whatever made it alive gone, leaving something inert and somehow smaller than it was before.
            At any age it’s a jarring event. Does that mean it is one that should be avoided, shrouded in mystique? Or is it a moment
            in which children should be invited to participate—if they want—to ground their understanding of death in something present,
            real, and concrete?
         

         
         Parents and families also need to engage with the fact that death is not necessarily literal, that many kinds of losses can
            play roles in children’s lives, and these losses may be personal or collective, broad in scope or very intimate. Exploring
            different kinds of losses and their roles in children’s lives necessitates understanding an individual child’s feelings about
            change. One child may experience a life event as a loss while another may not; trying to predict a child’s feelings either
            way can be an exercise in futility. Even a seemingly positive event can feel like a loss to adults, and the same holds true
            for children; leaving a childhood home for a new city can represent a loss of familiar places and people. A loss can be deeply
            personal: the death of a family member, moving away from a best friend. It can also be much more broad: being surrounded by
            a dying climate and feeling helpless to create change or growing up in a community wracked by war and suffering.
         

         
         Race, class, and social status can play a role in how children come to understand the role of loss in their lives. It may be a parent swallowed up in the abyss of the injustice system, a family torn apart by immigration authorities, a descent into the maw of the child welfare machine, the loss of roots and culture in a transnational adoption. These losses are poorly understood by society—indeed, sometimes children are expected to be grateful for them, as in the case of adoptees “saved” or “rescued” from their home nations or communities.
         

         
         At the same time we patronize children, making assumptions about their relationship to the world and their ability to participate
            in decision-making and, at times, society in general, we are also saddling them with tremendous burdens, as Minden noted when
            we talked about the climate crisis.
         

         
         The United States is filled, for example, with the constant drumbeat of school shootings, a phenomenon so extreme that between
            the first and second drafts of this chapter, the most current example was already several school shootings ago. Children in
            the United States are going to school in a climate of mandatory active shooter drills, surrounded by teachers who are engaged
            in an endless, taxing mental calculus as they survey their classrooms for things to hide behind, objects to use as weapons.
            Some children have always known this grief, while their teachers grieve the shift from the profession they signed up for,
            and may remember a time when school campuses didn’t feel like they were under an eternal state of lockdown.
         

         
         This is not a thing you “understand when you’re older,” it is simply a rank injustice to witness at any age. As the iconic
            Onion headline goes:6 “ ‘No Way to Prevent This,’ Says Only Nation Where This Regularly Happens.”
         

         
         This is also a moment in the cultural zeitgeist characterized by extreme misinformation, with children caught in a vortex of falsities that is increasingly difficult for people of any age to untangle. Bombarded by constant conflicting, hostile, and confusing information, children attempt to pick through the threads to determine what is reality and what is not, again failed by the adults around them. This too is a form of loss, one children may not even be fully aware of: The experience of growing up in a world where nothing is definitively real is its own climate of terrifying unknowns. 

         
         The same society that hotly insists children lack capacity to engage fully with the world may wring its hands over children
            “being forced to grow up too soon” but seems to view this as an acceptable bycatch of being alive in American society. It
            is what it is.
         

         
         There’s another element to grieving children that is often underdiscussed: the fact that the caregivers supporting those children
            may be going through their own grieving processes, intensified by their own relationships with the deceased, or the missing,
            or the forever changed, an experience that is, for some caregivers, very isolating. This holds especially true for cis women,
            who are still stereotyped and relied upon as the primary caregivers for children, especially in emotional contexts, particularly
            women of color. Despite growing social awareness of the issue, there’s a persistent gender gap in caregiving,7 with women overall, whether employed outside the home or not, spending more time on childcare and the difficult conversations
            that come with it.
         

         
         In a discussion with Nicole Chung, author of A Living Remedy, who lost her father and mother in short succession, she told me there were “many days where I was so focused on [my children, then ages seven and nine], I felt like I couldn’t take care of myself, couldn’t take care of or sit with my own grief.” Many other caregivers expressed similar sentiments, struggling to navigate huge life events themselves while being present for their charges and worrying about meeting the needs of those children in their care. 

         
         Even as Chung felt like she “was falling off a cliff” following the abrupt loss of her father, she was navigating her children’s
            grief, expected to intuitively figure out how best to help them. For her, anchoring some of that in traditions, such as allowing
            them to attend the funeral and see him in his casket, came to be an important part of that process. So was the physicality
            of death, an acknowledgment dear to the heart of a child who grew up alongside the charnel house.
         

         
         “It was so important for my seven-year-old to see, to actually touch him, to touch his hands, to reach out and touch his beard.
            It was a sweet moment but really devastating; something about the physicality of that experience was really crucial for understanding”
            for kids who were still grappling with the idea of loss. Since physical visitation was built into family traditions, it created
            natural space and expectations for children to be part of that process.
         

         
         “The thought of going” to a funeral initially “brought me no comfort,” she said. “Being there with my kids, I saw it was important
            for other reasons too, accepting this reality, no matter how much I didn’t want it to be. I didn’t have that with my mother
            because she died in the spring of 2020 when I couldn’t travel to be there. Experiencing both losses in very different ways,
            I wish I had been able to have that with my mom too; my kids didn’t have that either. I came out of my father’s funeral with
            a deeper understanding and appreciation of those rituals and how important they can be.”
         

         
         Concerns about the well-being of caregivers should be surfaced more frequently, says Sam Middleton, a senior clinician at Uplift, a Philadelphia-based organization that supports grieving children and caregivers. No one is born knowing how to function through grief, and few of us get instructions in it until we’re going through it. Failing to talk about death is an intergenerational problem as we fail to provide people with the emotional tools in childhood that could in turn guide them in helping their own kids. 

         
         “It’s okay for another adult to be your adult,” Middleton said, stressing that people of all ages need help in grieving, as
            well as access to opportunities to explore their feelings in a safe environment. “Whoever it is, you as an adult deserve to
            have the support that we give to kids. Having a space to exist with your grief can make it easier to carry, and that makes
            it so much easier to translate it to a conversation with your kid.”
         

         
         Caregivers can’t, and don’t, have all the answers. It’s okay to ask for help from people with professional and lived experience.
            This requires seeing grief as a collective enterprise where interdependence allows people to distribute the weight, rather
            than expecting everyone to travel through loss alone, adrift and unable to reach a hand out to others. This is a big part
            of Middleton’s work, which engages with children and caregivers together and separately and provides them with opportunities
            to gather in community with people experiencing similar losses.
         

         
         Nicole Chung and other parents also speak to the value of allowing their children to see them grieving, acknowledging that this can be an important part of their children’s mourning process as well while it also feels incredibly vulnerable, and some 
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