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				Maria Shriver 
presents

				The Open Field

				A Publishing Imprint

				Books that Rise Above the Noise and Move Humanity Forward

			

			
				Dear Reader,

				Years ago, these words attributed to Rumi found a place in my heart:

				Out beyond ideas of

				wrongdoing and rightdoing,

				there is a field. I’ll meet you there.

				Ever since, I’ve cultivated an image of what I call the “Open Field”—a place out beyond fear and shame, beyond judgment, loneliness, and expectation. A place that hosts the reunion of all creation. It’s the hope of my soul to find my way there—and whenever I hear an insight or a practice that helps me on the path, I love nothing more than to share it with others.

				That’s why I’ve created The Open Field. My hope is to publish books that honor the most unifying truth in human life: We are all seeking the same things. We’re all seeking dignity. We’re all seeking joy. We’re all seeking love and acceptance, seeking to be seen, to be safe. And there is no competition for these things we seek—because they are not material goods; they are spiritual gifts!

				We can all give each other these gifts if we share what we know—what has lifted us up and moved us forward. That is our duty to one another—to help each other toward acceptance, toward peace, toward happiness—and my promise to you is that the books published under this imprint will be maps to the Open Field, written by guides who know the path and want to share it.

				Each title will offer insights, inspiration, and guidance for moving beyond the fears, the judgments, and the masks we all wear. And when we take off the masks, guess what? We will see that we are the opposite of what we thought—we are each other.

				We are all on our way to the Open Field. We are all helping one another along the path. I’ll meet you there.

				Love,
Maria Shriver

			

		

	
		
			To Sammy, my son in this life and my beloved guide for eternity.

			Thank you for choosing me to be your mama and for teaching me that love not only carries us through anything but also bridges worlds.

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				Crying Out Loud

			
			One of the scariest parts about being human is that the days that shatter your soul begin just like every other day.

			When I woke up on February 7, 2021, I had no dread or fear about the day ahead. It was Super Bowl Sunday, and I was looking forward to a lazy day with my boys: my husband, Sam; my fifteen-year-old son, Jackson; and my sixteen-year-old son, Sammy. My eldest, twenty-two-year-old Ethan, was already out in the world, a new college graduate, carving out the kind of shining future I was certain would be Sammy’s and, in time, Jackson’s.

			We were all so certain.

			Despite the trials of living through a pandemic, the previous year had been kind to our family. In fact, I was fortunate to discover that there were some aspects of the COVID-19 lockdown that I liked. While I mourned that my younger boys didn’t get the usual teenage experiences of prom, sports, dates, parties, and school events, I would be lying if I said I wasn’t secretly a bit happy that they were stuck sheltering at home with me.

			Not only were they forced to spend more time with me and their father than they had in years, but I didn’t have to worry about them. As every parent knows, every time your teens are out in the world, a part of your brain is on alert until you hear the front door open and see they made it home safely.

			So Super Bowl Sunday found me calm and happy, a contented mother hen in her roost. I drank my coffee, worked in the garden, played with my pups, and enjoyed the California sunshine without knowing that today was the last day, his last day, our family’s last day as we knew it. My last day before facing a darkness we never knew existed.

			It was late morning when my youngest son, Jackson, came to ask me to drive him to the store. He wanted to buy some candy and deliver it to his friend’s front porch for their birthday. It was so like Jackson to want to make this gentle and thoughtful gesture. I smiled as I agreed to the plan, throwing my hair into a loose bun and grabbing my keys.

			As we headed out the door, Sammy appeared on the upstairs landing. His dark hair was still tousled from sleep, and he was wearing the sweats he had fallen asleep in the night before. Welcome to COVID times.

			“Hey, Mom, will you come to my room when you get home?” he called down. “I need help making a résumé for internships.” Sammy was a junior in high school and had his heart set on NYU’s hypercompetitive international business program. His school counselor had advised him that an internship in the business world would look good on his applications. I was excited that he was taking that advice seriously, but I knew not to act too jubilant. I’d already learned the hard way that nothing makes a teenager lose interest faster than a mom who’s too into it.

			So, I merely nodded and said, “Sure!” I didn’t run to hug him and squeeze him and kiss his beautiful face. I didn’t tell him how much I adored him, how proud I was of him, or how much he meant to me, to all of us. I didn’t need to do any of that. Because I would see him again in just a little while; it was just a regular day, after all, a beautiful, easy Sunday.

			When we arrived home, Jackson skipped upstairs two steps at a time, heading to his brother’s room with some extra candy we got for him. I followed right behind him, ready to tackle the internship plans. But before I could enter Sammy’s room, Jackson came running out of it, saying, “Mom! Sammy’s on the floor and won’t move!”

			My brain couldn’t compute those words. They didn’t make any sense. I quickly raced past Jackson into Sammy’s room. Just as Jackson had said, Sammy was on his back, between his desk and his bed, motionless. Perfectly still.

			At first, I thought he was playing a joke on us, pretending to be asleep or passed out. I kicked him gently with my foot. “Come on, Sammy, enough now!” I urged, as my tone grew sharper and more frantic. “Get up! It’s not funny!”

			When he didn’t respond, I got on the floor and shook him. That’s when I realized he wasn’t breathing. I shrieked for my husband, who immediately started CPR while I called 911. While the paramedics worked to revive my son, I paced endlessly, crying and calling for God and my loved ones on the other side to help. My heart and entire body felt like they were exploding in pain and fear. Nothing seemed real. None of this seemed possible. But at the same time, the crushing reality of it was inescapable. This was not a dream. This was happening.

			Jackson kept whispering, “Mom, it’s gonna be all right. He’s gonna be okay.” I couldn’t respond. I couldn’t comfort or reassure him. I just paced, rocked, and prayed for my boy to be all right.

			Finally, one of the paramedics came downstairs and asked us to sit down. He told us the most inconceivable, unbearable thing that parents could ever hear: Our child was gone. My sweet boy Sammy was gone.

			I fell into my husband’s arms and started screaming, “NO!” again and again at the top of my lungs. I couldn’t stop. I remember wanting to stop and opening my eyes to a sea of pink, the color of the sweater my husband was wearing. But I couldn’t stop screaming, and I didn’t know if I ever would.

			It’s almost impossible to put into words the soul-searing, system-shattering agony I felt that day. The pain was cataclysmic. It was world-ending. That was when I unknowingly began what I now call “crying out loud,” not just the physical act of wailing, but a refusal to hide or diminish my grief. I would come to understand that this raw, unfiltered expression of sorrow was not weakness but a sacred act of survival.

			Later, we learned the actual cause of Sammy’s death. A drug dealer had found him on Snapchat and sent him a colorful menu of drugs, drugs he would deliver to our house like a pizza. Sammy was a great kid, a straight A student, and a member of the football team, as well as unbelievably kind and funny. But he was bored and curious. And good kids make bad decisions. We may never know what he thought he was taking, but it was counterfeit and pure fentanyl.

			I had never even heard of fentanyl before that day. It’s a hundred times more potent than morphine and fifty times more potent than heroin. For someone without a tolerance, just a few grains of the drug, a barely visible amount, can be fatal.[1]

			I was beside myself with rage. How could dealers be allowed to sell drugs on a social media platform that is most popular among kids? It was my husband’s idea for me to post about it on social media to warn others. I think it was his effort to give me some semblance of control, some purpose to keep me from falling into nothingness.

			And I knew other parents needed to know. I was an involved, active, educated parent, and I didn’t know about this threat. I never knew I had to worry about someone on Snapchat handing my son his death sentence at our back door while we were asleep.

			Seeking to save other teens from this mortal danger, I somehow wrote a post about what had happened to Sammy. I never imagined anyone other than my social media circle would care. But when I woke up, national news channels around the country were calling. The headlines revealed that a famous sex therapist had just found her son dead from fentanyl poisoning in his bedroom.

			I don’t know how I did it, but over the next few weeks, my husband and I conducted numerous interviews, sharing our story and warning parents. I appeared on national television without makeup, my hair in a barely brushed braid, snotty and crying. I didn’t care. Nothing mattered but being Sammy’s voice and saving other kids.

			But while warning other families eased my sense of helplessness, it couldn’t alleviate the pain. And telling the story over and over while still living inside the rawness of my loss started to take a toll on my already frazzled nervous system. I was still in shock, still waking up to a house without Sammy’s voice in it. I was still waking up screaming in the night and moving through the day like an open wound, raw and exposed, with no armor left to carry and no desire to pretend I was okay.

			Eventually, the weight of advocacy became too much to carry on top of the grief itself. I needed rest. So, I decided to stop for a while, not because I had healed, but because I couldn’t breathe.

			I went to the beach, the place that had always been my refuge and “safe” place, the place where the sky felt wide enough to hold my sorrow. I wasn’t there for clarity or guidance. I was trying to take my next breath.

			As I sat staring blindly at the waves, I suddenly heard a loud, unfamiliar (but not unkind) male voice asking me a question. “Do you want to live or die?” it bellowed.

			I looked around the deserted beach. There was no one there but the seagulls. This was a first. I certainly had “seen” and “known” things before that defied logic, but I’d never “heard” anything. Yet I somehow immediately understood exactly what the question meant. When the worst thing happens, it’s up for grabs. I was not going to kill myself, but I knew I could easily let my life slip away. I could neglect my health. I could give up on life. I could let life go. We’ve all known people who have done that.

			In that moment, the answer was so clear. I was flooded with the surprising clarity that I wanted to live, even if I didn’t know how. So, I answered, “Yes! I want to live.”

			I will share more of what happened after that in the coming chapters. But in that moment, my body and mind were immediately washed in a deep, visceral understanding of what an incredibly profound miracle it is to be alive, in this body, breathing air. As I sat in awe of the awareness I was having and the physical sensations I was experiencing, the voice’s following words trembled through me like a prophecy: “Well, if you want to live, you need to leave everyone behind for at least a week, and go all the way into your pain, or you will die.”

			Immediately, “Fuck you!” flew out of my mouth.

			It wasn’t elegant, but it was honest. I was already carrying more pain than I’d ever thought a human could survive. And now I was being told to go deeper into it? To leave everyone behind and dive headfirst into the very thing that was ripping me apart? No, thank you.

			Also, how exactly was I supposed to explain this to my husband? “Hey, babe, I know it’s only been about a week since our son died, but because I just had a metaphysical experience where a voice told me to do so, I’m going to disappear into the wilderness to feel my feelings so I don’t die too.”

			It sounded unhinged. But somewhere beneath the panic and defiance, something in me knew I didn’t have a choice. When a voice from the other side booms an instruction into your ears, you listen. So, I went home to my ever-understanding husband and said, “I need to go away for a week and be with my pain alone.”

			I could see the concern on his face. He was probably picturing the worst—that I would hurt myself, or go mad, or never come home. “If I don’t do this, I’ll die,” I told him. And God bless him (maybe it was because he was still in shock), he immediately agreed.

			I already had the perfect location, tucked away in the redwood forest of the Santa Cruz Mountains, at a retreat center I had visited many times before, 1440 Multiversity. When the owners and managing director of 1440 Multiversity heard about Sammy’s death, they reached out with condolences as well as a standing invitation to come and escape into the healing beauty of the redwoods. I couldn’t imagine a better place to fall apart, so I called one of my best friends, Tina, to come with me. Our bond is something from another realm that feels older and bigger than us. Other people call their best friends BFF, but I now call her my ESA (emotional support angel). I knew she could help me bear the grief that had taken hold of my insides.

			Tina picked me up the next day. And then, for one week, I followed those harrowing instructions and went all the way into my pain. I spent hours wandering and wailing among the trees. Many of my fellow healers and friends attended to support me, either via Zoom or in person. I spent my days engaging in activities such as forest bathing, Somatic Experiencing, bodywork, Grief Yoga, therapy, breathwork, and more.

			By the end of the week, I wasn’t healed. Not even close. I was still hollowed out, still waking up in disbelief, still crying more often than not. But something was different. I could feel a shift, not in my circumstances, but in my capacity to hold the pain. I wasn’t drowning anymore. The waves still knocked me over, but I was coming to understand how to ride them better.

			There, among the trees, something in me had begun to reassemble. Not as I was before, but as someone new. For the first time, I could see a glimmer of light at the end of the tunnel of pain I was in, and I knew it wasn’t the end of me. It was the beginning of something else.

			Before I left, I stood, with Tina by my side, at the base of the ancient Mother Tree, my hand resting on her bark as tears ran down my face. I made a promise to return one day, not alone, but with others who were also walking through the fire of grief. I didn’t know then what it would become, but the seed of the Grief Healing Collective, a community created to help grieving hearts find light, connection, and a way forward, was planted there, in that sacred silence, rooted in sorrow and germinated by love.

			That time in the redwoods became the foundation for the truth I now hold: Grief, I discovered, is not a dark void but a sacred portal of transformation. When you are brave enough to step inside it, to make room for your pain and for healing, grief does not shatter you to destroy you. It breaks you open to reveal the golden, holy core of who you were always meant to become. Our greatest tragedies, as unbearable as they are, can illuminate the brilliant majesty of our truest selves. You do not just go through the worst things. You can grow through them. And what grows is a wiser and braver you, more awake, more alive, even as you would give anything to hold your loved one again.

			Several hours after Sammy died, after the paramedics and police had left, and after the coroner had come and gone, my husband came to pull me off the floor, gently asking me, “Will you come? Jackson is in our bed crying and asking for you.”

			I pulled myself together as much as I could and went to find him snuggling among our pillows. I climbed into bed with him and spooned myself around him, taking a deep, shaky breath. We lay there for a minute crying, and I tried to hold his trembling body, blanketing him with love.

			“Mom?” he croaked out. “I’m scared you’re going to go crazy. I’m scared this is going to make you crazy and I’ll lose you.”

			I took a shaky breath and made a promise I wasn’t sure how I’d keep, but I was determined to do so: “Oh my love, I am going to go crazy. But just for a while. I won’t be okay and probably won’t be myself for a while. But I will recover. I will be okay. And so will you. We will take care of you, and we will all get through this together.”

			And I was right. We did. My grief didn’t break me (although at times it felt like it might), and it didn’t break my family. My sons learned how to grieve their brother by watching me do so, and they discovered that even the greatest fire can’t consume our love. We survive, with our scars, just like the great redwoods.

			I’ve spent decades helping people cultivate more intimacy, navigate heartbreak, and reconnect with themselves. But when I lost my son, everything I thought I knew about healing collapsed. My titles, my training, my experience gave me tools, but not immunity. And in the aftermath, a new chapter of my work was born. One rooted not just in knowledge, but in lived experience. In walking through fire. Crying Out Loud is the most personal and the most universal work I’ve ever done. It is for anyone who has loved and lost and wonders how to keep living.

			When you are crying out loud, you are not only surviving your loss, you are living it fully. You are embodying a way of grieving that honors your love, your pain, and your wholeness. It is the way you move through the world, the truth you speak, the connections you nurture, and the space you make for both grief and joy.

			When you are crying out loud, you are living in a way that lets grief move through you instead of getting trapped inside. It may mean finding ways to choose life, even when it feels easier to turn away from it. It can look like telling the truth about your loss instead of pretending you are fine, or letting your body move in ways that help release the weight of what you are carrying. Sometimes it’s opening to new friendships, even briefly, or allowing yourself to feel joy without guilt. Over time, you might notice your pain reshaping into something that can comfort or inspire others. These are not rules to follow in order, but signs you are staying connected to yourself and to the love that still exists in your life.

			This book is your map through loss. I’ve written it with grievers in mind. You will recognize yourself in the stories I share—not just my own, but those of other grievers who are friends, clients, members of the Grief Healing Collective, and retreat attendees (many names and details have been changed enough to protect their anonymity).

			I’ve divided the book into four sections. You can read it straight through if that steadies you, or open to the chapter or section that calls to you. Creating Safety in the Mind and Body shows you the early terrain of loss and how to steady your nervous system. Reclaiming Life After Loss gets into how to move beyond guilt and shame, step more fully into healing, and begin turning pain into purpose. Calling In Your Village guides you to take stock of relationships, gather a supportive community, and keep your loved one’s memory alive. Connecting to the Other Side invites you to rebuild faith and cultivate an ongoing connection and relationship with your loved one in spirit. Also, throughout this book I will point you to deeper support; extra exercises, guided practices, and resources, all gathered for free at healwithlaura.com.

			I know your attention span is likely limited right now, and you may be barely able to eat or flip a page. I get it. I’ve been there. That’s why the chapters in this book are on the shorter side, and at the end of each chapter, you will find three choices of exercises to explore:

			
				[image: Little to no energy exercise icon]one to try when you have little to no energy,

				[image: Some energy exercise icon]one for times when you have some energy,

				[image: High energy exercise icon]and one for times when you have lots of energy to work with.

			

			You will also find many free guided healing exercises and meditations to explore at your own pace at healwithlaura.com.

			All you must do is show up with your broken heart. Together, we’ll tend to each part of you, and little by little, we’ll help you heal and grow into the new version of yourself that’s waiting to emerge.

			As I write these words, it’s been almost five years since my son died. Now, because of my grief journey (not despite it), I’ve been able to keep my promise to Jackson. My life has transformed in more beautiful ways than I could have ever imagined. While I will always feel the loss and still have bad days (and weeks), I have become a consummate surfer of the waves of grief, recognizing them when they come and riding them back to peace and grace.

			Grief is a pain that can become a portal to a beautiful transformation, and crying out loud is the way through. You may not believe that is possible for you right now. I understand. I didn’t either. This book will not hand you platitudes. It will offer the real tools, stories, and practices that helped me and so many others find our way. I will meet you exactly where you are, and together we will make room for your grief, your love, your healing, and the new life already waiting for you.

			Walking through this fire has given me gifts I am still unpacking. I am more self-actualized, more authentic, more fulfilled, and (yes) more joy-filled than I was before losing Sammy. I feel a freedom and a connection to the spiritual world I did not know was possible. I am deeply grateful for these gifts, even as I would give every one of them back in a heartbeat to have him in my arms. My promise in these pages is to share what I have learned so you can find your own path to healing and grace, and receive the gifts that are meant for you.

			I know if you’re reading this, it’s probably because this is the most awful time of your life. You might not know if you have the strength to keep living when the pain feels so immense. I know that darkness, and I know both the despair and the treasures that can live there. Together, we can find moments of peace and comfort for you on this journey, and eventually, a lifelong purpose and meaning that will sustain you eternally.

			Crying out loud is more than a metaphor. It’s a philosophy. A way to honor your pain by letting it be seen, heard, and held without shame. You don’t have to do this alone. You were never meant to. Let’s begin to cry out loud together.

		

	
		
			
				Part 1

				

				Creating Safety in the Mind and Body

			
		

	
		
			
				1.

				The Path Through Grief Is Never Straight

			
			Hold me by the edges, for I am coming apart. And nothing but love will find me.

			~Kate Bowler

			Creating safety in mind and body begins here, where the world has tilted and you are learning to breathe again. This chapter invites you to step onto the long, winding road as you are, even if your hands are shaking, and let your body know it is safe enough to feel. We will not rush or argue with the waves; we will listen, soften, and make room. Start here, and let each page widen the space inside you so grief can move and your life can slowly return to you.

			Some days I am devastatingly normal. I take pride in myself on those days. I make it to every appointment on time. I remember to take my vitamins. I reach out to a friend who is having a bad day. I go for a hike with my dog.

			But I’m not always like this. Some days, I want answers. I want a reason. I want to scream at how unbearable this world is without my son. Sometimes the black wretched wave is brought on by a date. My son’s birthday. Mother’s Day. Graduation day. Or it’s the sight of my youngest son playing video games alone, no longer sharing the screen with his brother. It’s asking for a table for four instead of five. It’s seeing his favorite cereal in the grocery store and knowing I’ll never need to buy it again.

			It’s remembering the things he used to laugh at, the things he used to be afraid of, the things he used to dream about doing someday. The somedays that will never be.

			No wonder grievers bristle when they hear “Time heals all wounds.” Time alone doesn’t heal. But it does bear witness. It marks the birthdays missed, the dorm rooms never decorated, and the first loves never met. Time is how I keep track of all that Sammy should be doing and all that he will never do in this lifetime. He is forever sixteen. And even if I live to be ninety, some part of me will always be reaching for my middle son’s embrace. I will still feel the emptiness in my arms. You can forget everything, even your own name, but you can’t forget what exists beyond the mind. Beyond this place of sight, into the place where you see by faith alone.

			It is here that I find my son. That I find my healing. That I become nourished enough to return to the “land of the living.” I hold on to my grief fiercely, but I find that she is porous. That she can let love in. That she makes more space for love in me than I ever thought possible.

			On those days, I am my very best self. I allow myself to be nothing more than a vessel for the light of the Universe to express itself. When I pass you in the grocery store, my warmth and joy are almost alien in that provincial place.

			I see my son’s favorite cereal box behind you. My smile softens as I feel him all around me.

			You walk by me in wonderment, with a twinge of envy as you think, “Now there is a woman who’s never had a bad day in her life.”

			That’s what it means to cry out loud. Not just sobbing in public (though that too), but refusing to hide your pain, your love, or your aliveness. It means allowing yourself to be visibly broken and visibly whole, often at the same time. That’s what this book will teach you to do.

			This chapter is here to help you begin. Not to fix your grief or move past it, but to understand what it is, how it shows up, and how you can start to find the space to carry it. Think of this as your first step toward healing, not despite your pain, but inside it.

			The Five Stages That Aren’t Stages

			The five stages of grief, introduced by Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, include denial, in which we may struggle to accept the loss. Then comes anger, in which we tend to feel frustration or blame others. Next is bargaining, when we can linger on the what-ifs, imagining we could reverse time or do something different to prevent the loss. Depression follows, bringing deep sadness as the reality of the loss sets in; and finally, acceptance, in which we begin to come to terms with the loss and find ways to move forward.

			These stages illustrate the vast array of emotions a griever will experience repeatedly. You may experience all of these stages in as little as twenty-four hours. But grief isn’t an ascending staircase where you reach the fifth step and suddenly feel “done.”

			And while the Kübler-Ross model covers despair and anger, it leaves out anxiety, which is a very real and often overlooked part of grief for many. It’s your nervous system responding to the truth that life is fragile. Loss is possible. Terrible things can happen. This awareness can leave you feeling hypervigilant, waiting for the next phone call, the next loss, the next disaster. You may find yourself checking on loved ones more often, avoiding certain situations, or feeling a constant undercurrent of dread.

			The grief journey from loss to “acceptance” is not a straight line. And it’s never finished. It’s a backtracking, looping series of scribbles. It’s messy. It repeats. It lurches forward and backward. And sometimes it just sits still, unchanging, for what feels like forever.

			
				
					Stages of Grief
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					What Grief Really Looks Like
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			It’s also important to know that your grief isn’t something that gets smaller, but we can get bigger. If we allow ourselves to seek healing and grace, as you’ll learn to do in this book, grief begins to transform us. We grow around it. Our capacity for holding pain expands. Our minds and hearts grow stronger. And in time, we become larger than the grief we carry, so much so that the pain, while still present, becomes easier to hold.

			
				
					What We Think Happens to Grief Over Time

				
				
					[image: Drawing showing three jars in a row. Each jar is the same size while the dark ball inside, representing grief, becomes progressively smaller from left to right.]
				

			
			
				
					What Actually Happens
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			You may wonder how you’ll know if you’re making progress. It won’t always be obvious. Sometimes, progress is simply surviving the next moment. Other times, it feels unexpected: a burst of laughter, a moment of calm, and realizing you don’t feel guilty about it. But it takes practice. And patience.

			There Is No Wrong Way to Grieve

			Grief doesn’t wear a uniform. It doesn’t follow a schedule. And it doesn’t look the same on everyone. Some people cry every day. Some don’t cry at all. Some throw themselves into work. Others can’t get out of bed. Some find comfort in rituals, while others feel numb inside.

			None of it is wrong. When we compare our grief to someone else’s or feel judged for how our grief looks, we cut ourselves off from the one thing we truly need: space to feel what we feel, in our own way and time.

			When I lost my son, I wailed. I sobbed in airport terminals. I talked to him out loud like he was standing next to me. My husband, on the other hand, was quiet. He focused on logistics. Before I could string a sentence together again, he had started what would become full-time advocacy work, fighting for legislation and policy changes that would protect children from fentanyl and social media dangers and prevent other families from suffering our fate. I thought he wasn’t grieving deeply enough until I realized he was grieving differently.

			You might find yourself laughing when you expect to cry. Or sitting in total numbness when you wish you could feel something…anything. Grief isn’t linear, and it certainly isn’t performative. It’s not about how it looks from the outside.

			There is no “should” in grief. There is only what is true for you.

			Anticipatory Grief

			Anticipatory grief is becoming more common in our society as medical treatments allow people to live with terminal diseases longer than ever before. Whether you are sitting beside someone you love as they slowly slip away, or bracing yourself for the death of a loved one, anticipatory grief asks you to show up. Again and again. Without thanks. Without certainty.

			Anticipatory grief is often invisible to those around us. But it’s no less real than the kind that comes after the loss. In some ways, it’s even more sacred because it’s love working in advance. It’s the grief that gives you the strength to bathe your dying parent, to hold your partner’s hand through their final days, to smile through tears at the birth of a grandchild your spouse or your mother will never meet.

			But anticipatory grief is not always tied to a deathbed. It can rise quietly before a holiday dinner where their chair will now sit empty, or before a graduation, wedding, or vacation you always imagined sharing. It’s packing for a trip you dreamed of taking together, or the hollow feeling in your chest when you order a cap and gown for one child, knowing another will never walk that stage. It’s dreading the anniversary of their death, or their birthday, or the first time your child asks about the grandparent they’ll never know. It’s the ache before the ache, the knowing before the knowing.

			If you are here in this space, in this ache, in this quiet knowing, you are doing something holy. You are loving with the kind of fierce devotion that few will witness, and fewer still will understand. Whether you are keeping vigil beside a body or anticipating a date on the calendar, you are doing sacred work, holding the weight of what will never be, even as the rest of the world keeps spinning.

			Disenfranchised Grief

			Let me say this clearly: I don’t care who you’re mourning.

			Maybe it’s the baby you never got to raise or even hold. Perhaps it’s the partner no one knew about. Maybe it’s a dear friend you hadn’t spoken to in years, but whose absence now takes your breath away. Maybe your loved one had fur, or feathers, or fins.

			Whether others recognize your grief or not, it deserves to exist.

			Disenfranchised grief is a type of sorrow that is often dismissed or minimized by the world. It’s the grief people don’t think “counts.” But all losses count. And all love leaves a mark.

			There’s a beautiful children’s book called Addy’s Cup of Sugar, by Jon J. Muth, based on an ancient Buddhist story. In it, a girl named Addy is devastated when her kitten, Trumpet, is hit by a car. She begs her wise panda friend, Stillwater, to bring him back. He tells her he can, but only after she collects a cup of sugar from someone who has never known loss. Addy visits house after house. But everywhere she goes, someone has lost someone: a grandparent, a best friend, a pet. Not one home is untouched. And that, it turns out, is the healing.

			Grief, even when “small” or hidden, connects us all. This is the quiet medicine of grief: It breaks our hearts open, but not apart. It reveals our shared humanity. It softens our judgments. It invites us into more profound compassion.

			Grief isn’t a hierarchy. It’s a bridge. So whether your loss is visible or private, public or unseen, know this: You are entitled to mourn. You are allowed to ache. And there is a place for you here.

			Identifying Grief Triggers

			A friend of mine recently told me how disturbing he now finds Halloween decorations. This surprised me at first, because his son Sean had always loved Halloween. Every October, their house was a neighborhood favorite, lit up with jack-o’-lanterns and decorated with spiderwebs, fog machines, and giant skeletons.

			But since Sean died in a car accident at age twenty-three, Halloween feels different for Gary.

			“I don’t like seeing the ghoulish tombstones and coffins in stores or people’s yards,” he told me. “It’s strange because Sean loved Halloween. But now it just reminds me of his funeral. I avoid shopping in stores during the fall. I buy things online and keep my lights off on Halloween night, so no trick-or-treaters come by.”

			At first, he couldn’t quite name why he felt so uneasy. But as he started paying attention to his body, the tightening in his stomach and the tension in his hands, he realized it wasn’t just the decorations. It was the way they mirrored his own lived experience of grief and death. He wasn’t frightened by Halloween. He was mourning.

			Grief triggers aren’t always predictable. Some are obvious, such as birthdays, holidays, and anniversaries. Others sneak up on you. A smell. A song. A season. A hoodie in the store that looks like the one your brother used to wear. A phrase that sounds like something your partner once said.

			Triggers can feel like ambushes. They can leave you breathless, disoriented, and filled with shame for “losing it” in public or “not keeping it together.” But these moments aren’t breakdowns

			
			
			
			Tools for Navigating Grief Triggers
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