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			To Delle Chatman, who was right as always
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			Introduction: 
The Shock of Anger

			In the spring of 2011, two months after I started my blog, Friend Grief, Tracy Baim, publisher of Chicago’s oldest gay/lesbian newspaper, Windy City Times, asked if I’d contribute to their excellent, year-long series, AIDS@30. The series would chronicle the AIDS epidemic from local, national and international perspectives. I’d known her since I worked as a staff and consulting fundraiser in the Chicago AIDS community in the late 80s and early 90s.

			The first decade of the epidemic was a frightening time. Ignorance and hate were on constant display. I’d run into people, mostly men, I hadn’t seen for a while and cringe when they had “the look.” There was a certain look about those with AIDS: emaciated body, dark lesions, haunted eyes. 

			The weekly gay papers were full of obituaries. The mainstream papers simply attributed the cause of death to ‘a long illness’ but we knew the truth. For years, our social lives revolved around memorial services and fundraising events. My work was gratifying, but emotionally exhausting.

			When I sat down at my computer, I hoped I could remember enough specifics about that time in my life to fill Tracy’s guidelines. To my surprise, instead of having trouble remembering, words flew off my fingertips, burning up the keyboard with long-suppressed rage.

			“I can name names,” I thought to myself. “What difference does it make? They’re dead.”

			I was shocked at the depth of those feelings. I hadn’t thought about that time for years, and assumed I’d gotten over the anger long ago. When I first started writing the piece, I wallowed in it, enjoying my self-righteous anger. Gradually I calmed down. But my reaction still surprised me.

			Grieving a friend is difficult enough. To compound it, you may also feel that your grief is not respected: that it is, in the words of Dr. Kenneth Doka at the College of New Rochelle, disenfranchised grief. 

			Doka coined the phrase to describe “grief that is not openly acknowledged, socially validated or publicly observed.”

			Maybe you tried to share your sad news, only to be confronted by people who dismiss it entirely or find it lacking in comparison to their own. They might tell you their grief is more profound than yours – especially if they grieve a family member. Others will tell you they know “just how you feel” because their cat died. I’m not going to debate anyone about the depth of grief they felt when their pet died, much less a relative. But for me, grieving a friend poses its own unique challenges. 

			Although it happens to us all sooner or later, your grief after the death of your friend may surprise you. 

			We tend to take our friendships for granted, especially the long-term ones. Our friends are a part of our lives, and we assume they will just always be there, even if we see them rarely. 

			We feel all the normal responses to news of a death: shock, disbelief, regret, sadness. The one that may surprise you the most is anger, because it’s probably the response that’s talked about the least.

			In the following pages, we’ll look at people whose anger after a friend’s death was very real. The focus of the anger varies: sometimes it’s directed at what or who killed them, sometimes it’s the friend themselves. Sometimes, the deepest anger is reserved for themselves. 

			These stories will help you acknowledge your anger and be comforted by the fact that you’re not alone in this very human response. And they may even help you take the first steps towards moving through that anger.

			Like the other stages of grief we hear so much about, anger is normal and natural. And now we’re going to admit it.
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			Who Are You Angry With?

			Anger can be unattractive, there’s no question about it. It’s messy and unpredictable, sometimes loud and violent. And in a world where we like things to make sense, it’s often unacceptable. But it’s never more unacceptable than when you’re grieving. There’s a long list of people we can be angry with:

			The person who died: Why didn’t they take better care of themselves? Why did they take such a stupid chance? What were they thinking?

			The medical community: Why didn’t the doctor force them to take better care of their health? Why didn’t the paramedics get there sooner? Why hasn’t someone discovered a cure for cancer, or heart disease?

			The family: Why didn’t they make him go to the doctor? Why did they let her live alone?

			God: Why did you make a good person suffer? Why didn’t you answer their prayers? Why did you leave those children without a parent? Why them? Why now? Why not someone else? Why not me?

			Why?

			Why?

			Why?

			Death is, after all, the great unknown. And that mystery makes us scared about what we will face. Despite stories of white lights and visions of deceased relatives, no one’s come back from any extended time in the afterlife. We don’t know what awaits us. 

			And we really don’t know why people die when they do. We say “it was just their time,” and obviously, it was. But that doesn’t answer why? As a friend, that sense of helplessness can create even deeper anger.

			Many times when I’ve grieved I’ve been angry, although I rarely shared those feelings. I was ashamed of my anger. I felt that admitting it was shifting the focus away from my friend, and onto me. It felt selfish.

			Anger can be useful, but when unacknowledged or suppressed it is more likely to present itself as depression. That’s not what I’m talking about here. I’m talking about admitting that white-hot, body-shaking, screaming-at-the-top-of-your-lungs rage. 

			You’ve already realized that the grief you feel for your friend is being devalued because you’re not family. And that can add to the anger you already feel.

			Even those who are also grieving are unlikely to understand your anger. Think of Sally Field melting down in the cemetery in Steel Magnolias, and the shock on her friends’ faces. The minister in The Big Chill who says “I’m angry, and I don’t know what to do with my anger” is much calmer about it, but the look in his eyes is not.

			The problem with suppressing the absolutely justified anger we feel when a friend dies is that it will bubble up eventually. It will present itself suddenly and loudly and often in a completely unrelated situation. And that presents its own complications. Screaming at a barista who doesn’t know you may feel momentarily satisfying, but it won’t bring back your friend.

			So, if you’re angry that cancer treatments and cures came too late for your friend…

			If you’re angry that your friend’s family refused to notify you of her death…

			If you’re angry that your friend drove drunk…

			If you’re angry that an evil person chose your friend at random to kill…

			Accept that anger and embrace it. You’re angry because of the pain that your friend’s death has caused. That’s, dare I say it, normal. Frankly, it would be strange if you weren’t angry. You’re angry because you loved them and wanted them to stay close to you always. Selfish maybe, but normal and human.

			So, as long as you don’t hurt yourself or anyone else, you have my permission to be angry. As time goes on, you can work on channeling your anger into positive action, to keep your friend’s memory alive every day of your life.

		


		
			[image: 1pixel.gif] 

			Permission to Be Angry

			Unless they take the time to post comments, sometimes it’s hard to tell what my blog readers are thinking. But anger has been one of those topics that really resonated with people.

			The comment that stuck with me most was the woman who emailed me privately to thank me for giving her permission to be angry.

			Imagine: a grown woman who needed a stranger’s permission to feel angry. Why wouldn’t you feel angry if your friend is dead? 

			Yes, of course you’re sad. You feel a hole in your heart and your life. But it’s ridiculously hard for people – men and women both – to admit anger. Usually, you’ll find anger reserved for the person or situation you blame: the doctors, the drunk driver, the cancer. Occasionally, you’ll be angry at the friend themselves. Sometimes, you might even be mad at yourself, for not being able to prevent it or for not keeping in touch with your friend.

			All of those reasons are valid, if not necessarily accurate. Chances are, there was nothing you could do to change the outcome. Even doctors aren’t infallible.

			But that anger deserves to be acknowledged and accepted. It deserves to be felt, and needs to be felt, no matter how messy it is.

			I’m a firm believer in anger. I think it’s easy to get stuck in grief if you’ve never been angry, or if you dismiss the possibility of anger. It’s easy to get mired in grief if you can’t get past being angry. 

			You may be familiar with Elisabeth Kubler-Ross’ famous stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance. They were first identified to describe the journey of someone who is dying – but they were later attributed to those who mourn. She did not mean for this to be a complete or chronological list. But anger, like the others, is a stage. It’s not healthy to suppress anger. And it’s not the end of the journey because it’s not meant to be a permanent condition. 

			I’m skeptical of people who insist they’ve never been angry about the death of a loved one; more likely they haven’t gotten there yet. Or maybe they feel ashamed of their anger, thinking it’s an inappropriate response.

			Well, time’s up. Let’s meet some angry people.
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