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				Give sorrow words. The grief that does not speak

				Whispers the o’er-fraught heart, and bids it break.

				—William Shakespeare, Macbeth
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			A CRASH COURSE IN GRIEF

			Sudden, Unexpected Catastrophic Loss

			I always believed, deep in my heart, that my life would just keep getting better and better. It certainly felt that way as I moved through my thirties and forties watching my kids blossom and my marriage strengthen. I discovered my calling as a father and teacher, and each year I felt more confident with who I was and my place in the world. I didn’t believe in god, or fate, or karma, but I did have an unshakable belief that whatever challenges I might face, “it will all work out in the end.” That belief went hand in hand with the idea that “when one door closes, another opens,” and “everything happens for a reason.” I was sure any obstacles that I might encounter along the way would, with the right attitude, turn out to be opportunities.

			And then, on June 12, 2019, at 10:45 p.m., all those sweet, naïve beliefs were shattered when a drunk driver crashed into my car and killed my two beautiful, charming, witty, talented, brilliant, and loving teenage children, Ruby and Hart. In an instant, my life would not ever “all work out in the end”; Ruby and Hart’s deaths did not “happen for a reason”; and no more doors would ever open again for either of them.

			My wife and I survived the crash. But our lives were destroyed. Our very identities were shattered. If I had to define myself, I was first and foremost Ruby and Hart’s dad. Then Gail’s husband, then a theater artist, a filmmaker, a teacher, a friend, a brother, a son, and so on. But all the other aspects of my identity were dwarfed by my role as Ruby and Hart’s dad. Gail and I shared the parenting duties equally. We raised Ruby and Hart together as a team. Our days, like those of most parents, were filled with caretaking. We woke them up, made them breakfast, packed their lunches, drove them to school, made them dinner, helped them with homework, helped them navigate their social circles, took them to rehearsals, or Muay Thai, or to hang out with friends. And every night, we blew them a kiss and told them we loved them, and turned out their lights.

			I worked from home for most of their lives, so I was the point person when it came to the kids’ schedules. I coordinated most of the birthday parties and playdates, the doctor visits and dentist checkups. I was all in as a hands-on dad. And I loved it. I loved helping teach them to swim, ride bikes, climb trees, read, play cards, do pratfalls, and generally be ridiculous. And as they got older, my love for them only deepened.

			So when they were killed, I was lost. Without them, all of life felt meaningless. I didn’t want to be alive without Ruby and Hart. I felt like a scared little boy, all alone in a terrifyingly empty world. I didn’t know how I would stay sane. Reality was literally too terrible to believe. I was untethered from life. For the first few months, I wasn’t sure if I would be able to go on living without losing my mind. The enormity of their deaths was so awful it couldn’t fit in my head.

			I had plunged down into uncharted terror and I desperately wanted guidance. So even though it was hard for my traumatized mind to focus on words, I devoured books about coping with grief. I read the memoirs and the self-help books, books written by grief counselors and therapists, and by people who had lost children of their own. They all offered some kernels of insight, some useful piece of advice about grieving or finding purpose. But they all also, at some point, disappointed me. They presented grieving as this very mysterious and private process that I had to figure out on my own. They were short on specifics about what it means to mourn. What are we actually supposed to be doing? All the books went on and on about the importance of sharing my grief, but there wasn’t a lot of guidance on how exactly to do that. How do I talk about my grief in a way that my family and friends can understand? How do I not scare them off with the intensity of my pain and rage? These books offered very few concrete examples of how I was supposed to get through the day-to-day agony of profound loss.

			The first three years after Ruby and Hart’s deaths were a brutal lesson in unwanted wisdom. In that time, I began to learn how to navigate my pain, lessen my suffering, combat my despair, access the love and support of my friends and family, and become even more connected to my wife. Most importantly, I learned how to hold close my thoughts, memories, and love of Ruby and Hart, without becoming completely overwhelmed by the pain and sadness of my grief.

			I am not a therapist, psychiatrist, or licensed grief counselor. I don’t have a PhD in behavioral sciences. But I have journeyed with an open heart to some of the scariest, cruelest, darkest places of human suffering, and I have come back with some hard-won truths about grief that I believe are worth sharing. I have also gained wisdom from talking with friends I’ve met in grief groups and from reading an inordinate number of grief books. By offering up both my raw experiences and the stories and thoughts of my fellow travelers, I hope to help others who are struggling with their own losses, and also open a window onto grief, a taboo subject that is often kept hidden away out of fear and, sometimes, even a sense of shame.

			Grief Doesn’t Have to Be a Mystery

			The prevailing wisdom is that everyone’s grief is unique, and each person processes their loss differently. Most therapists, grief experts, and books about grief all use the phrase “Everyone grieves in their own way.” This can be a comforting thought in that it protects us from any sense of judgment. It implies that there is no “incorrect” way to grieve; there is nothing in particular that we should or shouldn’t be doing as we mourn. And on a certain level, that makes sense to me. I certainly don’t want someone judging my grieving or telling me how I should be mourning.

			But there is a downside to saying we all grieve in our own unique way. It turns grieving into a mysterious process that we all must figure out on our own. It’s a cop-out. The unspoken message is that we can’t know or talk about grief because it is too big for us—too unknowable. But that is not true. We who have lost loved ones know a lot about grief. Those of us who are journeying through it often find that by talking to other grievers we discover many shared experiences and needs. There is a commonality to our struggles. Ultimately, I don’t believe we all grieve in our own unique ways. Counterintuitive as it may sound, I believe the fundamental process of grieving is the same for all of us.

			We each might avoid our grief in our own unique ways (through denial, compartmentalization, avoidance, distraction, drinking, drugs, exercise, isolation, misery, violence), but when it comes to actively grieving and processing our loss, we all need to give words to our pain, and that begins by talking about our grief and our dead loved ones to other people. We need others to bear witness to our loss. Most every society on earth has some form of public display of grief, some public ritual of mourning in which the griever shares their feelings of loss to their community. In order to process and integrate our incomprehensible loss, we need to share our pain, and have it be witnessed and acknowledged.

			Grief Is a Communal Experience

			The other problem with the idea that we all mourn in our own unique way is that it ignores the reality that grief is a communal activity. When someone dies, they are not just mourned by their parents, or their spouse, or their children, or their siblings. A death is like an earthquake. There is the epicenter of loss, but then the grief extends out in rings of devastation. It is so important that the people at the epicenter of that loss are connected with all the people who have been rocked by the same loss. They are on a journey together. Their grief is shared.

			Prior to my own loss, I mistakenly thought of grief as some strange process in which the mourner sinks into solitary, overwhelming sadness for a while, until eventually they somehow manage to “snap out of it” and come back to life. I didn’t understand that grieving is an active process that one does with other people, even though that act of sharing can often hurt. Grieving involves making difficult choices, over and over again. Grieving involves repeatedly leaning into the pain, in spite of our fears.

			Talking about Grief

			The need to articulate our feelings of loss is universal. And yet most people have no idea how to talk about grief, or what to say to the grieving. We don’t know what words to use, because we rarely encounter any role models in our popular culture. In almost every case, films, television, and books depict people in grief as stoically choking back their tears and walking away to privately console themselves. Again and again, characters will be shown avoiding their pain, running away from opportunities to talk to other people about their loss. And as a result, people often assume that mourners should be left alone. So many of our friends and family have purposefully avoided talking to us about Ruby and Hart, because they were afraid of upsetting us. They worried that they might inadvertently trigger us, by reminding us of our loss. We had to explain to them all that they needn’t worry, we were already triggered. We couldn’t get more triggered. There was no moment in which we ever “forgot” that Ruby and Hart were dead.

			There Are Words

			By far, the most common phrase that gets offered up as condolence to people in grief is “There are no words.” We encountered this unhelpful phrase over and over again. It was shocking how often people would say it, or email it, or write it on their condolence cards. Apparently, somewhere along the line, our culture teaches us that this is a benign, acceptable response to grief. I understand the idea behind it. It is saying that your loss is so overwhelming and tragic that no words are adequate to express my condolences. And for those who are frightened of saying the wrong words, it must seem like the safest of bets to excuse yourself from trying to say any words at all. Also, either subconsciously or by design, it acts as a perfect conversation killer. It immediately ends any chance of a dialogue about grief. It’s telling the mourner that we can’t really discuss their grief because there are no words that would be applicable. This empty phrase encapsulates all that is wrong in how our society handles grief. We need words to process our grief, and if the rest of the world is telling us, literally, “there are no words,” then we are going to struggle and feel alone and abandoned in our pain.

			The truth is, most of us don’t know how to behave toward the grieving. Before I lost Ruby and Hart, I certainly didn’t know. If the situation were reversed and a good friend of mine had lost a child or sibling or spouse, I am sure I would have said, “There are no words,” and then hung back and waited for them to contact me, because I would have been too scared to reach out. And I am certain my fear would have caused us to drift apart. The problem is not with my friends but with our culture, which doesn’t provide any guidance. It seems clear to me now that if mourners are able to reach out and tell their circle of friends and family what they need and which words are helpful and which are hurtful, these mourners might be better able to hold on to more of their community. In fact, by sharing their needs, they would be contributing to the larger education of our culture. They would be leading by example and helping to demystify grief in the process. This situation is, of course, unfair. The burden to reach out shouldn’t fall on the shoulders of people grieving a terrible loss. We don’t owe it to our community to educate them about grief. And yet, as challenging and unfair as it is, no one else can do it for us. And ultimately, I learned that the effort is worth it in the end, if it means we are able to get more support from the people in our lives.

			In the following chapters, I give concrete examples of words that we used to get the help and support we so badly wanted. Gail and I often proactively reached out to friends and family and communicated our needs. We were clear and direct, and it almost always paid off. We were able to retain a loving community of supporters. None of our close relationships descended into bitter resentment. Some of our relationships changed and many others sadly faded in importance, but we lost no one to grief.

			Delaying Grief

			Many grief books will tell you that people grieve in their own time and that some people are just not ready to confront their loss. I disagree. I believe that everyone is ready to grieve. No one needs more time to get prepared to grieve. Or, rather, we all feel like we could use more time, but the reality is that grief is not something we control, and we gain nothing by trying to forestall it. The aching and the pain don’t magically lessen over time if we’re not processing our grief. Avoiding our grief for a few years doesn’t then make the grieving any easier or more palatable. In fact, it can make it harder. It seems to me that we all might as well open ourselves up to the pain of our loss sooner rather than later. Ultimately, it will help us on our journey.

			I know that no one wants to be told how or when to grieve. I risk alienating my readers by suggesting that everyone is ready to grieve now. But maybe a toothache is a helpful analogy. No one wants to go to the dentist to get a painful cavity filled. And yet the longer we wait, the worse it gets. And we all have to go to the dentist eventually—there is no way around it. So we might as well grab the first appointment available, no? There is a famous aphorism, sometimes attributed to Sigmund Freud, other times Anton Chekhov, that says “A person with a toothache can’t fall in love.” As long as we let the pain fester, we can’t really focus on anything else. We can’t be fully alive if we are busy trying to ignore our toothache, or our grief.

			It may seem as though we can’t bear the pain, but we can. After all, what’s the worst that could happen to us? Facing our fears of grief can’t possibly be more terrible than losing a person we love so deeply. And we’ve survived that. Ironically, avoiding our grief is what can actually hurt us the most.

			Surviving Grief

			The fact is, if you love someone, you will lose someone. Or they will lose you. Love and loss are inextricably linked. Grief is a universal human experience. We will all feel the pain of loss. We teach our children about love from the day they are born, and yet we keep death and grief shrouded in mystery.

			In writing this book, I hope to remove some of that mystery. In one respect, what follows is an intimate journey of staggering loss. But I hope it’s more than that. I hope that it can serve as a roadmap of our mourning, a guide to help others who are traveling the same journey I have traveled. I will share how Gail and I began the seemingly impossible task of processing the deaths of our beautiful children. Each month brought a new insight into grief, a new tool for surviving the pain, and a new way of honoring the lives of Ruby and Hart. Three years later, we have found a way not just to survive but to actively choose life. We continue to mourn and be rocked by waves of pain and aching, but we have also found a way to make room for other feelings such as joy, love, pride, and hope. We have found a way to think once more about a meaningful future and a life with purpose.

			By offering detailed examples from our own grieving process, I don’t mean to be preachy or to suggest that every griever needs to do exactly what we did. I merely hope to contribute to the conversation by offering our own experience of navigating profound loss.

			Profound Loss

			What do I mean when I use the term “profound loss”? It’s a natural inclination to compare our own pain with that of others. It’s hard not to think our own grief is so much more acute than anyone else’s. But in this book, I don’t want to be in the business of comparing loss or ranking people’s grief. The distinction I am drawing here by using the term “profound loss” is not about anyone else’s perception but your own. To my mind, a profound loss is when you lose someone who you feel is entwined intrinsically with your own identity. In other words, you define yourself partly in terms of this other person. As I mentioned earlier, my core sense of self is tied up primarily with being Ruby and Hart’s dad. So to lose them is to suffer a catastrophic loss of my own identity. One of our central tasks as mourners is the very painful process of rebuilding our identity as we integrate our loss. We also need to redefine our relationship to everything and everyone in our lives, because each of our relationships changes after a profound loss. Parents who have lost children, people who have lost spouses, children who have lost parents or siblings—these are all profound losses. Some people’s sense of self may be interwoven with a loving grandparent, or a particularly close cousin, or best friend, or fellow combat soldier, or first responder.

			Whoever you have lost, I hope this book will speak to you. I believe the more honest and open conversations we can have about grief, the more we can come to understand this universal experience. If you are grieving, this book will not take away your pain. But hopefully, it will help you navigate your way through it and get the support you need from your community. I hope that the next time any of us encounter someone in mourning, we will avoid the phrase “There are no words,” and instead be able to articulate our feelings and, in turn, make it easier for them to share their pain.

			My Journey into Profound Grief

			I always felt like I had a charmed life. I loved Gail and Ruby and Hart, and the family we had created. We loved spending time together, just the four of us. We loved our holiday adventures. Close-knit and kind, we supported each other. We protested for social justice together and played games together. Embracing our individual and collective strangeness made us feel special. That’s not to say we didn’t have our serious challenges along the way. Ruby struggled with depression and OCD and even suicidality. Hart struggled with preteen insecurities. I could get too controlling. I could lose my temper with Hart over his math homework and be too judgmental with Ruby about her time management. Gail struggled for a while with her own bout of depression. But I firmly believed that “it would all work out in the end.”

			And in fact, by January 2019, it felt like we had turned a corner. We had at last found the right medication for Ruby’s depression, and thanks to the right treatment, her OCD was firmly under control. She had become an outspoken advocate for others living with mental illness. She was a true leader at her school, a bastion of kindness and wisdom. She was openly gay and proud of her sexuality, and her talent as an artist was blossoming. At last focused and productive, she was generating an astounding output of extraordinary artwork.

			And Hart had grown from an anxious adolescent into a teenager of incredible kindness whose confidence outweighed his self-doubt. He brought laughter and joy everywhere he went. The source of nonstop hilarity and absurd humor, he was the true life of any party. And he had an extraordinarily high degree of emotional intelligence. Always at the ready to lend an ear or cheer people up, he had a deep understanding of other people’s emotional needs. He made kindness cool. When I dropped him off at middle school each morning he would get out of the car and say, “I love you, Dad,” not caring who would overhear. Even though most of his classmates would consider it a social faux pas, he was too full of affection to care.

			Gail had also found the right medication and therapy, and her creative career had just jumped to a new level. In my career I had moved from the frustration of being a struggling independent filmmaker to the steadier and more satisfying role of a film and theater professor. And I was learning to be a better, more chill dad. I could see it paying off. We seemed to be growing even closer to each other as a family.

			On June 8, 2019, while on a family vacation to Joshua Tree, we made an impulsive offer on a beautiful vacation home in the desert. Every year since the kids were babies, we would hike in Joshua Tree National Park, and we suddenly decided to throw our usual financial caution to the winds and buy a place of our own. We were all taken by surprise at our boldness. Hart captured it best when he said, “Are we really doing this?!” It felt to all four of us like we were entering a storybook period in our lives. We all started fantasizing about our wonderful future life, vacationing together in our favorite place.

			And then, four days later, on June 12, on a trip back to inspect our new vacation home, our storybook life ended. At 10:45 p.m., our car was hit by a drunk driver going forty miles above the highway speed limit. This driver had a prior DUI. She had failed to appear at court for a subsequent ticket for driving with an open container of alcohol, and her license was suspended. That night, she was driving illegally, and drunk and high—no license, no insurance, and traveling at a recklessly high speed down a dark desert highway. Both Ruby and Hart were in the back seat, seat belts on. They were both killed instantly. One moment they were happily chatting away and in the next moment they were taken from us forever. We never saw the car coming.

			The drunk driver T-boned us, hitting the rear passenger door. Ruby’s door. At impact, my car was spun five hundred and forty degrees around. The drunk driver’s engine was demolished and caught fire. Her car flipped, end over end, and landed back on its wheels, and didn’t come to a stop for another one hundred fifty feet down the road. She never even touched the brakes. She slammed into us at full speed. Ninety miles an hour. Too drunk and stoned to even slow down. Gail and I were both briefly knocked unconscious. We came to, and found our children motionless in the back seat. They weren’t breathing. Bystanders couldn’t get a pulse. Gail and I staggered out of the car, in shock. We had no idea what had happened. A part of us knew they were dead, but we couldn’t fully comprehend that reality. EMTs eventually arrived on the scene and performed CPR for some twenty minutes. For a moment, they detected a brief pulse from Hart, but then nothing. They never got a pulse from Ruby. They rushed both of them to the hospital, and later flew Hart by helicopter to a pediatric intensive care unit (PICU) nearby. The kind doctor there later told us he died from three life-ending injuries. My kids had no chance of survival in the back seat. They were officially pronounced dead the morning of June 13. But we say they died on June 12. They died on impact.

			I was behind the wheel when we were hit. It was impossible for me to know that the distant headlights, far away on that dark desert road, were hurtling toward me at such an incredible speed. It was impossible for me to know that the drunk driver wasn’t going to slow down one bit as she plowed toward us. Had I known, I never would have turned into the gas station. Had I turned two seconds earlier, or five seconds later, we would all be alive. I replay that night over and over in my mind. It’s a terrible, excruciating burden.

			I hope these details aren’t too traumatizing to read. I include them for an important reason. Very early on, I learned to lean into the pain. I knew instinctively that if I shied away from the details of that night, I would be in danger of increasing my trauma. By actively facing down the worst night of my life, it helps me avoid some of the most egregious symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD): frequent nightmares, traumatic responses to cars and driving, and persistent anxiety. I also rely on detailed memories of that night to help me resist denial. Sometimes, when my life feels too surreal and unbelievable, I remember the events of the crash to remind myself that it is all true, and that I am not just having a terrible dream. It helps to ground me in reality. I find that the more I can stare at the horror with open eyes, and talk about it, the less of a hold it has on me. I am able to rob it of some of its power.

			Leaning into Grief

			This idea of leaning into my grief has helped me immensely. I find myself confronted on a daily, sometimes even hourly, basis with a stark decision: do I avoid thinking about Ruby and Hart and all that I have lost, or do I go ahead and open my aching heart to even more pain? Of course, I desperately want to avoid that pain. I’m always tempted to avoid looking at their pictures, or talking to their friends, or reminiscing with Gail about some sweet memory. I want to avoid, avoid, avoid. I want to protect myself because I’ve already suffered so much. But then I remind myself to take a breath and lean into the pain, because I don’t want to hide from Ruby and Hart. I want to access all my memories of them. I want to look at their pictures, and feel the love we had for each other then, and the love I have for them now. I want to weep for them, for their loss, for their lives, which were stolen away. It seems to me that if I ever want to feel joy or happiness again, I have to embrace the pain. I don’t get one without the other. So I lean into my grief. Not every time, mind you. I have learned that I need to pace myself and regularly recharge my batteries with some healthy self-care. Whatever loss you are surviving, this is the central challenge: how do we keep our hearts open to the pain, yet still allow ourselves to experience the joys of life as well? I’ll explore this question of balance throughout the book and share what I have found to be helpful as I navigate life and my grief.

			The Power of Sharing Words

			I want to share one more detail from that terrible night. The compassionate PICU doctor who stood with us while we said goodbye to Hart’s lifeless body took us to a private room and had the courage to sit down with us. And in that awful moment, she did something wonderful. Dr. Janeth Chiaka Ejike said, “Tell me about your children.” Even in my shock and anguish I knew how kind and smart that question was. It gave us a moment of purpose in our darkest hour. It gave us a loving task that honored Hart and Ruby and reminded us to think of them as they were when they were alive. Instead of wailing impotently, we got to share some beautiful thoughts about Hart and Ruby to this stranger who wanted to know about them. It is so strange how potent words can be in grief. How necessary. Right there, on the day of their deaths, this doctor taught me a valuable lesson about grieving, about finding the words, which I have never forgotten.

		

	
		
			HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

			Each chapter is organized around a central issue for people in grief: fear, pain, guilt, rage, and so on. I do not mean to imply in any way that these issues are sequential, or linear, or even distinct emotional states that I occupy one at a time. I did not progress from fear, to pain, and then on to denial, conquering each separate issue as I went. No. Not at all. I struggle with all these issues every day. They are all present with me all the time. Furthermore, they are all intertwined with each other. While the reader is welcome to jump straight to the chapter exploring the issue that is currently uppermost in their mind, the book is actually meant to be read sequentially. Some of the later ideas build on preceding ones.

			In some respects, this book represents a radical approach to grief. The degree to which both Gail and I lean into our grief and pain may seem extreme or unusual. Very early on, we both adopted a very proactive approach to our grieving. I believe it has served us well, but it may not be for everyone. I encourage you to embrace whatever parts of the book help you, and to ignore the parts that don’t feel right for you. If you are grieving in a different way and it is working for you, please don’t feel judged by me. The last thing we mourners need is to feel judged as we grieve.

			I also want to acknowledge that some of the chapter headings are rather bleak. I’m offering an unvarnished look at profound grief. It’s not an easy journey and there are no fixes for loss. I found that overly optimistic grief books that painted a rosy picture of loss were particularly frustrating to me. That said, I intend for this book to actually offer hope and a sense of purpose to those in grief. These bleakly titled chapters each offer concrete actions a person in grief can take to help them in their struggles.

			I remember a particularly horrific night in which Gail and I fled from our very first grief group. It was only three weeks after the crash, and we just weren’t ready to be in a circle of other people’s pain. We staggered out into the parking lot and Gail doubled over as she wailed in raw agony, “What will we do? How will we live?” Those two questions seem central to grieving. What are we actually doing when we grieve? And how do we stay in life when so much of our heart doesn’t want to live without the ones we’ve lost? This book describes what Gail and I did and how we stayed alive in the impossible aftermath of losing our two beloved children. I hope it offers some help and solace to others who are struggling with a loss of their own.

			Taking Action in Grief, Journaling, and Rituals

			At the end of each chapter, I provide some specific actions that you, the reader, can take on your journey through grief. It is my attempt to offer you something to do as you confront your own loss. I also include a number of journaling prompts. These prompts are not meant to be proscriptive; they are merely suggestions offered as help if you are feeling stuck. By no means am I proposing that you respond to all my journaling prompts! They are not meant to overwhelm, only to be a resource.

			Beginning in Chapter Three, each chapter contains a specific mourning ritual that Gail and I created in the first year after our children were killed. I include these mourning rituals in the hopes that they spark your imagination and inspire you to create your own meaningful ceremonies to honor and celebrate the ones you’ve lost, and to honor your own grief.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Fear

			The Terrors of Early Grief

			After we kissed Hart goodbye for the last time in the PICU, the hospital put us in a cab and sent us home. It was an hour-long taxi ride of horror. Gail and I barely said a word, we were so overwhelmed with agony, confusion, and shock. Had we really just said goodbye forever to our two teenage children who were so brilliant and joyful and alive just a few hours ago? Our heads and our hearts could not process it. We were wrapped in denial. And then the cab pulled up to our home and suddenly we felt a new, terrible emotion: fear.

			We were terrified to be home. At first, this feeling seemed to make no sense. Why would we be scared of our own house? The night before we had walked out of our picturesque front gate, framed by bright red and orange bougainvillea, full of excitement at the prospect of a spontaneous family trip out to our new desert home. And now, mere hours later, the prospect of walking back through that same gate was terrifying. We were filled with dread at the prospect of entering an empty, hollow home. A home that would forever be without Ruby and Hart.

			Those first few days after the crash we had Gail’s older sisters, Betsy and Nina, take turns staying with us because we were too scared to be alone. When night fell, we became scared of the dark, scared to fall asleep, scared of the nightmares that would inevitably come. In my very first nightmare after the crash, I stood outside a Chinese restaurant, struggling in vain to find a dish on the menu that Ruby or Hart would like. I slowly realized the restaurant was empty and abandoned. As I stepped inside, I spotted Hart huddled beneath a table, terrified and alone. He couldn’t see me. And at that moment I suddenly remembered that he and Ruby were dead. The image of him clutching the leg of the table, so scared to be dead, haunts me. I’ve had many dreams of Ruby and Hart over the past three years. Some of them are sweet; I’ve even gotten hugs and heard their laughter. But right in the middle of most of the dreams I suddenly remember, “Oh wait, no, you’re both dead”—and my heart breaks anew.

			Perpetual Panic and Desperate Searching

			In those early days of grief at least a third of my mind was working on overdrive at all times, desperately trying to figure out a way to somehow rescue Ruby and Hart from death. It was as if, in my mind, I was stuck back in the car, replaying the moments before the crash, searching for some way to change the past and save them. As a result, I was perpetually on the cusp of full-blown panic, my mind and heart both racing. Every parental instinct was on high alert and in crisis, screaming, “You have got to save Ruby and Hart!” And yet there was nothing to be done.

			A desperate need to “find” Ruby and Hart seized me. I scanned their computers for any shred of them in the form of essays or short stories. I desperately searched through all of Ruby’s dozens of sketchbooks, devouring every drawing she ever made, trying to find her. I pored over all of Hart’s text message threads, all of the videos his friends had made of him goofing around, trying to find him in the mix. It was almost as if I might be able to piece them back together if I only looked hard enough. And every moment I squandered meant that they were drifting further and further away, out of my grasp forever. That feeling of panic, and the desperate searching, both slowly faded as I chipped away at my denial.

			Loneliness, Madness, and Meaninglessness

			Novelist C. S. Lewis wrote, on the death of his wife, “No one ever told me that grief felt so like fear.” Most people, when confronted with the death of someone close to them, are surprised to learn how terrifying early grief can be. We expect sadness and tears, but no one prepares us for just how frightening it can be. I think we mourners endure three essential fears: loneliness, madness, and meaninglessness.

			Losing a loved one means that we endure a heartache that on some level will never end. We will always long for them, and the world will forever feel incomplete. The thought of living the rest of my life without ever seeing Ruby and Hart again feels terrifyingly lonely. There are moments every day in which I feel abandoned without them.

			In the early days after the crash, Gail and I would fall into bouts of weeping that were terrifying in their intensity. Once I started, I wasn’t sure I would ever stop crying. I felt out of control, with no hope of any consolation. My friend Eric captures the feeling well. After his daughter Ellie died of an overdose of fentanyl, “it was completely debilitating. It was like a dream, like a terrible hallucination. It was the biggest calamity, it was as if the earth had swallowed us up, it was as if my limbs had been torn from my body.” Early grief feels timeless and bottomless. I thought it might drive me mad. Neurologist Dr. Lisa Shulman describes the disassociation that follows the severe emotional trauma of loss as being “a detachment from reality” and a “sense of incoherence” that makes us feel as if “we’re going crazy.”

			This sense of being unhinged is exacerbated by a crisis of identity. If a significant portion of our own sense of self is built around our relationship to the person we have lost, then their death plunges us into a terrifying state of not knowing who we are anymore. Not only do we feel unmoored from reality and disconnected from our identity, but our very existence can seem meaningless after such a profound loss. All of my hopes and dreams were, in one way or another, connected to Ruby and Hart. They were my future. And now, without them, I felt I had no real purpose. It felt as though I had no reason to live.

			The combination of loneliness, madness, and meaninglessness can be terrifying. It’s no wonder I had the powerful urge to hide from my grief. Perhaps what makes grief even more frightening is the fact that grieving is the necessary but cruel process by which we banish our denial and come to accept the terrifying reality of our loss. There is such a strong urge to avoid engaging with our grief, and to instead foster our denial. It takes an incredible amount of bravery to willingly face our terrible new reality. It takes courage to grieve.

			When Will This Get Better?

			The thought that the rest of our lives would be this terrifying seemed literally unendurable. Gail and I would frequently ask our therapists and other mourners, “When will it stop being so awful? When will it ever get better?” They were all hard-pressed to answer, because in some sense, it never does. We will always ache and pine for the people we’ve lost. I wouldn’t want it any other way. I don’t imagine I will ever be done grieving. But the state of being in crisis, the acute fear and pain of early grief, does slowly pass. The constant panic and terror subside as we gradually process the reality of our loss. Remarkably, we slowly gain the ability to hold joy and happiness alongside our grief. Actively grieving allows us to move past helplessness and toward a place of reengagement with life.

			Refusing to Be Afraid of Grief

			Two days after the burial, I was in my living room looking up at four oversized photos of Ruby and Hart. These were the thirty-six-inch-by-twenty-four-inch prints mounted on foam core that our friend Yamara had made for the funeral service. We brought them home afterward and I taped them to our living room walls so that it would feel as though Ruby and Hart were still in our house. It was comforting to be able to look up into their smiling faces. Except this morning it wasn’t. It was scary. I was seized by all the terrors of grief, and I looked away from their photos.

			And in that moment, I had a powerful epiphany about grief. I realized that my fears had the potential to drive me away from my own children. I was in danger of running away from everything I had left of Ruby and Hart: my memories and thoughts of our lives together. Looking back up at the photos, I shouted out loud through tears, “I am not afraid of you!” I wanted Ruby and Hart’s spirits to know that my love was strong enough to handle the pain. I would fight for our love to be felt in my heart, no matter how scary it was. My terror was not going to get in the way of loving my own children. In that moment I knew, in my bones, that I had to lean into my grief if I wanted to access every memory, every thought, every last ounce of my children’s spirits.

			The idea that I would not let my fear of grief hold me back from entering fully into the grieving process proved to be an essential realization. It colored almost all my decisions as I mourned Ruby and Hart. It also gave me strength. In my mind, it was the love we shared with each other that gave me my fortitude. So now, when I face down those same fears, it feels as if I am facing them down with Ruby and Hart by my side. Gail, Ruby, Hart, and I are doing it together. The four of us are grieving as a family. At least that’s how it feels on the good days.

			A Cautionary Tale

			I had another reason for not letting my fears dictate my grieving process. Sadly, my mother-in-law served as a cautionary tale. Five years before Gail was born, her mother, Roz, lost a two-year-old child, Barbara, to pneumonia. In response to this terrifying, devastating loss, Roz decided that she needed to shield her two older daughters, Betsy and Nina, from her grief. While she and her husband and Betsy and Nina were out of the house, she had her brother go through their home and remove any and all evidence of Barbara’s life. He got rid of her baby clothes, her pictures, her toys, and her crib. Afterward, no one in the family ever mentioned Barbara’s name. It was as if the baby girl had never been. Roz believed it was the right way to deal with loss. It was partly a function of the times and partly, Gail believes, the way in which Roz tried to suppress her own grief.

			When Gail was born five years later, she joined a family that was hiding a terrible, tragic secret. Gail didn’t understand why her mom sometimes seemed so remote and depressed. It wasn’t until Gail was seven that she first heard about Barbara, when her father explained why Roz periodically slipped off to the cemetery without a word.

			When Ruby and Hart were still alive, Gail and I had talked about Roz’s denial of Barbara’s life and death. It seemed to us incomprehensible that she would attempt to erase all traces of her own daughter rather than publicly acknowledge her grief. Only now, I understood Roz in a whole new light. Her behavior made sense to me. I, too, wanted to flee from my grief. Part of me wanted to box away all of Ruby and Hart’s photos, clothes, and toys, because it was agonizing to gaze at them now. But, of course, no one can escape from their own grief. Roz never for a moment forgot about Barbara. She undoubtedly felt the ache and pain of
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