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Praise for Things in Nature Merely Grow:

‘[Yiyun Li] writes beautifully – precise, thoughtful and thought provoking. It’s an extraordinary, powerful, candid and intellectually confident book’

Baillie Gifford Prize 2025 Judges

‘A story of loss that is unlike any other book I’ve read . . . that exists in a different realm to most grief memoirs. That’s partly because of its startling poise and emotional restraint, and partly because it describes a realm of experience that is exceptionally strange and terrible . . . I believe it is an unforgettable monu-ment to endurance, one that offers a kind of fierce comfort’

Sunday Times

‘Things in Nature Merely Grow is by necessity profoundly sad, but in the act of sharing details of the “abyss” she now inhabits, Li has created something both inclusive and humane . . . There is no redemptive moment of healing here; things in nature merely grow, they are not automatically resolved, wounds are not neatly sutured. But growing is life and Li is, and always will be, a mother. Her book is a meditation on living and radical acceptance that has the potential to offer deep solace; comfort from the abyss’

Guardian

‘Li’s book doesn’t offer the consolation of wisdom gained, nor a triumphant arc of recovery. Where it finds reassurance is in its rigorous observation of reality. Although Li resists the idea that she might be offering advice or inspiration, her cool-headed clarity does remind readers that it is possible to say the words there is “no good way to say”. In saying them, she finds a means of survival’

Telegraph

‘To state that this courageous book is a testament to love is an understatement. One is left altered by it at the same time as desperately wishing that it had never needed to be written at all’

Observer

‘A memoir unlike others, strange and profound and fiercely determined not to look away’

New York Times

‘To be in Li’s head is a rare privilege – she is a writer of elegance and clarity and is a deeply interesting thinker. And the book, surprisingly, is not sad. It is moving and even funny in places as she writes about her wonderful friends, a few awful strangers, but most of all her extraordinary sons. You may find yourself transformed after reading it. I did’

NPR

‘Li does not shy away from the magnitude of these losses. Instead, she writes of radical acceptance, offering a profound look at how a parent continues to live in a world without her children’

TIME

‘A principled and forbidding project, an edifice to reason built on a foundation of sorrow . . . Poignant . . . Halting, haunted’

Harper’s Magazine

‘Li’s astonishing record of how she has chosen acceptance over despair shows why artists among us sometimes offer more wisdom than any other spirituality’

Los Angeles Times

‘A kind of manual on how to write honestly about the death of loved ones . . . Li’s style, honed over decades, has never been more distilled . . . I had to put it down at several places before I found myself able to return to it. Yet Li’s brutal lucidity – her refusal to burnish her thoughts and sentiments to a high sheen – is its own form of ethical commitment’

The Boston Globe

‘An impossible book, yet through Li’s deftness and determination she transforms the book into an intricate and non-linear portrait of loss and love’

Chicago Review of Books

‘These pages – refreshingly absent of euphemism, platitudes, false optimism or an ounce of self-pity – provide something far more useful: a vision of maternal grief that is both brutally honest and, ultimately, survivable’

Oprah Daily

‘Li manages the near-impossible in a complex memoir that is as devastating as it is searingly insightful into the contours of grief and acceptance, recommended for anyone who is navigating the non-linear timeline of loss’

Bustle

‘I have never read a book in which illumination meets devastation on such equal footing, nor have I ever read such a formidable testament to a mother’s love, which, in this case, has endured beyond the unendurable . . . I believe this is one of the most important books to be published in years, albeit also one of the most painful. As always, Yiyun Li’s writing aims for that thing all great writing aims for: the truth’

SARA COLLINS, author of The Confessions of Frannie Langton

‘Extraordinarily wise, rejecting the conventional notion of grief as a journey, and instead using literature, language and thought to confront an unthinkable situation . . . the nearest comparison I can think of is Didion’s The Year of Magical Thinking, which it matches’

DAVID NICHOLLS, author of You Are Here

‘There are some books that ask too great a cost of the writer. It feels wrong to say I love this book, but I do, I love it. There are few writers with Li’s power and this is a beautiful, unsentimental book that offers some understanding of coping with devastating loss. It offers a powerful human connection and I was reminded that this is why we write, this is why we read’

DOUGLAS STUART, author of John of John

‘Grief is a difficult subject to write about, but this devastating account of the suicides of Li’s two sons is clear-eyed and unsentimental. It’s a manifesto of living, not dying, and of how we endure the most unimaginable things’

SINÉAD GLEESON, author of Hagstone

‘I have so much admiration for Li’s writing. Things in Nature Merely Grow is a book unlike any I’ve read, that brims with rare clarity and intelligence, with love and care. It will stay with me for a long time’

CECILE PIN, author of Celestial Lights

‘I held my breath as I read, not because of jeopardy but because it’s such an astonishing high-wire act of writing and thinking and mourning. There’s bleak but wild exhilaration in reading something so uncompromisingly committed to thinking all the way down. An extraordinary book’

SARAH MOSS, author of Ripeness

‘I don’t think I’ve ever read a more truthful or humane book than Things in Nature Merely Grow. All I can say is: read it. It is suffused with the pure beauty of hard-won truth, told through restraint. Love hurts. Rigour and difficult thinking hurts – and we are made better because of these things. I will return to it for the rest of my life’

CHARLOTTE WOOD, author of Stone Yard Devotional
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Dedication

For Dapeng

And in memory of Vincent and James, brothers and best friends




Epigraph

      
I was the world in which I walked, and what I saw Or heard or felt came not but from myself;

And there I found myself more truly and more strange.

— WALLACE STEVENS, “Tea at the Palaz of Hoon”
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1 
There Is No Good Way to Say This

There is no good way to say this—when the police arrive, they inevitably preface the bad news with that sentence, as though their presence had not been ominous enough. The first time I heard the line, I knew already what was about to be conveyed. Nevertheless, I paid attention to how the news was delivered: the detective insisted that I take a seat first. I sat down at the dinner table, and he moved another chair to the right distance and sat down himself. No doubt he was following protocol, and yet the sentence—there is no good way to say this—struck me as both accurate and effective. It must be a sentence that, though nearly a cliché, is not often used in daily conversation; its precision has stayed with me.

The second time, having guessed the news about to be delivered, I did not give the sentence a moment’s thought. I did not wait for the detective to ask me to sit down, either. I indicated a chair where my husband should sit and took the other chair in the living room. My heart already began to feel that sensation for which there is no name. Call it aching, call it wrenching, call it shattering, but they are all wrong words, useless in their familiarity. This time, the four policemen all stood.

There is no good way to state these facts, which must be acknowledged before I go on with this book. My husband and I had two children and lost them both: Vincent in 2017, at sixteen, James in 2024, at nineteen. Both chose suicide, and both died not far from home; James near Princeton Station, Vincent near Princeton Junction.

The detectives in charge of the two cases belonged to two agencies—one associated with Amtrak and the other with New Jersey Transit. As I type these facts, I come to a sudden realization, which was not available to me a few months earlier, or even yesterday. The facts would explain the confusion of the New Jersey Transit detective when he told me, on his second visit, that he couldn’t locate Vincent’s record in the files. He had an uneasy demeanor, perhaps feeling defeated by his inability to find Vincent or feeling the discomfort of having to face us again. On his first visit, he did all he could to avoid any reference to suicide, repeating the words “we can’t say more at the moment” and “active investigation” and “the crime scene.” Despite his fumbling, I already knew that James had died from suicide. I was the one to tell him that James’s brother had died of suicide near Princeton Junction a little over six years ago.

My friend Elizabeth, who had arrived from Austin, Texas, just in time to be with us before the detective’s scheduled visit, shook her head afterward. “Not quite competent, is he?” she said, and I agreed. I then told her about the other detective, who, on his second visit, had told us that he had worked for Amtrak for over twenty years, and every time he visited a family left by suicide, he would go home and hug his two children, even after they had outgrown the age to be hugged. It’s an awkward truth that I cannot help observing and noticing things even in the most terrible moments.

It was the seventh day after James’s death, and the New Jersey Transit detective was visiting a second time to return James’s backpack, just as the Amtrak detective had come back to return Vincent’s phone. A case involving life and death never miraculously closes itself at the time of the pronounced death.

Objects don’t die. Their journeys in this physical world, up to a certain point, are parallel to the trajectories of the humans to whom the objects belong. Then comes the moment when the separation happens. Vincent’s phone became a phone, James’s backpack, a backpack. They became objective objects, left behind in strangers’ hands.

Few objects speak. The phone and the backpack were reticent, so they could do little to illuminate the last moments of my children’s lives.

Many objects outlive people—this thought has often occurred to me when I see in a museum an eighteenthcentury pianoforte or a twelfth-century sword or a bowl from 500 BCE. All of Vincent’s belongings and all of James’s belongings have outlived them; not a single item has left our care. There are Vincent’s many paintings hung around the house. There is James’s collection of pocket watches on a shelf. Everywhere I turn in the house there are objects: their meanings reside in the memories connected to them; the memories limn the voids, which cannot be filled by the objects.

Vincent’s copy of Les Misérables, with a bust of Victor Hugo placed on top of it; a circle of blue and white farm animals from Delft next to a cluster of origami animals James had folded; a giant stuffed lamb bought on a drive through west Ireland, which James named Marmalade and called his emotional support animal during a prolonged trip (he often felt anxious when he had to leave home); a doorstop in the shape of a quietly amused elephant, bought in Kilkenny, which has been sitting next to James’s computer for years; another doorstop, an owl with a startled expression, which Vincent picked up in an Edinburgh shop for James; forty-seven stuffed penguins of all shapes and colors, from different cities and countries, sitting in the middle of which is a crystal penguin brought by Vincent’s childhood friend to his memorial service.


To think our former state a happy dream: From which awaked, the truth of what we are Shows us but this: I am sworn brother, sweet, To grim necessity.



Sometimes, walking around the house, among the objects I study closely or only glance at, I recite Richard II’s woeful words to myself. And yet I am not that dethroned king, our house is not a museum or a shrine, and our past is not merely a happy dream. I am not awakened, as I have stayed awake; I have been attentive and alert throughout all those years as the mother of my children. The necessity I face has no need of that adjective, “grim.” Necessity—my necessity—is an extremity: any adjective is an irrelevance when it comes to extremity.

When the New Jersey Transit detective expressed his surprise at not being able to find Vincent’s record, I only nodded as though to say such things were expected: life is a muddle, bureaucratically, factually, metaphorically. I was eager for him to leave so my husband and I could have the backpack to ourselves.

But sometimes—just sometimes—things make a little more sense upon revisiting. I wouldn’t have solved that small mystery about the police agencies had I not started this book for James. “The book for James”—for months I have been talking about it with my friends Brigid and Elizabeth, calling it “the book for James,” just as once I was writing “the book for Vincent.”

Inevitably there comes that moment when the book— which takes up one’s time, energy, mental space, even life—becomes a book. And then it’s no more than an object, bearing a title, going on its own journey, parting ways with its author. This has happened to every book I’ve written, including the one for Vincent.

That earlier book—“the book for Vincent”—arrived without any conscious planning. One night, I was reading an Ivy Compton-Burnett novel, in which a character addresses her mother as “Mother dear.” Mother dear—a phrase sounding archaic and yet ever lively and present— Vincent used to jokingly call me that when he wanted my attention. So the book arrived, opening with that phrase.

Vincent died at the end of September; by the end of November, I knew the book was finished. This time, I was conscious that I hadn’t written a single word for James in that time frame. I kept telling Brigid that I knew the book was there; only, I couldn’t find a way to write it.

Those who knew Vincent all knew that he would have loved the book for Vincent. He would have been proud and amused; he would have found fault with some of the sentences; he would have added a few adjectives and adverbs where I’d insisted on keeping sentences unadorned. The book, in which a mother and a dead child continue their conversation across the border of life and death, was as much written for Vincent as it was written by Vincent.

But in life James resisted metaphor and evaded attention. If Bartleby and Hamlet could merge into a singular being, James might have occupied that space with some comfort. (“‘Seems,’ madam? Nay, it is; I know not ‘seems’” and “I
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