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Preface

			There are losses that do not announce themselves.

			They do not arrive with rituals or public acknowledgment. They slip quietly into daily life, finding their way into conversations, routines, and responsibilities, where they gradually settle. Often we do not realize we are grieving until something inside us feels heavier than it once did.

			I first noticed this in medicine. Not because doctors grieve more than others but because medicine makes loss visible. People die. Treatments fail. Conversations end without resolution. And then the day moves on. The work continues. What struck me was not the presence of grief but the absence of space for it.

			This book began with a loss I did not know how to carry.

			After my father’s sudden and catastrophic death, a silent but massive heart attack followed by cardiac arrest, I moved through the days as I had been trained to move: collecting facts, anticipating worst-case outcomes, and bracing for what might follow. I was a physician, trained to understand illness and familiar with grief mostly through the experiences of others.

			What I did not understand was how different it feels when loss lives inside your body. The constant ache and numbness, the feeling of moving through the world directionless and lost.

			In the weeks that followed, I became aware of how quickly the world expected me to return to normal, to function, perform, and remain capable. Outwardly, I functioned, but inwardly something had shifted. There was no dramatic collapse; grief settled quietly into the background as exhaustion, an unnamed heaviness, and a gradual thinning of emotional energy.

			I began to recognize this same quiet weight in my work, in my colleagues, and in the people I cared for. Many of us are carrying some combination of loss, responsibility, love, and regret, often held silently and without permission.

			Grief, when it has no language, does not disappear.

			It changes shape.

			Sometimes it looks like fatigue.

			Sometimes like irritability.

			Sometimes like numbness.

			Sometimes like the quiet question: Why does this feel harder than it should?

			Although this book is rooted in my life in medicine, it is not only for physicians. Medicine simply offered me a clear view of something deeply human: the ways people carry grief while continuing to show up for others, how responsibility can gradually drain us, and how caring over time can begin to cost more than it gives.

			This book does not offer solutions or ask you to be stronger, more resilient, or better at coping. Instead, it asks what would happen if we noticed the weight we have been carrying. What might it mean to set some of it down? It offers a way of seeing that acknowledges the simple truth that life is not immortal.

			At the end of this book, you will find a series of reflective journaling exercises. They are not assignments or prescriptions. They are invitations to pause and reflect on what you may be carrying. You may move through them slowly, return to them later, or simply read them as companions to your own experience. They are there to support reflection, not to measure progress.

			If you are grieving a person, a relationship, a version of yourself, or the life you thought you would have, you are not alone. If you feel tired in ways that rest cannot mend, there may be a reason.

			This book exists to make space for that reason.

			This book is offered as a reflection on grief, loss, and lived experience, and is not intended to provide medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. While it is informed by both clinical work and personal experience, it cannot replace the care of a qualified healthcare professional. If you are struggling or in distress, please seek support from a licensed clinician or appropriate medical provider.

			



	

Acknowledgments

			I am deeply grateful to my family, who shared both grief and love with me in their most profound forms; to my husband and our two beloved fur babies, who grounded me in daily tenderness and helped me here; to my patients, who mirrored back essential lessons of humanity; and to the friends and colleagues who walked beside me through grief, burnout, and compassion fatigue. I carry deep gratitude for the ICU team who cared for my father in his final days, including the physicians, nurses, social workers, and organ donation team. In a space defined by uncertainty and heartbreak, their steadiness, compassion, and quiet humanity mattered more than I can fully express.

			[image: ]

			

	

[image: ]

			1 ~ The Call That Changed Everything

			The phone rang in the quiet of an early winter evening at the end of an ordinary day. There was nothing remarkable about that moment except the small comforts of routine. When I saw the number on the screen, the deepest part of my being froze. I knew this wasn’t just any other call from my mother. When I picked up, my mother was frantic and speaking quickly, her words running into each other. It took a moment to understand what she was saying. My dad had collapsed. Paramedics were working on him.

			I heard the urgency and panic in her voice, and I asked her to slow down.

			“Mum, take a breath, tell me what happened.”

			I tried to keep my sense of steadiness, but I was failing. At some point she handed the phone to someone else, a paramedic, who spoke calmly. They had restored a heartbeat but only after twenty minutes. I listened, gripping the edge of the chair, my breath thin and uneven. Some part of me understood that whatever came next would divide life into a “before” and an “after.”

			After the call ended, I sat in the dark as thoughts moved rapidly through my mind. I was in another city, and the earliest flight was still hours away. My father had been intubated by paramedics and taken by ambulance to the hospital, while my mother, suddenly left behind, was kept at the house by police after they arrived on scene. The image of her there alone felt almost unfathomable to me. Everything had changed within minutes, and yet there was nothing I could do except wait for morning and the flight that would take me to them.

			I paced, sat in the dark, and checked my phone constantly, even though I knew there would be no updates unless someone called. Every minute felt unbearably long, and yet the night continued moving forward without regard for how desperately I wanted it to stop.

			Fear has a way of narrowing the world. My thoughts kept circling the same questions. Was he conscious? Was he in pain? Had too much time passed? I tried not to imagine outcomes, but my mind went there anyway. I tried to be practical, to pack, to charge my phone, to arrange flights, but every task felt unreal, as though I were watching myself do it from a distance.

			What surprised me was how little my medical knowledge helped. I knew what prolonged cardiac arrest could mean. I knew the statistics. None of that translated into control or reassurance. Knowing did not make me calmer. It simply gave shape to the fear.

			During those hours, my thoughts kept returning to my dad, but not to the version of him in a hospital bed. His crooked smile and shy laughter when something was so funny that it couldn’t be held in, the unintentional twitch in his right eye when he was really focused on something, his careless way of presenting himself in how he dressed in baggy jeans and half-sleeved Calvin Klein shirt. I couldn’t fathom a reality without these distinguishing features.

			My relationship with my dad had never been straightforward. There were years of misunderstanding, periods of emotional distance, and moments in which we hurt one another without having the skills to repair the rupture. At the same time, there was affection, sometimes awkward, sometimes understated, but present. In the recent years preceding that night, we had made deliberate efforts to improve the relationship. We spoke with greater honesty. We engaged in therapy in different forms. We learned to listen with less defensiveness. That work proved consequential.

			Sitting in the dark, waiting for the first flight that would take me to my dad, I became acutely aware of how difficult waiting could be. There was limited information, no ability to intervene, and no meaningful way to support my mother beyond brief phone calls. I was accustomed to acting, assessing, responding, and offering some form of help, but now I was left with an unfamiliar and deeply destabilizing sense of helplessness.

			Many people recognize this experience: loving someone who is critically ill and physically unreachable, existing in a period where time itself becomes oppressive and each passing minute seems to carry the possibility of loss. These reactions are deeply human, though understanding that offers very little relief in the moment.

			I boarded the plane early the next morning feeling oddly dissociative, as though my body was in motion whilst my attention remained fixed elsewhere. I only recall persistent chest tension, tears, and the awareness that the situation was evolving beyond my reach.

			On arrival at the hospital, my dad was in the intensive care unit surrounded by monitoring equipment. The room smelled sterile; you knew you were in a serious place. The beeps and sounds were also inescapable. Some of my family was present, the rest still en route. I took his hand. It was warm and familiar, a contrast that made the clinical reality more difficult to integrate. I spoke to him, uncertain how much auditory processing remained intact. I told him I was there. I communicated what felt necessary without knowing whether it would register. “Please, it’s not time to leave yet” I begged “there are so many adventures left for us to have, so many countries yet to visit together.” Yet I knew deep in my rational sense, the doctor self, that my dad was not coming back. However, the sense of hope prevailed, and I ignored the science and the facts.

			The intensivist said we needed to wait forty-eight hours before we could know anything, so my family gathered around his bed over the next two agonizing days. Conversations were subdued. Decisions were approached cautiously. Nothing felt dramatic; everything felt weighted. At the time, I was not seeking meaning or insight. I was not framing the experience as formative. My focus was on remaining present and tolerating uncertainty, moving from hour to hour, interaction to interaction.

			Only later did I appreciate the extent to which that night, the call, the waiting, the enforced distance, had already altered my internal landscape. Most of us encounter a moment like this: an unexpected phone call, a prolonged period of uncertainty, a loss of agency that requires the endurance of fear rather than action.

			This book begins here not because the experience is unusual, but because it is common. Loss is an inevitable part of life, often arriving abruptly and without warning. What matters is not simply that loss occurs, but the psychological imprint it leaves behind and the gradual process of learning how to live alongside what remains.
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			2 ~ Loving Imperfectly

			For a long time, my dad and I did not know how to speak to each other gently. We were both strong-willed and quick to react. In my teenage years, I was hot-headed, convinced of my own certainty, impatient with limits, and so was he. Conversations escalated easily to the point where harsh words were said that could not be taken back. Silence often followed, heavy and unresolved. We loved each other, but we did not understand each other very well.

			I experienced this as distance, as friction, as something that felt unfair and, at moments, deeply personal. It took many years to understand that we were not locked in opposition so much as mirroring each other. We were two people with similar temperaments who were more comfortable with intensity than with softness. We struggled to tolerate vulnerability in each other.

			I recognize this pattern easily now. Years of listening to families have made me attuned to the way people circle each other without knowing how to ask for what they need, but when I was living it, I did not yet have that language. I only knew that being around my dad could feel charged and that our similarities often led to collision rather than connection.

			We argued about ordinary things and about everything. Tone mattered as much as content, and neither of us was skilled at backing down. When conversations became heated, we retreated into our own versions of certainty. For me, that certainty often looked
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