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			Dedication

			To James and Dad

		

		
			Introduction

			The morning I found out my mother was dying I was horrifically hungover. I’d just finished my finals for my master’s degree and I’d been out the night before celebrating in one of the tiny underground clubs in Bath, whose walls were permanently coated with sweat. It was May. I was looking forward to the summer, my dissertation the only thing standing in the way of me leaving this tiny but beautiful Georgian city. It had felt suffocatingly small since I had arrived there from Melbourne, where I had lived and worked for two years previously. A couple of months before my finals, my boyfriend had dumped me over the phone from Australia. Shortly after, I celebrated my twenty-fifth birthday. I felt bereft that I had reached this perfect mid-twenties mark with only false starts to show for it. I was still waiting for my life to begin.

			I was riffing on this typical quarter-life crisis tale as I complained to a friend on the phone that morning, lying on the sofa, unshowered, in my underwear and a T-shirt, trying to ignore the waves of nausea that were rising from my stomach to my throat. We were speaking about Berlin, a city where he’d lived, and where I was determined to move after I finished my dissertation. To me, it held all the promise of a European Melbourne, with the benefit of being much cheaper, much closer to home and having much bigger clubs. My parents were exasperated by this idea (What’s wrong with the UK?). My restlessness made me seem, to them, directionless at best, work-shy and complacent at worst. That appraisal was echoed in the media. It was 2017 and Millennials were the lightning-rod generation for age-old cavils about young people. We just needed to quit moaning and get a better job. None of the difficulties we faced were actually real.

			When I hung up, I saw that I’d received a text from my dad. He and Mum wanted to come to visit for the day. That was strange; they would usually meticulously plan their visits, driving down for when my favourite café opened at 8 a.m. I’d meet them there, sleepy and almost always late. I can still picture them in their habitual corner spot, my dad reading a newspaper, my mum playing on her phone with her reading glasses on. She would jump out of her seat with her arms stretched wide open to grip me into an aggressive, loving hug when she saw me. This new spontaneity of visiting mid-afternoon was odd. My gut stirred, but I brushed it aside as the churning stomach of someone who’d drunk too much beer the night before. I lifted myself from the sofa and got in the shower, trying to pretend that everything was normal.

			When you tell a story, the presumption is that it’s complete – that it ends. Narration shapes events and gives them meaning. The master’s I had completed was in translation. I spent hours each week picking apart language, fine-combing various registers of French and German texts, angsting over nuance and meaning. I read the theories on transposition and modulation, meaning loss and how to mitigate it. But loss, the theory warned me, was always inevitable. That’s how it feels to write about grief. I can write about the beginning, the middle and the end of my mother’s illness. I can write about her death. Yet in giving it form or linearity, I will give you something inaccurate. If there is a ‘beginning’ to the story of my grief, it would likely be that day in Bath when I was told my mother was ill. She had been diagnosed with cancer for the third time in her life.

			What I didn’t know then was that grief begins at diagnosis. That insight came when I spoke to the bestselling author and leading grief therapist Julia Samuel, sometime after my mother died. It suddenly made sense of that year when my mother was ill. I still moved to Berlin as planned, in the blind hope that we had time, and because she wanted me and my brother to continue living our lives. There, I did my best to adhere to what I thought it should look like for a twenty-something to live in Berlin. From the outside, I succeeded. I functioned like any other young person: I still went out drinking, to clubs, to work; hooked up with people; woke up hungover; listened to podcasts; went on holiday; posted on Instagram; complained about work, about politics, about my salary. On the inside, I was in turmoil. I couldn’t work out why I wasn’t having fun, why I wasn’t falling in love with Berlin the way I had fallen for Melbourne. I slept poorly, washing sleeping pills down with wine or smoking the joints my friends rolled at bars to override the terrifying loop of death-oriented thoughts that would consume me when my head hit the pillow. If I didn’t, I would cry so hard that the physical pain would make it difficult for me to breathe and I would wake feeling more shattered than I did after staying out at a club until dawn. During the day, I would find myself physically holding my breath or chewing the inside of my mouth on the U-Bahn in the morning. My shoulders were perma-tensed up towards my neck and my stomach would be gripped, as if anticipating a punch in the gut. My body was responding to the violent fear of losing my mother, but my mind rarely connected the dots. I didn’t realise I was already grieving.

			Neither did anyone else. My friends in Berlin didn’t know my mother was ill. My close friends from home visited me occasionally and would tell me I was ‘coping really well’ but that I could tell them ‘if I ever needed anything’. I had no clue what I needed. We’d continue to talk about all the things we’d always spoken about: crap boyfriends or dating-app ghosters, shitty jobs and patronising bosses, tear-inducing rents and mouldy walls. We’d talk about our futures and the things we hoped lay there. Yet I was no longer present in these conversations. A deep schism had opened between us: I felt like I was spectating my friends’ problems – concerns I’d related to only weeks before – from a strange position, off-centre, wildly off-axis. Time progressed but my perception of it helixed erratically between anticipating an unrelentingly dark future and the relative warmth and stability of the past. The future was no longer something that held promise, no longer something I wanted to plunge headlong into. It was bleak: when I tried to imagine what my life looked like without my mother in it, I couldn’t. It turned up black, like a dead computer screen. What made it worse was that I knew no one else my age who had been through it – who might be able to paint a picture of how that blackness could come to be reilluminated.

			My mother died the day after my twenty-sixth birthday, in April 2018, just a year after she was diagnosed. I received the call to come home on a Thursday night in late March. Berlin was experiencing a freak cold snap. I sat, rocking, on a bench outside a bar, hood pulled over my head, as snow fell gently around me, coating everything in soft white. I flew home. I was by her side as she died, with my father and my brother, sometime near dawn. We arranged the funeral. In the weeks that followed, I braced myself for the wave of grief to crash. It never did. I was already at sea.

			*

			During the weeks leading up to her death, my mother said something to me that would change the course of my grief. She suggested that, after her death, I find a support group for young people.

			Instinctively, I knew this was what I craved. If I could talk to someone else who had been through it, they could tell me what to expect: how the loss might change me, and what grief would feel like, at this age. By the same token, I felt an aversion to being among middle-aged people who’d lost older parents – parents who’d had the chance to watch their children grow up, get married, have children of their own. They’d had so much more time. What I was experiencing was different.* I didn’t want to be made to feel even worse, or even more alone. But when I searched online for a young person’s grief group, I couldn’t find any. There were groups for children, but of course I wasn’t a child. The rest lumped ‘adults’ together generically. I was angry that there was nothing separate for younger adults; it seemed so obvious to me that it was needed.

			Three days after my mother died, in hopes of finding a young person’s grief group, I wrote in to one of my favourite podcasts – one I knew had lots of other twenty-something listeners. It was called The High Low, a Millennial-focused pop-culture and news podcast that was enormously popular, accumulating 30 million downloads in the four years it ran, before it folded in 2020. The hosts read out my email, asking if any listeners knew of any young person’s grief groups, during an episode that happened to air on the day of my mother’s funeral. The hosts told me they received a ‘deluge’ of responses; they forwarded nearly 200 emails to my inbox in the following days.

			‘When I listened to your last episode, I nearly crashed my car. Everything she said was like hearing my own thoughts from when I lost my mum aged 20 …’

			‘The letter you read out about the girl who lost her mum made me burst into tears on the Tube. I don’t know of any groups for millennials but I’d love to share my experiences with her if it helps …’

			‘There just aren’t any groups that an 18–30-year-old who has lost a parent can really feel a part of …’

			Glued to my phone reading these emails, I felt I had struck a wellspring of young grief. The responses – many of them written in long paragraphs, offering advice and solace – pierced the very lonely bubble I felt trapped in. For the first time, I knew I wasn’t an anomaly. I knew I wasn’t alone. Even more remarkably, I felt the first glimmers of relief and reassurance. Many of the respondents offered to meet up with me. I began to meet young people all over London who had experienced bereavement in their late teens and twenties, all with different relationships to the deceased and all at different stages down the line. Soon after, I hosted a group meet-up in a pub in East London on a hot summer’s evening. It was like the world’s weirdest blind date. Making small talk was difficult when we all knew that asking, ‘So, what brings you here?’ was essentially asking, ‘So, who died?’ I could sense the nervousness in the room and I myself had felt apprehensive about the meeting. Yet as introductions were made and the conversation began to flow, the atmosphere shifted. When I looked around the room, I realised there was a levity to it. Relief. People were laughing, animated, in deep conversation. The group stayed until last orders, many lingering outside afterwards, exchanging numbers under the light of the streetlamps overhead. One girl, who’d lost her father seven years before, emailed me the next day. She nearly hadn’t come, she said, but ‘it was incredible to meet such strong, courageous people. What I really took away from the evening was that, looking around the room, there wasn’t a tear in sight. It was just a lot of “OMG, you too?” or “I dealt with it like that as well!”’

			That was the beginning of The Grief Network, as I came to name it. At pubs across London, we often looked like a birthday party, or someone’s leaving do. Once, a woman asked us if we were a singles event. Another evening, with the blackest of ironies, we realised a wake was being held next to us in the pub. Countless times, new attendees would approach me to tell me how they nearly hadn’t come. What they’d imagined was a bleak and sad affair, and they weren’t sure how they would cope with talking about their person’s death. The meetings defied their expectations. It wasn’t sad or morose. It was just kind of like hanging out with mates at the pub. It helped to talk about how you were feeling. It could even be kind of fun. In those meetings, young people were finally having the chance to articulate the distinct challenges they were facing to others who understood. They could talk about what it was like getting through your first break-up without your mother to comfort you; struggling to assert your need for time off work after your father had taken his life; having to make funeral arrangements and pay household bills for your parents as they grieved the loss of your sibling. They could talk about their unexpectedly crap friends and surprisingly supportive co-workers; how they’d cried at their best friend’s wedding or birthday; how they’d developed a reliance on drugs, drinking and sex – or (more often) how those hedonistic things healed them, connecting them back to other people and making them feel their age again.

			This was all in contrast to the difficulty of navigating grief with their friends. Often among mates, young grievers felt grief was a kind of conversational bombshell: something that killed the mood and prompted awkward silences. It was a topic they learnt to tiptoe around. Talking to other grievers at meet-ups helped them to articulate better the emotions they were feeling, which, in turn, helped them to talk to their non-bereaved friends about their grief. That reciprocity helped, too, in understanding that the things they had worried were abnormal, or were them not grieving ‘properly’, were in fact common – that other people had felt, responded, reacted or behaved in the same ways that they had. All the silent chastisement or fears they had experienced over the years went away. As one young man I spoke to put it: ‘Everything I’d thought was wrong or strange about what I’d felt was validated. I wasn’t failing at grieving, I was just normal.’

			‘My mum died when I was 26.’ I’ve now uttered this sentence, or some version of it, countless times in five years. Sometimes I deliberately say I was 25 because it feels emotionally accurate, even if factually untrue. So much is contained within those seven words – an ongoing story that many assume, upon hearing me speak them, is complete. Much of what is contained in those words is completely unique to me and the relationship I had with my mother – an experience I felt I was completely alone in. I have come to learn, though, that as unique as my grief was and is, it is also in many ways typical. So many of my feelings, my behaviours, my difficulties are things that other young people have had to navigate in their own ongoing stories of grief. It has only been through the exchange of those stories that I have grown more comfortable, more accepting of my grief. When once I thought I stood alone in a room, I now know I stand there among many.

				
					* As I will reiterate throughout this book, when I contrast younger adults with ‘mature’ adults and contend that they have different or distinct experiences of grief, I am not arguing that one is any better or worse, more or less painful, than the other. Nor am I arguing that they are absolutely distinct; as we will see, there are elements to grief that are universal.

				

		

		
			One

			Quarter-life Grief

			Running Grief Network meet-ups, it quickly became clear to me that my instincts had been right: ‘quarter-life grief’, falling at this transitional stage of life between adolescence and adulthood, came with distinct challenges and characteristics. To add to those challenges, young people felt that they were not recognised by existing support services; that their distinct challenges were not acknowledged. I had faced so many of them myself as that 25-year-old whose world was torn apart by her mother’s diagnosis. So why, at the time of my mother’s death, was a group for young grievers not available? What are the characteristics of what I colloquially refer to as ‘quarter-life grief’? And why had quarter-life grief not been recognised as a distinct bereavement experience before? To answer those questions, we must look at how grief is conceptualised in our society more generally, and how it came to be so poorly and broadly misunderstood.

			I harboured those misunderstandings myself. Before my mother became ill, I believed grief was just an intense form of sadness. I thought that this simple emotion would subside with time, through the famous ‘five stages’, with no understanding of how grief might continue to feature in one’s life more materially. To the extent that I assumed it was just an internal emotion, that grief was something that happened privately, cocooned within the family of the deceased. It might be intrusive to ask a bereaved person about the person they were grieving for and it would certainly be upsetting to ask them how they were feeling. The bereaved should simply be left to deal with their grief on their own.

			When my mother was diagnosed, I realised slowly that the assumptions I held were wrong. I expected to know instinctively how to react and behave, as though someone might pass me a ‘young person with a dying mum’ playbook. Of course, there was no such thing and the lack of guidance or knowledge of how grief might manifest made me constantly question my choices. I often worried I wasn’t ‘doing it right’, something that continued to concern me after my mother died. These misconceptions weren’t derived from nowhere. If I felt I was play-acting at being an adult as I dealt with my mother’s illness, I realised I’d also had a strange expectation of being handed a script. You know that character; you’ve seen them on the television. It’s the troubled youth who turns to drugs to mask the pain. It’s the young woman who wears too much make-up and sleeps around because she just wants to feel something. It’s the person who screams and falls to the floor of the supermarket when they get the call. It’s the noble-looking talking heads on war documentaries, the director making heroism out of trauma.

			Death and mourning have become taboo in our culture over the last century. These universal features of human life have such limited expression, politically, socially and culturally, that many of us arrive at our first major bereavement near totally grief illiterate, harbouring all the misconceptions that proliferate in the space that lacuna leaves. We didn’t always suffer from this cultural ankyloglossia around grief. It is an inexorable and inextricable part of being human. In The Anatomy of Grief, Dorothy Holinger, a psychotherapist who spent 20 years working at Harvard Medical School, charts the emergence of rituals around death and grief. While grief-like responses have been widely observed in many animals, humans are unique in our ritualisation and memorialisation surrounding the dead. This begins with the act of burial, early evidence of which dates back to our ancestors, the hominids, 400,000 years ago. ‘It was at this point in our evolutionary history that death became both real and abstract,’ writes Holinger. In our ability to conceptualise death, we also contemplated what happened to the deceased after death, which became the founding beliefs in human religion. Being able to hold our dead in mind in fact coincided with the development of our frontal lobe in the brain. This unique ability to continue to ideate our dead explains how grief is expressed both intrinsically, through the constellation of emotions we experience when someone we love dies, and extrinsically, through our culture, the rites, prescriptions and prohibitions we develop.

			While the emotions of grief can be felt universally, the ‘how’ of our grief varies from culture to culture. Each society or religion will have its own norms and rules around the ‘proper’ length of mourning, the responsibilities and roles of the family members left behind, and what constitutes ‘acceptable’ behaviours in terms of processing grief. As bestselling author and grief coach Hope Edelman observes, how we mourn tends to be ‘an outgrowth of [our] culture’s belief system’. In many systems, grief is decidedly collective and the rules surrounding it reflect this. In Aboriginal culture, for example, the norms of ‘sorry business’ include the tradition of not uttering the name of the deceased, which, in modern times, extends to not writing or printing their name either, or producing pictures of them. Speaking the name of the deceased is said to disturb their soul, so substitute names are used instead for a period of time. Speaking to the online Aboriginal cultural resource Creative Spirits, Aunty Margaret Parker of the Punjima people in Western Australia describes sorry business as a cultural practice that embeds the individual’s death in the wider community: ‘The family belongs to us all. The whole community gets together and shares that sorrow. It don’t have to be close family. We share our grief by crying and that’s how we break [it], by sharing together as a community.’

			In Tana Toraja, in the South Sulawesi province of Indonesia, the dead are periodically unburied during the Ma’nene festival. Favoured ancestors’ corpses are cleansed, dressed and walked around the village, allowing small children to meet their dead relatives sometimes for the first time. Even before burial has occurred, the body is preserved for months at home, during which time it is still fed and cuddled. Over 8,000 kilometres away, Madagascans practice ‘famadihana’ for up to seven years after their relatives’ deaths. Otherwise known as ‘dancing with the dead’, it involves exhuming the bones of the dead, rewrapping them in fresh shrouds and re-sealing the crypt ceremonially. In Mexico, the renowned Día de los Muertos festival is an occasion of celebration for people to pay respects to deceased friends and family members. In the Jewish tradition, mourners are guided through the first year of grief (shnat ha-evel) from the moment between death and burial (aninut) to the first week after the funeral (shiva) and beyond.

			As with most human rituals and festivals, these practices are necessarily communal in nature. They encompass a much longer timeline for mourning and, in so doing, recognise the extended length of grieving. In contrast, Edelman observes, ‘In modern, individualistic, Protestant-influenced societies like the United States and the United Kingdom, the social component of bereavement rarely extends beyond the funeral and burial services.’ To other societies, the idea that our social interaction would end after the funeral would clearly be anathema. They certainly wouldn’t countenance giving the recently bereaved a wide social berth and avoiding mentioning the death at all, as has become a norm in Western societies. On a few occasions after my mother’s death, I would meet up with friends I hadn’t seen in a while and tell them about her passing. At that moment, they would look at their toes and sheepishly admit that they knew but hadn’t known what to say.

			How did the West become so alienated from our deeply human need to externalise grief, socially if not collectively? It is a largely modern phenomenon. In the Middle Ages in Europe, a ‘good death’ was a public one. According to Joëlle Rollo-Koster at the University of Rhode Island, medieval Europeans’ idea of the ‘perfect’ death was a long, slow decline that allowed the dying and the bereaved to perform acts of contrition, prayer, confession and absolution, and to prepare for the afterlife. Cemeteries were social locations, sometimes even used as markets, or places to gamble and drink. ‘Images of death abounded,’ writes Rollo-Koster. ‘It was part of life, ritualized and choreographed – unlike today where it is hidden and closeted.’ Over the centuries, our cultural image of death evolved but it became no less culturally visible: in the Romantic era, death and grief were expressed in a stylistic, overtly emotional manner, depicted in literature and art as highly aestheticised and valorised. If modern society asks mourners to ‘get over’ a death, the Romantics vilified those perceived to have moved on too quickly after the death of a loved one.

			Grief reaches its cultural apex in Victorian times. The era of ‘high mourning’ largely ushered in by Queen Victoria’s lifelong expression of grief at the loss of her husband is where most of our modern funerary traditions derive from. Elaborate rites and regulations were developed, their performance mostly falling to upper- and middle-class women. Dresses were dyed black or grey to signal whether the family were in ‘deep’ or ‘half’ mourning respectively. In a complex tariff, the length of time these periods lasted depended on the relative: a widow was expected to be in deep mourning for her late husband for two years, while a parent who had lost a child would be in deep mourning for a year. The funeral industry blossomed as ceremonies became more expensive, monuments more ostentatious.

			Of course, not all mourning rites – from whatever society – are universally welcome. Grievers whose culture prescribes celebration may wish they could sit alone in peace to nurse the sorrow they feel. Those in cultures that dictate sombre mourning may wish they could express gratitude and joy about the deceased’s life. Virginia Woolf described the atmosphere in her family home after her mother’s death, when Woolf was 13, as ‘a muffled dulness [sic]’, her family ‘sad, solemn, unreal, under a haze of heavy emotion’. Edelman, following the Jewish ritual of shiva after her mother’s death, talks about her disconnect from the rites in an otherwise non-observant family (‘I’d just turned seventeen. It seemed archaic and unnecessarily complicated to me.’). Yet many grievers I have spoken to wish that we still had some way to publicly convey our grief, like the black Victorian dresses, so that strangers would treat them with kindness when they forgot what they were doing in a shop or were moving too slowly in rush hour on the Tube.

			The decline of Victorian ‘high mourning’ culture began as war raged through Europe at the turn of the century. Thanks to a policy of non-repatriation, First World War soldiers were fated to rest where they fell on foreign soil; for their families, there were no deathbed goodbyes, no funeral processions and no burials. With unprecedented numbers of deaths under traumatic circumstances, many families repressed their grief. With 116,000 dead in the US, 900,000 dead in the UK and 1.4 million in France, few in these societies were left untouched; the academic Adrian Gregory has estimated that around 3 million Britons lost a close relative, son or brother, while the secondary bereaved who mourned a cousin, friend or neighbour ‘encompassed virtually the entire population’. Mass mourning laid thick over the nation in post-war society and new rites were created. In Westminster Abbey, in Arlington in the States and under the Arc de Triomphe in Paris, the body of one unknown soldier came to represent all; one grave had to inter hundreds of thousands of dead in each nation.

			Armistice Day was conceived to memorialise the nation’s loss. It aggrandised senseless death into acts of heroism and bravery, and respected sacrifice, but did little to represent the everyday, infinitesimal pains of grief. While pomp and ceremony required respects to be paid silently, veterans suffering ‘shell shock’ (PTSD) ended up homeless in parks in London, and an inquiry into shell shock found that men who continued to be tormented by it were simply too cowardly to overcome it. Individual grief was minimised because a loved one’s death could only ever be one among many – a drop in an ocean of unspeakable death. And death did become unspeakable. All of us who have given remembrance with two minutes of silence know that oppressive quiet; I remember the gravity of Remembrance Day as a child, trying with all my might to remain uncannily still and quiet, learning that this was how you dealt with tragedy. Public commemoration equates grieving with silence; that to honour something difficult, we must not speak. It’s a public enactment that teaches us from a young age that the language of bereavement is a wordless one; that the ritual of remembrance is mute. We do not enquire and we do not keen; we keep quiet and carry on.

			It was not just the wars. The Spanish flu pandemic of 1918, much as the coronavirus pandemic has done in recent years, affected funerals, meaning they were very small or cancelled altogether. Mourning periods contracted. The scale of death meant that families and communities were experiencing multiple bereavements. If the Victorian ‘deep mourning’ timelines were followed, they would simply never get a break from grieving. Hope Edelman also notes that women’s emancipation played a role: as many of the rituals of grief fell to women, with their newfound liberties they were no longer willing to bear the sole responsibility of the austere and oppressive rules of high mourning. At the same time, faith in religion was declining and medical interventions were increasing. Our lifespans were getting longer and the ‘afterlife’ was not a driving idea in people’s lives anymore. Urbanisation disconnected people from their families and communities, meaning the ‘nuclear’ or immediate family were more relied upon for support rather than the wider community. This perfect cocktail resulted in the privatisation, isolation and stigmatisation of grief and death. By the mid-twentieth century, the notion that we ought to move on from or get over a loved one’s death had become more prevalent.

			The modern warping of grief was further entrenched by the pathologisation of bereavement. Writing just before the First World War broke out, psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud produced a theory of grief in Mourning and Melancholia, published in 1917. Freud delineates between a ‘normal’ response to grief, which he deems to be finite and naturally processable, and longer, depressive responses to bereavement. It is from Mourning and Melancholia that grief was first conceptualised as ‘work’ (Trauerarbeit), the corollary being that the successful completion of this work would result in the griever detaching from the deceased. This ‘severing ties’ model is the origin of modern notions that grievers should mourn in short order and ‘get over’ or ‘move on’ from the death. Critiquing this harmful notion, Hope Edelman writes: ‘[Freud’s] theory was a good fit for an industrial, capitalistic economy, as it promised to guide workers out of grief and back to their labours quickly and with minimal disruption to productivity.’ Mourning behaviours that did not follow this linear model, but which had previously existed on a spectrum of acceptable responses, ‘acquired labels such as “pathological”, “excessive”, “chronic”, “delayed”, “suppressed”’ and so on.

			Fast-forward half a century and the seductive myth of grief linearity found new form in the most famous bereavement model: the five stages of grief. You know the ones: denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance. I remember learning about them when I was a teenager; in fact, it was my mother who told me about them. These neat five phases hail from the ground-breaking work of pioneering psychiatrist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, set out in her book On Death and Dying in 1969. Kübler-Ross worked with terminally ill patients in an era when it was still the norm to keep the patient ignorant of their prognosis. When they were told, however, they would move through five distinct stages as death approached – an observation that is still relevant for those who are terminally ill today. But the five stages also quickly became misapplied to grief, an experience they were never intended to describe. This neat progression to a place of acceptance was picked up by the media and took on a life of its own, despite Kübler-Ross’s protestations. In many of the interviews included in this book, young grievers questioned where they were in the stages or raised the possibility that they hadn’t progressed far enough through them. The misapplication of Kübler-Ross’s model can be a powerful root cause of grievers thinking they are grieving ‘incorrectly’ or ‘unsuccessfully’.

			It is easy to see why we have become so seduced by the five stages of grief. Five phases seem manageable; it suggests a journey you can passively travel through, awaiting the golden destination of acceptance, where everything will feel better again. You’ll no longer feel the sharp heat of anger at the injustice of your person’s death. You’ll no longer feel the tug of quicksand that is depression. You won’t lie awake all night wondering, If only we’d caught the cancer earlier. If only she hadn’t taken the car that day. If only I’d known he was feeling that way. Five is a manageable number: it’s the days of a working week; it’s the acts of a Shakespeare play. You can count them on just one hand. The problem is that trying to apply five neat stages to grief is like trying to fit a constellation in a photo frame: ill-fitting, diminishing and impossible. Grief is altogether more expansive, more three-dimensional, more enduring, than a five-bullet checklist.

			Believing that we can ‘complete’ grief has harmed innumerable people over decades. As award-winning Griefcast host Cariad Lloyd writes in her book You Are Not Alone, the rage she felt after her father died when she was 15 was all-encompassing. Looking at the ‘map’ of the five stages, she began to feel ashamed that she could not experience any of the other waypoints: ‘How could I get to this magical land of Acceptance if I hadn’t completed all the levels? I hadn’t even beaten the big boss in Anger yet. How many gold coins did I have to collect before I could leave Depression?’

			Academics have long doubted and debunked the ‘five stages’ model, even as it remains a modern mainstream myth. Towards the end of the twentieth-century, psychologists and academics recognised that the ‘severing ties’ model of grief, compounded by the five stages, left the bereaved feeling as though they’d failed in their task of grieving if they could not, in fact, ‘cut’ the deceased from their lives. It was, in fact, a study that focused on children that re-illuminated the knowledge we had so long lost: that our natural, human impulse is to continue to memorialise our dead, long after they die. The groundbreaking 1996 Harvard Child Bereavement Study collected data via interviews with children who had lost a parent, as well as talking to the surviving parent, over a period of two years after the death. The researchers found that children intuitively continued to foster a relationship with the deceased parent: 81 per cent felt their parent was ‘watching over’ them, while 77 per cent kept and cherished a personal belonging of their parent’s. That did not mean they were under the false impression that the parent was still alive or would return. The children were in fact ‘constructing’ the dead parent by continuing to invoke memories of the parent, and engaging in behaviours that helped them cope with their absence. Significantly, so was the surviving parent. These findings were articulated in the ‘continuing bonds’ model of grief, where the bereaved is most helped by continuing to foster a relationship with the deceased. Charting the course of these psychological ‘discoveries’, Hope Edelman, in her immensely helpful book The AfterGrief, questions whether there was anything special about those children and parents in 1992 – were they doing anything different to mourners 40, 50, 60 years earlier, by staying connected to the dead? She concludes that the findings were a reflection of the loosening of strict taboos around grief and death: ‘Maintaining inner relationships with lost loved ones wasn’t a new development. Mourners had been doing it all along. They’d just been doing it quietly and privately, to avoid being told they were grieving wrong.’ Turns out our early ancestors – and millennia of human culture – had it right all along.

			Defining Quarter-life Grief

			This is the culture quarter-life grievers find themselves in. The discussion in this book about their specific needs and the way services are currently underserving them is just one problem to be solved within a larger reimagining of the way we resource, prioritise or contemplate bereavement on a social, cultural and political level. Arriving at my first significant bereavement at the age of 25, I was woefully ill-equipped to grieve, as were many of the other quarter-life grievers I subsequently met. There were emotions and experiences we shared with all bereaved people, but we also each believed we were facing problems more closely related to our stage of life.

			‘The thing about grief is: it throws you into a completely alien landscape,’ leading grief expert and Founder Patron of Child Bereavement UK Julia Samuel explains to me. ‘So when you’re young, at a time of your life where you already feel uncertain, it heightens that feeling of “I don’t know where I am, I don’t know where I’m going. I don’t even know who I am. My birth certificate says I’m an adult, but I don’t feel like one.” Research shows now that you’re not really an adult until you’re 28, 30. At 25, you wanted more of your mum to help see you through to when you could really feel like a grown-up. You wanted your mum to help sort you out,’ she tells me.

			‘Your mum’s death was a death out of time,’ she continues. ‘She didn’t have her expected lifespan, so you felt robbed of her, but also of a future you felt you had a right to. All the images you had of her in your life – of her being at your wedding, the birth of your baby – all those significant events in your life that she won’t be present for.’ That’s why I was so turned off by the idea of a generic adult support group. ‘If you’re in a room full of people who haven’t shared that same experience, you feel misunderstood, and it misshapes how you feel on the inside. You feel angrier. If you’re in a group of 50-year-old women whose mothers had died, say, you’d be thinking: “Fuck off, I don’t know what you’re crying about. You got 20, 30 years more than me.”* I know my mother felt this injustice, too. In the weeks before she died, she lay on the sofa and I tried to think of all the questions I might want to ask her. As we spoke, she sighed and looked away, as if irritated. ‘I’m disappointed,’ she said. ‘You should have had me for 30, 40 more years.’

			As Samuel alludes to, psychologists have now redefined the age of maturing from 18 to 25. In the UK, this means those in their early and mid-twenties are entitled to access a child psychologist. Developmentally, you are not classed as an adult, even if you are legally. This tracks with recent developments in how we understand the ‘emerging adulthood’ years of independence, famously identified and articulated by psychology Jeffrey Arnett at the turn of the millennium.1 Roughly defined as lasting from 18 to 29 years old,2 emerging adulthood, as summarised by Arnett, is an age of identity formation and instability.3 The characteristics associated with emerging adults are those that have now become popularly associated with Millennials, and now with Gen Z, too,† in the Western cultural conscience. Arnett describes this period as marked by identity explorations and flexibility that can also be experienced as instability. As young people are either priced out of or choosing to delay the traditional markers of adulthood such as marriage, home ownership and parenthood, they instead inhabit an ‘in between’ existence that is not quite adolescent or truly adult. In this period, emerging adults have no normative roles that they need to play (parent, manager, spouse), and are typically financially and residentially unstable. ‘It is only in the transition from emerging adulthood into young adulthood in the late twenties that the diversity narrows and instability eases, as young people make more enduring choices in love and work.’4 In terms of self-perception, emerging adults do not see themselves as teenagers or grown-ups. To paraphrase the icon Britney Spears, emerging adulthood is when you are not a child, not yet an adult.

			Typical milestones such as marriage and children are not seen as the true markers of adulthood. Instead, for this demographic, financial independence and the attendant self-sufficiency it brings are a key marker. Adulthood is seen as accepting responsibility for oneself and making independent decisions. The upside to all this? Young people can explore their identity, mixing up their aspirations in love, work and their values in the world. Love during emerging adulthood is typically experienced as deeper and more intimate than relationships arising in adolescence, while work experiences become more focused towards building longer-term careers than
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