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Advance praise for Passed and Present


“After a loved one dies, nearly all of us are confronted with the same uncertainty—what to do with their belongings, the shirts, pants, jewelry, papers, and all those important and insignificant odds and ends. After my parents died, I could have really used Passed and Present. In this simple and handy book, Allison Gilbert provides surprising opportunities for transforming would-be clutter into cherished keepsakes. This book will do for remembering what Marie Kondo has done for tidying up.”


—CLAIRE BIDWELL SMITH, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF After This and The Rules of Inheritance


“What a wonderful book! Passed and Present is an invaluable resource, a bona fide primer packed with all the ideas and habits we need for remembering loved ones. This is a book about loss, and also about celebration; about the past, the present, and a future that embraces happiness, the people we miss, and all they still mean to us.”


—GRETCHEN RUBIN, New York Times BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF Better Than Before, Happier at Home, and The Happiness Project


“Passed and Present encourages us to remember in a whole new way. Allison Gilbert’s sensible, no-nonsense approach provides so many fresh ideas that readers will find inspiration on every page.”


—CHRISTINA BAKER KLINE, New York Times BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF Orphan Train


“Perhaps no one who experiences a terrible loss needs to learn how to grieve. But perhaps everyone needs to learn how to create a memorial without creating an obsession. Allison Gilbert’s thoughtful book meets a need that most of us might not have even realized was there.”


—JACQUELYN MITCHARD, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF Two if by Sea and The Deep End of the Ocean


“Allison Gilbert understands not only the need for remembrance but also the profound power of shared stories and mementos. In Passed and Present she offers a fresh—and most welcome—approach to salving grief and staying connected after loss.”


—DAWN RAFFEL, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF The Secret Life of Objects


“We now recognize that grief is not about closure and moving on. In fact, keeping a healthy continuing bond with those we loved and lost is normal—and helpful. Allison Gilbert’s Passed and Present: Keeping Memories of Loved Ones Alive offers a wonderful guide for sustaining that bond.”


—DR. KENNETH DOKA, SENIOR CONSULTANT AT HOSPICE FOUNDATION OF AMERICA AND PAST PRESIDENT OF THE ASSOCIATION FOR DEATH EDUCATION AND COUNSELING


“I’ve been lucky to trace my roots with DNA testing. My ancestors are from Nigeria, Cameroon, and the Congo. I didn’t know these details until recently, and the discovery has driven me to appreciate those I love and those I’ve lost even more. Most people don’t know I lost my father when I was young. I wear his ring all the time. Allison Gilbert’s Passed and Present is an important and timely book. Her creative ideas for remembering arrive at just the right moment in history, guiding millions of us who are yearning to recognize and pay tribute to our past.”


—DON LEMON, ANCHOR, CNN TONIGHT WITH DON LEMON


“Allison Gilbert’s Passed and Present poignantly urges us to recognize the importance of staying connected to loved ones who have died. Flying in the face of all the clichés out there about letting go, it wisely counsels us to remember mindfully and lovingly—and offers the tools to do so.”


—MEGHAN O’ROURKE, AUTHOR OF The Long Goodbye


“There has never been a book like Passed and Present. Allison Gilbert’s eloquent and inviting writing style provides readers with practical and meaningful suggestions for maintaining a continuing connection with loved ones. This is a book everyone, including those of us who work professionally with the bereaved, will read and recommend again and again.”


—FREDDA WASSERMAN, CLINICAL DIRECTOR OF ADULT PROGRAMS AND EDUCATION, OUR HOUSE GRIEF SUPPORT CENTER


“Passed and Present isn’t a book about grief, it’s a celebration of our loved ones and of life itself. Allison Gilbert gives us Forget Me Nots—practical, useful, necessary tips for survivors of loss to preserve our memories and live a joyful life. A must for everyone who has suffered loss, which is everybody.”


— ANN HOOD, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF Comfort: A Journey Through Grief


“In a world that urges us to ‘move on,’ or ‘put this behind you,’ the bereaved often struggle with a common challenge: how to remember the people they can’t imagine living without. With a wide range of creative and compelling suggestions and activities, from food to music and beyond, there’s something in Passed and Present for everyone.”


—DONNA SCHUURMAN, SENIOR DIRECTOR OF ADVOCACY & TRAINING, THE DOUGY CENTER FOR GRIEVING CHILDREN & FAMILIES


“How we remember those we love is as important as what we remember. Allison Gilbert offers creative, resonant ways to keep relationships alive in a positive way with those we love who are no longer here.”


—ROSANNE CASH, FOUR-TIME GRAMMY AWARD-WINNING SINGER/SONGWRITER AND DAUGHTER OF JOHNNY CASH


“In Passed and Present, Allison Gilbert has given us a remarkable gift. By recognizing a newfound thirst for looking back, she leads us step by step in ways to honor our loved ones and rejoice in our ancestors. This book is necessary and simply wonderful!”


—BENILDE LITTLE, AUTHOR OF Welcome to My Breakdown, Good Hair, AND Who Does She Think She Is?


“I was 13 years old when my dad died. As his first born, I inherited all of his belongings but was clueless how to preserve them. I admit to dumping nearly everything in boxes. Thirty years later, Passed and Present has given me reason to open them and begin anew. Gilbert’s book is so innovative that it blew my mind. It’s more than just making mundane scrapbooks; her novel ideas include using digital technology to bring loved ones into our high tech world. My son will now have a crystal clear image of the grandpa he never knew. Passed and Present is a treasure.”


—CHERYL WILLS, ANCHOR, NY 1 NEWS, AUTHOR OF Die Free: A Heroic Family Tale AND The Emancipation of Grandpa Sandy Wills
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It’s a happy life, but someone is missing.


It’s a happy life, and someone is missing.


—ELIZABETH MCCRACKEN, An Exact Replica of a Figment of My Imagination









       Foreword


The first time I read about the importance of preserving relationships with the deceased was in 1995, in psychologist Louise J. Kaplan’s landmark book No Voice Is Ever Wholly Lost. Challenging the widely accepted model (at that time) of mourning as a process of slow and eventual detachment, Kaplan writes instead about the necessity of maintaining enduring bonds with our loved ones after they die. Mourning, she explains, is not about relinquishing our relationships with the deceased, but about finding appropriate ways to stay connected. To have ongoing dialogues and internal relationships with lost loved ones, she posits, is part of a healthy, normal mourning process. And to pretend those relationships do not endure, or to deny ourselves the opportunity to maintain them, is to cast ourselves adrift, bereft, severed from relationships that might otherwise have continued to sustain us.


Yes! I thought upon reading this. Yes!


I had lived thirty years by that time, and had been motherless for thirteen of them. My mother died of breast cancer when I was in high school, and like many families of the early 1980s, mine stopped talking about her, completely, after she died. Remembering her out loud, sharing stories, depicting her as the vibrant, healthy part of our family she had once been, was too painful a reminder of what we had lost. Yet silence did not destroy the inner connection I continued to have with her—it just made it more confusing. Thirteen years later, I still felt her as a strong presence surrounding me every day. I consulted her in my mind, often wondering as I made choices if she would have approved or disapproved. Not that I told anyone about this: such an admission, back then, might have been considered unsettling at best, and pathological at worst. For a long time, it made me feel as if something had gone terribly awry in my mourning process, as if I’d somehow done it “wrong.”


Fortunately, our culture’s attitude toward bereavement has come a long way in the past three decades. Those of us who study and write about the death of loved ones, and those affiliated with the hundreds of bereavement centers that have opened across the U.S., now understand that maintaining connections to our loved ones, and remembering them as the dynamic, complex, multi-dimensional individuals they once were, is a critical part of the mourning process. In the twenty-two years since Motherless Daughters was published, I’ve heard many thousands of stories about grief and recovery. And one correlation has appeared more frequently than any other: individuals who talk about a death soon after it occurs, who continue to honor the memories of their loved ones, who allow those people to remain present in their lives, almost always fare better emotionally over the long term than those who attempt to avoid those actions.


Yet, no book has offered such consolidated advice or direction for how to easily integrate lost loved ones into our daily lives. With Passed and Present, Allison Gilbert has created the first handbook of practical, accessible, and economical tips for survivors of loss. From guiding readers to helpful websites to walking them through craft projects that repurpose treasured heirlooms, from introducing holiday-specific activities to suggesting commemorative acts that can be performed at any time of the year, Gilbert’s list of “Forget Me Nots” is both comprehensive and innovative. Sprinkled throughout the book are numerous gems, including some truly unobvious ideas. (Turning a loved one’s signature into a necklace? Brilliant!)


Gilbert knows, from personal experience, the importance of actively remembering our loved ones, and of the strong impulse to celebrate their legacies moving forward. The antidote to forgetting is not simply remembering; it is in reinforcing those memories again and again and preserving them for posterity. By emphasizing commemoration over sadness, and preservation over relinquishment, Passed and Present can serve as a trusted companion on any individual journey toward wholeness and healing after a loved one dies.


—HOPE EDELMAN


Author of Motherless Daughters and Motherless Mothers









       Note from the Illustrator


The afternoon Allison called me out of the blue to ask if I would be interested in illustrating this book, the opportunity was so appealing I didn’t hesitate for a second. I lost my dad suddenly a few years ago. He was my go-to for advice, I treasured his biting sense of humor, and, well, I just really loved the way he cooked meatballs. His death left a gaping void, and I reacted by immediately putting some of his ashes in my garden. Knowing he’d be there whenever I tended my plants and flowers was enormously comforting to me. But as an artist, I looked for creative opportunities to celebrate and commune with his memory even more.


One of my greatest pleasures is using old black and white photographs to inspire new, colorful paintings. I allow myself to reimagine the people in the picture and the moment the image was taken—changing the setting, altering facial expressions, and sometimes even shifting the light. I have a closet full of pictures in my studio and I rummage through them pretty often. I tend to pull out the ones that have a fun story to tell, put on some music that fits my mood, grab my paints and brushes, and get to work.


The most recent photo-inspired piece I’ve done is of my dad at a party when he was a young man, perhaps in his early thirties. He’s sitting on a wooden chair, leaning forward in conversation, his hands resting comfortably on his lap. A fireplace is on his right. My father looks healthy and completely serene. The painting reflects just one way I want to remember him, and I feel especially close to my father every time I recall creating it, and every time I look at it.


We all need to find outlets for remembering that make us feel happy and connected to the people we miss most. This book has beautiful ideas to help.


—JENNIFER ORKIN LEWIS
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       Introduction


This book is not about sadness and grieving. These pages are about happiness and remembering. It is possible to look forward, to live a rich and joyful life, while keeping the memory of loved ones alive. I’ll show you how.


Being proactive is critical.


When someone we love dies, we usually benefit from being passive recipients of support. Between the rituals of burial and the recitation of certain prayers, between the wakes and shiva calls, the bereaved, and those who console them, know their role and take their place. But consider the vacuum that happens later. I’ve never met anyone who’s completely stopped thinking about the person he or she loved; our memories flood in and out and wash over us at anticipated and unexpected times. Yet for the most part, a year after, five years later, fifteen—the outreach that once provided so much comfort is mostly gone. When it comes to keeping the memory of our loved ones alive, that work is up to us.


This book is necessary because remembering is so closely intertwined with healing. Therese A. Rando, author of the seminal How to Go On Living When Someone You Love Dies and clinical director of The Institute for the Study and Treatment of Loss, argues that a certain amount of looking back is vital to moving forward. She writes, “One of the problems in our society is that people fail to recognize the importance of a continued relationship with the person we have loved and lost. Many think that to deal with the loss you have to forget the person who has died.” Rando lists four processes individuals must successfully navigate in order to be considered fully resolved in their grief. “Keeping your loved one ‘alive’” is one of them.


Honoring past relationships has proven to have such significant restorative power that noted grief expert J. William Worden developed an entire bereavement-recovery theory about it. This concept, which is now viewed by many as the standard for grief counselors and therapists, is explored in his popular reference guide for professionals, Grief Counseling and Grief Therapy: A Handbook for the Mental Health Practitioner. In it, Worden coins the term “tasks of mourning.” This concept not only includes remembering as a mandatory tenet, but also underscores the obligation of mourners to take control of the process of remembering. The mourner “needs to take action,” he explains.


When I sat down with Worden for an interview in his home in Laguna Niguel, California, he told me why his “tasks” theory is so important: “Death makes you feel out of control. Being proactive makes you feel stronger. Taking steps to remember leads to empowerment, and feeling empowered is absolutely necessary for living a full, happy, and loving life.”


In the nearly twenty years I’ve been researching and writing about loss, I’ve read many other influential works. I’ve also reviewed dozens of scholarly journal articles. Yet the more I learned, the more frustrated I became. Every source I consulted either didn’t provide any specific guidelines for remembering, or failed to provide enough. Even the landmark book Continuing Bonds: New Understandings of Grief—a work, like Kaplan’s No Voice is Ever Wholly Lost, that upended previous theories about grief, arguing the psychological benefits of staying connected to loved ones—doesn’t fully address concrete strategies for remembering.


Passed and Present fills this remarkable void. To my knowledge it’s the first of its kind. It’s also the book I longed for after my mother and father died, one that would have helped me greatly.


Hundreds of people attended the memorial services for my parents. Both times, in those first awful days and weeks that followed, I never had to look far to tell or hear a story. But a few years after they were gone, opportunities for remembering popped up mostly during the holidays. The same was true over the years when I lost my aunt, uncle, and grandmother.


These experiences were isolating, made worse because I was confronted with so many questions most of my well-meaning friends couldn’t answer. What should I do with all my parents’ belongings—my mother’s jewelry, her scarves, my father’s massive assortment of neckties? And how about the nearly endless piles of inherited clutter—the random collections of loose papers, official documents, silverware, dishes, gardening tools, photo albums, VHS tapes, film reels, and 35mm slides? What should I keep? Where do I even start?


For years, I struggled. Not only with my parents’ and other family members’ belongings, but with how to talk about them and when. Outside Thanksgiving and other set occasions, I hesitated to bring them up in conversation. Anecdotes I told my children seemed heavy or forced, and I didn’t want to make my friends uncomfortable. In some respects, because techniques for honoring and celebrating loved ones are seldom discussed, I felt lonelier at that later time than when my parents and other family members died. And now, after comparing my experience with my work with the bereaved, I realize this unspoken reality seems to hold true for many people—whether you’re missing a spouse, friend, sibling, aunt, uncle, parent, or child.


Over time, I came to an important conclusion. Perhaps it should have been evident all along, but it was essential for me to recognize nonetheless: nobody is responsible for keeping my family’s memory alive except me. My brother, stepmother, husband, and cousin are all powerful allies, but for my mother and father and other loved ones to continue enriching my life—and for my children to get to know their relatives—it would be up to me to integrate them slowly into our already full and busy routines.


So I still worked, and ran to my kids’ basketball games. But I also made the time to gather my father’s neckties and work with a shop to turn them into a quilt. Years later, with the help of a potter, I designed a one-of-a-kind dessert plate on which my grandmother’s coffee cake recipe was printed. And whenever we ate Chinese food I made a point to tell our young children how much their grandmother had loved dumplings and moo shu pork too. Since my mother died before Jake and Lexi were born, these silly observances resonated with them, making their grandmother just a little more real. (My son and daughter are now teenagers, so the stories have improved and evolved as they’ve grown.) All of this took effort, but I noticed it was working; I felt closer to my parents, and my children were developing a stronger connection to their grandparents—even without having known them.


I was also happier. The more I incorporated memories into my year-round life—as opposed to sectioning them off to a particular time of year—the more I was able to embrace every part of me: the people who have passed, and all that’s good and fulfilling in my present. This realization was exciting to me, and made me feel less alone. Gradually, I began to notice similar thinking in practice everywhere, just never in the same place.
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