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To all the Grief Queens, Kings, and other royalty who wonder if their stories are worth sharing.


They are.
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HI. I’M REBECCA, and I wish I had no reason to write this book, just like you wish you had no reason to be holding it, pretty as it may be.


Yet here we are.


So, why am I holed up in a room, overcaffeinated and writing about grief instead of stuff like unlikely animal friendships or the easiest memory-enhancing word problems for humans over forty? Because life.


When I was thirty, my mom, Shelby, was killed in a car accident late one night. She was riding in the family Subaru Outback on the New Jersey Turnpike with my dad, who survived. I’d held her close in a good-bye hug after our annual Adirondack camping trip not even an hour beforehand, assuming we’d be dancing to “September” at my cousin’s wedding in Philadelphia the following weekend. Four years later, my dad, Ray, died from a heart attack on a cruise ship in the middle of international waters.


To be perfectly honest, writing this book isn’t a project I’d have chosen if someone had presented the possibility to me. My general strategy throughout my twenties had been to build a career in political satire, surround myself with people I loved and who loved me, eat good cheese, and be happy and fulfilled while creating things that made people think, laugh, and feel inspired.


But then my life was cleaved into “The Before” and “The After.” For years I was put—and put myself—through the wringer by my grief. I still wanted a career and to create meaningful things. I still wanted to surround myself with people I loved and who loved me. I still wanted to be happy and fulfilled, and to eat good cheese, because to me the former can’t exist without the latter. But I found myself mourning a lost imagined future. And without a road map, I didn’t know how to do all of that while navigating a life that was accompanied with loss—and one without some of the beloved people I’d relied on to guide me through the world until that point.


My mom was my best friend, and I still miss her and my dad every day. Orphaned at thirty-four was not part of my life plan; I hadn’t even thought of the possibility of it happening. But suddenly, I found myself utterly disoriented—confused, horribly sad, sometimes angry, and even jealous of my friends’ parents, most of whom were still alive and well.


I felt like I was getting a D-minus in grief simply because I couldn’t adequately communicate what I needed to those who cared about me. Just as important, I didn’t know how to advocate for myself when people made it clear that they really didn’t care. I felt like I was failing because I had trouble finding the right professional therapeutic fit. Because I didn’t know how to spend my parents’ deathiversaries. Because I wasn’t adhering to someone else’s timeline for how they preferred people move through grief. Because I felt so damn alone.
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Modern Loss was born in 2013, seven years after my mom died. I cofounded it with my dear friend, fellow writer, neurotic New York City Jewess, and commiserator-in-grief, Gabi Birkner. It exists because we couldn’t find anything else that spoke to us with warmth, encouragement, and casual realness about this messy ride. Initially, it was a website publishing candid personal essays and tips. But Modern Loss quickly established itself as a platform for these conversations across all types of media and events.


Our website has published nearly two thousand original personal narratives, advice columns, and practical resource pieces that have been read by millions. We’ve offered hundreds of community sessions featuring authors, therapists, experts, wellness practitioners, and even some “rage baking” classes (if that phrase doesn’t make sense to you, you probably just haven’t needed it yet). We’ve produced live storytelling events around the United States (and during Covid-19, several virtual ones—“The Zooming of Grievances” Festivus celebration, among them) with a fascinating and diverse range of people, all with unique stories about loss—its impact, its aftermath, and the strange and scary new territory a griever must find a way to navigate, or at least try to.


In grief, we are all beginners, and the landscape is changing all the time. Throughout the evolution of Modern Loss, we have stayed true to our tagline: Beginners welcome.


There is no healing without acknowledgment. Difficult emotions don’t just go away if you pretend they don’t exist (or if some people seem to be asking you to do so, and trust me… they will). I spent too long trying to feel validated in my grief by those around me—many of them well meaning, sure, but most with no idea how to make me feel seen and heard. I couldn’t figure out how to say what I was feeling or identify what might help mitigate that feeling or make it even just a tiny bit less brutal.


What I finally realized was this: As completely unfair as it felt, absorbing my grief, figuring it out, and living with it were my responsibilities. Nobody else could do it for me. It was only when I started to really listen to myself—what I was feeling, what I wanted to share with the world—that I began to feel more firmly planted on the ground, in the world, and in my life. And at that point, I started to become more acutely aware of my resilience.
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Modern Loss was founded on the tenet that storytelling is a change agent for both the storytellers and those who hear them. We encourage everyone to get to the point where they are sharing their own narratives with the world instead of letting the world assume it knows what those narratives are. So, what better way to keep track of our own stories than to create a dedicated space to reflect on them as they evolve? What better way to activate curiosity and choose to see the truth in our lives than by creating a container that helps you think about how grief has shaped your life?
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That, conveniently, brings me to what you’ll find within these pages.


The goal of this handbook is to help you do three things: stay connected to the person who died (henceforth referred to as “your person”), stay connected to the world around you, and, of course, stay connected to yourself.


When you manage to do all of that, you will begin to write your own narrative—one that is unique to you and bends and breaks and shifts but still exists. That acknowledgment creates a baseline of resilience, which simply means to be aware of possibility even while feeling complete devastation.


Life and death are intimately linked; this book will help you weave your grief into your life in a way that is practical, creative, comforting, provoking, a bit fun, and, finally, hopeful.


This is not your old-school grief book. You’ll find no angels, pastels, or kittens (though I do love kittens; please, I’m not a monster). It offers no toxic positivity or suggestions that you find gratitude in everything. Sure, there are things to be grateful for. But this is the place to honor all the feelings. So, it’s 90 percent grief, 10 percent gratitude and 0 percent platitude. (Actually, there are some platitudes later on, but I’ll encourage you to quite literally rip them into pieces.)


Some people may be telling you to “move on” because “it’s time.” But this handbook is an interactive guide that holds space for your loss. (Refer back to our zero-platitude tolerance.) There’s room for journaling, but it’s also your task manager, idea catcher, inspiration, friend-you-can-scream-into-the-cosmic-void-to, sketchbook, and memorial.


Everyone, at some point, will experience the loss of a meaningful being. Grief has no standards; it will attach to anyone. As such, there is no possible way this handbook can take on every single facet of grief. Some parts may not apply to you. My hope is to offer an engaging place to grow your thoughts and feelings as they evolve and pop up, a place that will help you create a road map to exercise your agency and feel secure in developing how you want to live with grief. If you find a page you don’t feel applies to your experience, tear it out, fold it into a fan or a flower, stick your gum in it. Or just leave it blank for now, because you might be surprised by how it resonates with you later on.


I don’t believe in consecutive stage-based grief models, unless you count “utter shitshow” as an official consecutive stage-based grief model. So, there’s no set “course” or order in which to do this book. It’s meant to be done in any order you like… just like the experiences of real grief. Most important, there are no rules and no judgment. At Modern Loss, we always say, “As long as you aren’t harming yourself or anyone else, you do you.”


Speaking of taking care of yourself, this book is not meant to be a substitute for therapy or other professional medical or mental health support. Some of its sections, prompts, and your responses might even be something you want to share with your provider.


Like the Modern Loss website, community, and my first book (Modern Loss: Candid Conversation about Grief. Beginners Welcome.), this handbook is about honoring your unique grief journey and finding points of connection with fellow travelers. Wherever you are, be it still on the on-ramp or miles down the road, you may have already realized that life after loss is full of messiness, melancholy, and macabre hilarity.


What I hope you know—and what I hope this book helps you to remember—is that your relationship with your person isn’t over just because they’re dead, and your own life has enormous potential for richness.


This whole “life after loss” thing isn’t black or white but rather all the shades of gray imaginable. Not everything will be okay. But a lot will. Eventually.


Use this handbook as a private place where you can try things out, confide, think things through, remember, mess up, and try again. Try engaging with it for a few minutes at a time at first. Feel free to throw it across the room, doodle all over it, let your cat sleep on it, or ignore it for months and then come back to it. I certainly won’t take it personally.


Remember: Grief isn’t an illness. There’s no vaccine for it, no “cure.” And be wary of anyone who suggests otherwise! Grief is an active, dynamic, living thing—an entity all its own that changes within and alongside you and sometimes even in spite of you. It’s the ultimate shape-shifter, appearing as both massive depression and major motivation—and everything in between. It can both muddle our vision and allow us to see clearly. And it can help us live and think and love and connect in ways in which you could never have anticipated or imagined.
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Whenever I’d say good-bye to my mom, she’d share the same parting words: “Take care of my girl.” In fact, they happened to be her forever parting words on that terrible night. It took me a long time to figure out how to do that, and some days still have me scratching my head as to how. Just like weather, grief changes—sometimes in an instant. But I’ve learned how to walk through its varied landscapes, even if I’m weeping or stumbling or skipping or even sometimes peacefully strolling along through the weeds and large rocks. And as I’ve come to learn, and I hope you will, too, using this handbook as a resource: I’ve got this, even when I think I don’t.


So, take care of you. You’ve got this, even when you think you don’t.
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Guiding Principle for Using This Book



BEFORE YOU TURN THE PAGE, may I suggest a bit of a mental shift?


When it comes to facing hard things, our culture is obsessed with war metaphors. We just looooove to imply that if you care enough or fight hard or long enough, you’ll vanquish the aggressor. “You’re so strong,” people automatically assure someone dealing with a major health issue because they don’t know what else to say that sounds motivating. “You’ll win this battle.”


This is incredibly grating when it comes to framing how someone died—a person who dies from cancer is no less brave than one who doesn’t. It’s also grating because, when we continue to promote this imagery of a battle cry and military strategy as the ideal way to tackle grief, we end up unwittingly absorbing part of the message. So, when it’s our turn, we buy into the myth that we can control things through strength and sheer willpower. And then it hits us that, wait, I’m forcing myself to push and push, day after day, and I don’t feel like I’m winning anything.


Listen, if you keep on furiously powering through adverse situations, especially ones that will permanently alter your life and need to be viewed as a marathon instead of a sprint, eventually you’re gonna power yourself right off a cliff. There’s no winning or losing in tough times (over most of which you have only so much control, by the way). There’s no war. This isn’t freaking Desert Storm. There’s just doing. And then waking up and doing again. The pandemic has taught us that in spades.


With that in mind, you know what I think is cooler than a war metaphor? A crab one. (Hear me out.)


First, did you know that the horseshoe crab is the most successful animal on Earth? (And that they aren’t actual crustaceans? But just go with it because it fits within the metaphor I’m following.) I won’t go into all the fascinating details about how they’ve lasted 440 million years longer than humans, surviving asteroids, at least three ice ages, and sea level changes. Or how they’ve developed a number of adaptations that allow them not only to survive but also to thrive, including a primitive immune-like response to bacteria and a specialized assortment of appendages. But it’s all pretty cool stuff.
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Now consider the sand crab. Their only real job is to grip tightly onto their bearings, which means they spend most of their time buried in shifting sand. They don’t fight it. Instead, these teeny tiny creatures bend and shift by using flexible footwork, digging in and letting go as needed in order to maintain their balance. They keep going when they lose a limb (and sometimes even grow it back). They find a way. Always, and no matter what.


Finally, think about all the other crabs out there, from the ones on the beach, to mud crabs, to hermit crabs in a cage. Most move in any direction as needed—forward, backward, and some even sideways, depending on the situation. They don’t try to follow any particular trajectory. They change course when something isn’t working for them—and decide pretty quickly when it isn’t.
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In sum, you can’t fuck with a crab. They’re resilient. They get shit done. And they don’t care if they look wonky while doing it; they just do it.


Grief is different for everyone, even when we’re mourning the same person. There are endless permutations and combinations to how our particular personalities weather grief over someone with whom we had a unique relationship. As such, we need to be a little flexible in order to stay “strong.”


Remember that strength looks like a lot of things, from “powering through” on some days to giving yourself space to collapse into a crumbled, snotty heap on other days. Remember that bravery can look like completely screwing it up or not getting it quite right and then trying again. And remember that if something isn’t resonating with you, you can always pivot and see what works better. Think like a crab.
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Grounding Affirmations



FOR SO LONG, I felt completely unmoored in my grief, as though I were free-floating through a once-familiar universe, untethered from everything I’d known beforehand. But the Earth had the audacity to keep spinning, and I had no choice but to find ways to anchor myself when nobody else could anchor me.


Sometimes, though, you don’t have time to thoughtfully search for those anchors, like when you start crying in front of the clearance rack at Kohl’s or have an anxiety attack when your person’s doppelgänger jogs by you in the park. So, I’ve found it helpful to have a few affirmations to mutter to myself when the going gets tough, confusing, or just downright exhausting. They remind me of who I am, why I’m here, and where I’d like to head next.


A few of my favorites:
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The first is courtesy of my maternal grandmom, Sylvia, whom I adored and who lived through some stuff. She’d gently assure me that whatever I was experiencing—from mildly stressful to downright terrifying—would indeed pass. And she’d do it while clasping my hand between her soft palms, calling me her shayna maidel (“pretty girl” in Yiddish), and insisting I overeat whatever she’d just cooked in her tiny, delicious-smelling Northeast Philly kitchen. It reminds me that whatever awful moment I’m in is finite in some way and soothes me with the knowledge that I was loved by, and loved, some pretty wonderful people.


The second, because I’m a proud GenXer who vividly remembers the “Calgon, take me away!” commercial despite never having actually used the product. Whenever I whisper that phrase, I’m magically transported to a circular bathtub overflowing with bubbles and encircled by strangely large ionic columns, with hair that is perfectly pinned up and miraculously dry. Also, I giggle a bit because that ad was preposterous.


The third, because it’s true. It’s a line from Rainer Maria Rilke’s poem “Go to the Limits of Your Longing” and just kind of stuck with me. But I seem to always forget it in the heat of the moment. (See the “Accurate Stages of Grief” on page 62 for proof of how frequently those feelings ebb and flow.)


This list is a living thing that will shed, grow, and change just as grief does. One suggestion might feel more helpful on Monday than it does on Thursday, and that’s just fine. The most important thing is that no two will ever look exactly alike.


Come up with your own affirmations, and keep a running list below.
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What Is Resilience, Anyway?





ri-’zil-y[image: image]n(t)s (noun)


1: the capability of a strained body to recover its size and shape after deformation caused especially by compressive stress


2: an ability to recover from or adjust easily to misfortune or change





I WON’T BLAME YOU for rolling your eyes at the name of this section. After all, “resilience” has become an overused pop psychology buzzword/hashtag in the same vein as “self-care” or “me-time” or “mindfulness.”


But resilience is, in fact, something you should learn more about. It’s the thing that enables you to experience post-traumatic growth, recognize possibilities, and find new sources of meaning along the long arc of loss. And as someone who is still very much alive, you deserve to have all that.


Those unicorns who’ve never encountered any major obstacles may not understand how resilient they are. It’s only when life tosses those curveballs—death, illness, job loss, devastating breakups, physical traumas, sudden loss of home or access to integral things like education and safety, other failures or disappointments—that our resilience comes through. The good news: We are designed to be resilient. It is our birthright.


You will not get any toxic positivity in this book. I’ll never say, “Everything happens for a reason,” because I don’t believe it does. I’ll never say, “Everything will be okay,” because it won’t (though was it ever, really?). But I will encourage you to use your agency, because we humans have an innate capacity to adapt to loss and function healthily. My friend and mentor, Ruth Ann Harnisch, has helped me to understand how the phrase “empower yourself” isn’t an entirely accurate goal. Why? We already have the power within ourselves. We just have to use it.


For me, the phrase “it is what it is” reminds me of my power. It suggests that I have no control over what happened in the past and yanks me into the present so that I can figure out what I can control and exercise my agency accordingly. And that does create a feeling of being empowered.


Resilience is a critical skill, and many factors contribute to our ability to build it up. But we are all resilient. It’s a matter of leveling up when you need to come through for yourself or maybe for someone else. And it can sometimes be seen in light of what you’ve already endured, whether it’s surviving the earliest days of the most profound grief or some other prior life setback that you muddled your way through. Take a minute to consider your own experiences.


Your way of coping with a challenging situation could be completely different from someone else’s. Some of us have easier times picking ourselves up than others. But guess what? We aren’t born with a set amount of resilience. It’s not predetermined, like male pattern baldness or height or whether cilantro tastes like soap. It’s a muscle that can be activated and strengthened. On the flip side, it can also be ignored, and then it may become atrophied.


It’s never too late to start this work, and even if you don’t feel like it, you’re certainly already doing at least some of it. Think of this book as full of various-size weights and exercises you can try—with those all-important reps, of course—that will help you to strengthen your resilience muscles. That is truly your superpower. You don’t have to earn it; you’ve just got to tap into it, tend to it, and build it.


Just as it takes time to build noticeable triceps with a Bowflex (or so the infomercials tell me), it takes time to build resilience and noticeable growth from your trauma. It could be a while before you stop yourself and realize that you moved through a big decision, a milestone day, or just a Thursday night without needing to release a primal scream. But it will happen, especially if you give yourself compassion throughout the process. Putting one foot in front of the other adds up.
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“Comforting, thoughtful, and the perfect amount of irreverent . . .
a hundred times better than a condolence card.”

—Tyler Feder, author of Dancing at the Pity Party
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