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Much of the introduction comes from Lisa Keefauver’s 2023 TEDx Talk,


‘Why Knowing More about Grief Can Make it Suck Less.’
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Our lives are built by the stories we tell of our experiences. A death, a traumatic event, or some other devastating loss (of relationship, ability, homeland, dream) is akin to the manuscript of our lives being torn to shreds and handed back to us without instructions on how to rewrite or live our lives. Grief is the journey we’re on as we rewrite and live our emerging story.








May this book serve as a guide as you rewrite and live the emerging story of your life in the wake of loss.












A BRIEF NOTE ABOUT THE TITLE


I admit the title of this book is bold—and yet self-evident. Grief is a sneaky bitch. Since the launch of my podcast of the same name four years ago, hundreds of thousands of listeners have validated this truth, declaring statements such as, “Yes, yes, yes! It absolutely is! That’s so true!” You may have had a similar visceral reaction.


I’m also aware that some of you may have had an adverse response. After all, the phrase “sneaky bitch” has been used in our culture in a gendered way to oppress people who identify as women, reinforcing harmful beliefs and causing great and unnecessary suffering.


I assure you, as a woman, I have purposely, proudly, and unapologetically reclaimed this phrase in a non-gendered way to expand our narratives of grief and to create a safe space for all to navigate loss in a meaningful and supported way. The goal with this title, the contents of this book, and all the work I do as a grief activist is to ensure that everyone who experiences grief (which is 100 percent of us) can feel seen, held, and honored in all phases of their journey.


Later in this book, you’ll read about “yes, and”—the idea that more than one thing can be true at the same time. Not everything is black and white; situations and feelings can be complex. It is in this spirit that I invite you to join me in acknowledging that, yes, grief is a sneaky bitch, and we can navigate loss together.









inviting
you
to start
here


orienting you to the who, what,
where, when, and why of grief
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preface


life lessons learned at the bottom of the ocean


Dig, if you will, this picture: me as a twelve-year-old basking in the sun, turning my mousy brown, short-cropped hair a particular shade of orange thanks to the copious amounts of Sun-In I sprayed in my hair over the previous few days. (Shout out to the ’80s for the look and Prince for the lyrical reference.)


I was sitting poolside on vacation with my dad, having whatever twelve-year-old preteen angst one has. I was probably thinking something like, “Am I getting fat? Do I need a bra yet? Are people noticing my acne? Why doesn’t Paul notice me in class?”


Out of nowhere, a scuba dive instructor interrupted my angst and asked if I wanted to go diving with my dad that day. Me? He couldn’t possibly be talking to me. But he was, and before my brain could process his invitation, I heard myself say, “Yes.”


Wait. What the fuck?


Yes, I did have a potty mouth as a twelve-year-old.


Why did I say “Yes”? I wasn’t a “Yes, I’m in” kind of kid. But there you have it: my first memory of myself as a yes person (and someone who loves a good swear word).


The scuba lesson lasted only an hour. One hour! I remember the awkward feeling of squeezing myself into a wet suit. The struggle of pulling on a mask and fins for the first time. As I put on the buoyancy control vest and tank for the first time, I remember wondering if I would land flat on my back from the weight of it all. Thankfully, I didn’t.


I swam some laps in the pool with all the gear on to prove to them (and to myself) that I was fit enough to dive. Then I sank to the bottom of the pool and took my first breath underwater. It was both terrifying and exhilarating. Kind of like life. That was the moment I experienced something truly remarkable. Breathing underwater made me feel as if I could do the impossible. This embodied memory would serve me so many times in the next four decades of my life.


Within two hours, my dad and I were on a boat in the magnificently blue Pacific Ocean. The dive instructor told me to flip off the side of the boat. Backward. “Don’t worry,” he said. “It’s easy. Just dive in and breathe deep.” To my surprise, that’s exactly what I did. And somehow, he was right—sort of.


Diving felt awkward, but it was easier than I thought. What I discovered on that first dive into the deep is that life doesn’t come with an itinerary, timetable, or even an instruction manual. But I learned two important lessons that day: dive in and breathe deeply.


As far as I can tell, these two actions cover just about everything you need to know to not only survive in this world, but also to thrive.


Well. Almost everything.


Making the choice to say “Yes”—to dive in and breathe deeply—has brought me so many incredible moments of unadulterated joy, love, and laughter in my life so far. It has led me to make some invaluable relationships and friendships, taught me skills I never imagined gaining, and led to some really rewarding (and sometimes crazy) adventures around the globe.


What I hadn’t yet realized in my young life, sitting on the edge of a boat in the middle of the Pacific, is that it’s one thing to dive in and breathe deeply regarding an event of your choosing—when something holds the possibility of joy, adventure, and happiness. (As I discovered that day, it’s almost easy.) But what about when it’s not your choice to dive? What about when, instead of a promising adventure, you’re shoved into deep waters and what awaits you is pain, suffering, fear, and maybe even trauma? These moments challenge the capacity of those life rules to sustain us. These moments require a critical third rule. It’s a rule my scuba instructor taught me on that first dive, though I’d forgotten about it because I didn’t need it that day. The third and most important rule of diving (and of life) is that when you’re running out of air, it’s vital to buddy-breathe.


In fact, these running-out-of-air moments are the type of life experiences that I call AFGO (another fucking growth opportunity). I’ve had my fair share of them. Perhaps it was all those AFGOs that happened since that first scuba trip that prepared me to dive in, breathe deeply, and buddy-breathe amid the most painful experience I’ve faced yet: the love of my life dying in my arms.


One of those joyful dive-in moments was when I fell in love with Eric Keefauver. He quickly became my best friend, travel companion, husband, and father to our daughter. His smile lit up my heart and every room he walked into. He was genuinely interested in learning, exploring, connecting, and growing. He was good at everything—which, to be honest, was really annoying sometimes. Like when he took up skiing in his thirties (something I’d done since age five) and was better than me by the end of the first season.


He also had a memory like no one I’d ever known (thank goodness, because that’s not my strong suit). He would talk about the height of a mountain featured in a documentary we watched six months prior as if everyone remembered. I was proud if I remembered the title of the film.


Eric lived his life with curiosity and enthusiasm, and he loved with his whole heart.


All these attributes started to disappear within the course of a year, and neither he nor I knew why. He became a stranger to himself, to me, and to our daughter. His personality, memory, and body became unrecognizable over the course of months. Navigating the health care system was frustrating, full of dismissals and misdiagnoses—with no testing along the way.


Even with another adult in the home, I was parenting alone most days and then serving my clients and staff as the clinical director of a nonprofit. It was a living nightmare at home. Both of us were in individual therapy. When Eric’s behavior became threatening, I made safety plans. Every single day was hell. I wondered what happened to the warm, generous, compassionate man and father I loved. My mind was on overdrive 24/7, trying to find an explanation for how we ended up in this horror film. I just wanted my husband back.


Then one day in late summer 2011, Eric summoned me to a hospital emergency room. I nearly ignored his call because tensions were so high between us. Thirty minutes later, I stood in a cold exam room, Eric staring at me, then both of us staring at a neurologist. We watched the doctor—his mouth agape—point to an image of Eric’s brain. There it was. The answer we had been searching for but were in no way prepared to hear. Eric had a grapefruit-sized tumor that had shifted his brain stem. The doctor was shocked that Eric was even walking or talking.


On August 8, 2011, just nine days after learning about the tumor and four days after our nine-year wedding anniversary, Eric underwent a fourteen-hour surgery to remove as much of the tumor as possible. I spent the day in the hospital waiting room, sitting, pacing, wailing, and screaming, surrounded by friends and family who were taking turns buddy-breathing with me. Late that night, the nurses let me see him in post-op. His head was bandaged, the area around his eyes was black and blue, and his whole face was swollen nearly beyond recognition. I spoke to him and heard his voice. We told each other “I love you,” and he told me how much he loved our seven-year-old daughter, Lily.


I’m forever grateful for that exchange, because after going home for just a few hours to check on Lily, I returned to find a roomful of doctors and nurses surrounding Eric’s bed. He had slipped into a coma. I collapsed on the floor. Eventually, I called in my people. Together with them, and sometimes alone, I sat by Eric’s bedside for the next six days, begging him to wake up. It’s hard to breathe when your brain is taken over by information too horrible to process. The natural process of breathing seemed impossible. This was a time where I needed my friends and family to buddy-breathe with me.


For six days and nights, I willed him to wake up. After another twelve-hour surgery and additional scans and testing, the doctors told me that Eric had experienced a series of catastrophic strokes and would never regain consciousness. I stopped breathing for a moment, maybe longer. My dad and father-in-law were there, and I think they stopped breathing too. But eventually we helped one another breathe again.


I made the heart-wrenching decision to take Eric off life support, a choice made a little less painful because we had discussed his wishes before surgery. Next, I decided (the first of a lifetime of parenting decisions I would now make alone) to bring our daughter into the hospital to say goodbye to her dad. After his friends and family said their goodbyes, after nurses removed most of the wires, tubes, and monitors, I crawled into bed with Eric. I curled up next to him for nearly nine hours, soaking his sheets with my tears, reliving the stories and adventures of our twelve years together, and telling him how grateful I was that he taught me what it means to be truly loved. At 6:06 a.m. on August 16, 2011, with my arms wrapped around him, Eric took his last breath.


And somehow, I took my first breath without him. Eventually, my friend Susan came and peeled me away from his side, practically carried me to the car, all the while sharing her oxygen with me, reminding me to breathe. Hours, days, weeks, and even months were a blur after his death. Each minute, then eventually each hour, then each day, I had to remind myself to breathe deeply—to just breathe at all.


I had to learn how to ask others for help. I’m not going to lie; that’s been hard. But what I’ve realized is that we all need help sometimes. This time I was the one out of oxygen. Friends kept reminding me that when they were running out of air, I was always there to buddy-breathe with them. “It’s OK,” they said. “It’s our turn now.”


And here I am in 2024, having passed the twelve-year anniversary of Eric’s death. I have the honor of doing incredibly meaningful work with individuals, communities, and organizations. The boundaries of this work seem limitless as I reach people across the globe through my podcast Grief is a Sneaky Bitch, lectures, and speeches, including a TEDx Talk.


I’ve gained some incredible new friendships and cherished and savored some old ones too. I’m a full-time single parent to Lily, who’s now twenty years old and in college. How did that happen? In her young life, she has already faced some incredible challenges and tragedies that I didn’t have to endure. As her mom, this absolutely breaks my heart. But just like I did at age twelve, Lily became a scuba diver. To some, scuba diving may be just a sport or hobby. But I know it’s more than that. She’s learning the incredible instructions she will need to survive and thrive in this world: dive in, breathe deeply, and buddy-breathe when necessary.


I hope by the end of this book you too will come to know and practice these instructions.









introduction


a guide to reading this book


Hello friend and fellow griever,


While I hope you found comfort in being called my friend just now, I imagine what you didn’t love so much is the “fellow griever” part. It’s not a title you ever wanted. Me either. Yet here we are, together.


Please know that I see you and I’m holding you in my heart. I recognize the amount of courage it took to crack open a book on grief. I know the strength it takes to show up for yourself and to be with your grief as you turn these pages.


Yes, it’s true: Grief is a sneaky bitch. But don’t worry, I’ve got your back. I’m honored to be your guide and companion along the way. Grief’s sneakiness is some of what we will explore together throughout this book. My hope is that seeing grief’s stealthy nature will help you shed the idea that there’s one simple path you’re meant to follow, that you should intuitively know how to do it “right” or “better,” or that you shouldn’t stumble and fall along the way. Just like the guidelines for how to read this book, there’s no one right way to navigate loss.


The sneakiness isn’t all natural, though. Some of the shifty and devious ways grief shows up in our lives are not inherent to grief. They’re artificially created and incredibly harmful too. Implicitly and explicitly, we’ve collectively consumed a problematic and narrow story of grief based on a harmful set of beliefs that make this painful and messy journey even more unbearable and disorienting.


That’s why before you set off and stumble upon whichever chapters call to your heart and mind, I invite you to start here. I want to help you recognize and identify our collective beliefs and the stories we tell ourselves and others about grief. We all hold these beliefs. What I hope you’ll come to see is that finding our way forward in grief means that we have so much to learn and unlearn about these grief beliefs first.


GRIEF BELIEFS AND THE STORIES WE TELL


“What we focus on becomes our reality.” Yes, that saying is tattooed on my body and, no, I’m not telling you, “Just choose to be happy.” Gross. I would never do that to you. The expression comes from my training in Narrative Therapy more than twenty years ago. It means that the language we use to describe events isn’t neutral. It doesn’t communicate facts. It shapes how we feel and reinforces what we believe.


Belief is defined as “an acceptance that something is true or that something exists.” Whether conscious or unconscious, we carry beliefs about all manner of things, including grief. Those are what I call “grief beliefs,” and they dictate our assumptions about how we’re supposed to feel, think, and behave in our grief. Remember, those ideas aren’t facts, and they’re certainly not neutral. In fact, many of the grief beliefs we hold can and do have disastrous consequences for all of us.


The more we give voice to these grief beliefs (whether to ourselves or out loud to others), the more we believe them to be true with a capital T. These false but now familiar stories shape how we feel and experience ourselves in grief. Inevitably, we build a story that seems so true that we end up judging ourselves for it.


The problem with the unexamined grief beliefs in our stories is that we’re unknowingly and unnecessarily burdening ourselves with toxic and harmful ideas. As we explore in more detail in “Access Denied,” the consequences of not examining our grief beliefs don’t affect just us. It has real consequences for the people we unknowingly pass them on to.


THE STORY IS INCOMPLETE AND INACCURATE


In the West, individually and collectively we’ve consumed a very narrow, misguided, and incomplete story of grief. As a result, we judge ourselves and others against a story that goes something like this:




Grief happens when someone you’re close to dies. You feel sad, occasionally angry (but only in moderation). Those feelings can last for a while, maybe months (if you were close to the person who died). You mostly keep it to yourself. If you must, you see a therapist or find a group of other grievers like you so that you don’t get your grief on other people. You keep busy, get back to work—you know, because it’s “good for you.” Then, as soon as possible, you move in a neat and orderly fashion through the five stages of grief like some sort of to-do list. And voilà. If you’re good enough, tried hard enough, and are strong enough, in about a year, you’re done. And now you can move on.





Since you’re reading this book, you know that is a load of bullshit. I have a hunch you also know that, deep down, this is the story you and others measure yourself against. The central purpose of my work is to expand the narratives of grief.


I’ve long valued the wisdom of author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s brilliant work. In particular, I’ve been spellbound by her top-rated TED Talk “The Danger of a Single Story,” about the perils of the single story when it comes to racial and cultural stereotyping. In part, she said, “The single story creates stereotypes, and the problem with stereotypes is not that they are untrue, but that they are incomplete. They make one story become the only story.”


I’ve come to see that this truth also applies to the harm our narrow collective grief story has on all of us. The limited narratives we consume about grief cause us to feel unseen and unworthy in our very valid, messy, and varied experiences of grief. It also invites us to deny or discount the differing grief sources and experiences of others. In my professional career as a social worker and in my personal grief, I’ve come to see that this narrow story of grief is likely the single biggest contributor to our unnecessary suffering in the wake of loss.


STORY ORIGINS


You might be wondering how we got here. You might be asking yourself questions such as, “How did we end up with this narrow, harmful, singular story of grief?” and “Where did these grief beliefs come from and why has no one ever talked about them?” “Why,” you might have wondered, “has no one asked me to consider if I wanted to keep them?”


Many years after Eric’s death, I carried these questions in my heart. I slowly realized that we all carry these harmful grief beliefs, and I began to see the enormous damage they were causing.


As the wise Maya Angelou said, “If you don’t know where you’ve come from, you don’t know where you’re going.” So let’s get some answers. While we each have our own unique assortment of grief beliefs, they come from some common sources and include some themes that many of us share.


Cultural Influences


Culture is the air we breathe. It’s the values we absorb from the laws and policies of formal institutions, from the content of our educational systems, and from the media we consume. In the US and much of the Western world, there are five particularly harmful grief beliefs that in our lifetimes have found their way into our psyches.




1. Productivity over process The number of social media hashtags and software apps that exist is proof of how obsessed we are with productivity in our culture. We idolize and celebrate “hustles” and “side gigs.” We proudly say things such as, “I’ll sleep when I’m dead,” and write “#goals.” You know you’re carrying around this belief in your grief if you’ve found yourself saying things such as, “I should be able to do all this better, faster, more efficiently.” “What’s wrong with me?” “Why is it taking me so long to get there?” This productivity obsession, combined with the myth that grief is simply a goal that can be achieved and that we can just move on from, makes it more complicated for us grievers.


2. Simplicity over complexity We love a “X Steps To” formula for just about everything in our modern world. Of course we do, because these formulas are often useful ways to learn some practical skills. And yet the proliferation of clickbait online posts and top five news headlines lead us to believe and expect that nothing needs to be complicated. All we need to be is smart enough to figure out how to distill the plan down to easy, step-by-step instructions and then follow them. You know this belief has infiltrated your grief if you find yourself saying things such as, “I just need to figure out how to get over this. There’s something wrong with me because I feel relieved and deeply sad all at once.”


3. Destinations over journeys Though we say things such as, “It’s not about the destination; it’s about the journey,” that’s not what our culture celebrates. Instead, our media is full of short clips or articles about the result—and maybe for good measure a few highlight reels of the mini-achievement moments along the way. We rarely get a glimpse of all the stumbles, missteps, and stagnations involved in any journey. We collectively miss seeing the value in or realities of what it took to get to the end. We’re further deceived because as the news cycle moves on, we don’t hear stories of the inevitable stumble backward after having met the goal. Every time you say something to yourself such as, “Why am I feeling this way all over again? I thought I was past this. I just need to get over this. Why can’t I move on?” it’s a sign that you’re carrying this belief in your grief.


4. Stoicism over vulnerability Though not factual, the dominant story told in most schools of how the US became a great nation is rooted in people who “pulled themselves up by their bootstraps.” We make heroes out of people who appear unfazed by injuries or obstacles, and we aspire to be unaffected by criticism. Admitting uncertainty and requesting help are considered signs of weakness, judged with pity instead of praise. You’ve incorporated this belief into your grief if you say things such as, “I can’t ask for help because I should know how to do this on my own,” or, “I don’t want anyone to know I’ve been crying again.”


5. IQ over EQ We admit students into college based on test scores. We promote people at work based on their ability to write a report, give a speech, or manage a spreadsheet. We equate value with a person’s ability to use intellectual intelligence (IQ) to navigate the world, while labeling emotional intelligence (EQ) as a soft skill—a nice quality to have. When we’re struggling with grief brain and find ourselves saying things such as, “I’m so stupid. Why can’t I figure this out? I should be able to figure this out,” we’re likely prioritizing intellectual over emotional intelligence.





Family of Origin


“What is your earliest memory of loss in your childhood?”


“How did the adults in your life model grief, either explicitly or implicitly?”


“What do you think taught you about what grief should or shouldn’t look like?”


I ask these questions of my guests at the opening of each podcast and of my individual clients and workshop attendees during the first session. I even ask the undergraduate students in my Loss and Grief course to consider how they would answer.


Our families are our most informative and influential teachers on all the values we hold, including what grief is and isn’t. We learn grief beliefs from the explicit messages we get from our family. (“He’s a mess. I can’t believe he cried in public.”) The implicit messages we take in, such as changing the subject every time the loss is mentioned, teach us about what is and isn’t acceptable. We know we’ve inherited these beliefs when we find ourselves saying things such as, “Well, we just didn’t do that in my family,” or “It’s not OK because my parents used to punish me when I cried.”


Spiritual or Religious Communities


Whether we’re atheist, agnostic, hold a spiritual practice, or are part of a formal religious community, we’re exposed to beliefs about life, death, our purpose, and the meaning we’re meant to make from experiences such as loss. As with families, these values surrounding appropriate expressions of mourning are sometimes explicitly stated. At other times, they’re implied. These values often come with expectations but no guidance regarding how to follow them. For example, “You shouldn’t question why it happened; it was God’s will.”


EXPANDING OUR NARRATIVES


You might be starting to see how neatly the values and beliefs we learned support the continuation of this incomplete story of grief. Yet instead of us questioning our collective values, culture, and systems, we question ourselves. What that looked like for me was exhaustion, self-judgment, and loathing for not being at the top of my game when I was required to return to work just two weeks after my husband’s death.


The unreasonable pressure we put on ourselves in the wake of loss comes at a very steep cost to all of us—to our mental, physical, and collective health and well-being. Not only are we suffering unnecessarily, but we’re also inflicting that suffering on those around us at the individual and institutional level by the misguided policies and systems we build and uphold.


Relying on the wisdom of my fifth-grade teacher, Mrs. Davis, I have expanded our stories of grief by breaking them down to the most important components: who, what, where, when, and why, or what I call the Five Ws of Grief.


Who


The first W is “who”: Who experiences grief? Every single one of us. To be human is to tell a story of our lives that involve people, places, abilities, hopes, and dreams. To be alive means some of those things will end and some will never begin.


As for who we grieve, the truth is it can be anyone or anything. Of course, we grieve those people we loved who died. But we can also grieve the death of people we were estranged from, people or relationships that are no longer in our day-to-day lives, the versions of ourselves that we were before the loss, and even the version of ourselves that we didn’t get a chance to become. The most important thing for you to remember is that you can grieve anyone at any phase of life or death, including versions of yourself.


What


The second W is “what”: What do we grieve? We grieve the known, the certain, the connection, and the meaning we’ve attached to our stories. Grief insists that we come to terms with what no longer is, never was, or never will be.


Grief takes on various forms, from the anticipatory grief we experience in the wake of a loved one’s terminal diagnosis to the ambiguous losses we experience when someone is physically present but psychologically distant, as in the case of those who suffer from Alzheimer’s disease and addiction. Then there is the person who is physically distant but present in our hearts and minds, as when someone has gone missing, is imprisoned, or has been deployed in the military. Truthfully, the full list of grief types fills the alphabet, including complex, compounded, disenfranchised, and traumatic grief. We will touch on many of these grief types throughout this book. Regardless of what caused the grief, remember, it’s a normal response to loss.


Where


The third W is “where.” Where has two parts: where grief comes from (the source) and where grief goes (the effect). While death loss is the most obvious source, grief can come from many types of losses. Grief can come from the maturational phases of our lives (leaving home for the first time or retirement) to unexpected accidents and upheavals (catastrophic injury, chronic illness, or another life-limiting event).


Other often-missed sources of grief include things we had a reason to expect to have but that never came to be, such as a nurturing relationship with a parent or a feeling of safety in the world, perhaps destroyed by neglect, abuse, or trauma.


But we also need to understand the impact of grief, that is, where it goes. We all know grief affects our emotional well-being, even if we try to limit that to a small range of feelings. But grief goes well beyond our emotions. It impacts our whole selves, including our physical, cognitive, spiritual, and relational well-being. Remember, wherever your grief comes from, it will affect all aspects of your life.


When


The fourth W is “when,” as in “When do we grieve?,” and the question I’m asked most, “When will grief end?” Since we experience losses multiple ways and multiple times, we grieve across our lifespan. As the stories of our lives inevitably shift, we grieve. We can also grieve old losses as new again. Sometimes we begin grieving months or years after the loss because we weren’t ready to face it before, didn’t have the support, or maybe hadn’t recognized it as grief until now.


And when does grief end? Contrary to the myths of our limited grief story, it doesn’t end, per se. Grief transforms and we are transformed by it. As we explore throughout this book, the most important thing to remember is that grief becomes a part of your story, but isn’t your whole story, even though I know it can feel that way in the beginning.





And when does grief end? Contrary to the myths of our limited grief story, it doesn’t end, per se. Grief transforms and we are transformed by it. As we explore throughout this book, the most important thing to remember is that grief becomes a part of your story, but isn’t your whole story, even though I know it can feel that way in the beginning.





Why


Our final W is “why”: why we experience grief. Though we explore some of the scientific reasons later, at the heart of the answer is the fact that we humans are storytellers. This is deeply rooted in our neurobiology. We need story to feel safe and connected, to make meaning of our lives, and to thrive.


Our lives are built by the stories we tell of our experiences. A death, a traumatic event, or some other devastating loss (of relationship, ability, homeland, dream) is akin to the manuscript of our lives being torn to shreds and handed back to us without instructions on how to rewrite or live our lives. Grief is the journey we’re on as we rewrite and live our emerging story.


So why do we grieve? Because a fundamental part of our manuscript has been shredded.


CHECKING IN


That was a lot. Grief is a lot. How are you doing?


I imagine these days you’re scared and anxious, deeply sad, periodically angry, and somehow numb all at once. Whatever you’re feeling is perfectly OK. That’s true even if you’re experiencing emotions that you’ve never felt before, or you’re just feeling them with a greater intensity. It’s even true if it’s a feeling you think you shouldn’t be feeling.


Somewhere down the road, chapters from now, I’ll remind you that emotions are information, not facts. I’ll reassure you that no feeling lasts forever. Not even the ones we wish would linger, such as joy and delight. Dang it. The ones we wish would go away are sneaky and manipulative and threaten to unpack their bags and move in for good. They’re lying. They’re just visitors.


My friend, your heart is so precious. I assure you that you have what you need and there is no rushing this journey. You deserve patience and gentleness from yourself and others as you mend and discover a new way of living your emerging story. I am so happy to be a companion along the way, and my hope is that my experience and wisdom provide hope and guidance. But remember, don’t compare your grief journey to anyone else’s. Yours is unique and beautiful, just like you.


WHAT TO EXPECT


When you finish this book, I hope you will feel seen and held in your grief. My wish is for you to feel accompanied and reassured that, although it’s a scary path sometimes, you have the wisdom you need to navigate this journey. To support you, I’ve created a book that includes:




• An honest exploration of the realities of grief that will hopefully offer some relief, help you feel “normal,” and cause you to say things such as, “OMG, yes, that happens to me too.”


• Busting the grief myths getting in your way and offering strategies to ditch the tripping hazards littering your path.


• Vulnerable stories, mistakes (a.k.a. learning opportunities), and lessons I’ve learned so that maybe you don’t have to figure them out yourself.


• Lifting up the wisdom and insights from those who have guided me along the way.


• A sprinkling of humor throughout, because sometimes we need respite from the heaviness of grief.


• A judicious use of cussing, because although I don’t have the quantitative data to prove it (yet), sometimes profanity is therapeutic.


• Some improv-style language, which means in place of “but,” you’ll find a lot of sentences with “yes and.”


• Metaphors, poems, analogies, acronyms, and other literary devices, because the best way to explore complex ideas and reach the depth of a soul isn’t through straightforward language.


• Suggestions and gentle reminders rather than commands or must-do checklists, because, remember, there’s no right or wrong way to grieve.


• Invitations to practice and reflect, purposeful places for you to pause, digest, and rest.





HOW TO READ THIS BOOK


Each of you is at a different place in your unique grief. So in case you were wondering, “Is there a right way to read this book?,” the answer is, “Absolutely not.” Feel free to reread one chapter repeatedly, because, as the wise and talented actress and social media personality Tabitha Brown says, “That’s your business.”


Pick and choose the topics that call to you at the moment. Listen to what you need, not what you think you should need. Skim through this book until you find what resonates. You can also pace yourself. Read at a slow pace, maybe one chapter a week, because these days, grief-induced brain fog has taken over and you can’t absorb too much. I say, “Been there, done that, no rush. I’ll be here.”


If reading at a turtle’s pace or the hop/skip around approach is stressful, then read it straight through. I say, “You do you, Boo.” Start at the beginning and march on. You may even want to read this book twice, coming back to it a year later as your grief changes over time (and it will, I promise).


Grab a highlighter, pen, or pencil and mark it up. Highlight paragraph after paragraph or write notes in the margins. I left plenty of white space for that reason. That’s generally how I read books like this. The bonus is that no one will want to borrow your marked up copy.


I invite you to read this book in whatever way makes you feel the best. That is the not-so-secret recipe for grief. Find your way and discover the things, people, practices, ideas, and resources that make you feel better—or at least in the beginning, the ones that make things suck just a little bit less.


WAIT, BEFORE YOU GO, ARRIVE HERE


Before you dive into the book, I invite you to arrive here.


In case you’re thinking “Um, WTF, Lisa, I’m here already!” I know, but hear me out.


In our busy modern lives, we switch from task to task, one video meeting to the next, or physically move between places. Constantly. Often, we arrive only with our bodies. We’ve left our awareness stuck somewhere in the past or allowed it to time-travel to an imagined (often fearful) future. That means we’re straddling two places, which, by the way, is impossible. Like me, you’ve likely bragged about being a great multitasker. You’re not. Neither am I. That’s bullshit.


For now, I invite you to rest your eyes and take some deep breaths: inhaling through your nose, allowing your breath to expand your chest and move deep into your belly, then exhaling slowly and deeply out of your mouth, letting it all go, noticing the sensation of expansion with each breath in and the way your chest softens as you exhale. Next, take some time to be curious. Pay attention to how it feels to have your body supported. Notice the sensation of wherever your body is being held and met by the couch, the seat, or the ground beneath you. Again, just be curious. There’s no right thing to discover. Breathe deeply for a few rounds or a few minutes, whatever serves you. I’ll be waiting for you when you’re done.


OK, go.









time
in grief


discovering how and why
time feels so different









the world’s
still spinning


WHEN THE WORLD STOPPED MAKING SENSE


Grief is difficult. It’s not your fault. You’re not crazy. For a time, the world won’t make sense.


Your loss may have happened unexpectedly. Or it may have been a slow realization, decline, or resignation. Whether the loss came fast or slow, instantly or over months and years, we’ve all arrived at a version of this horrendous moment when the world stopped making sense.


For me, it was a single moment.


I was lying in the hospital bed with Eric, memorizing every freckle, every hair, every wrinkle, and the sensation of his nearly lifeless hand in mine. I was retelling the stories of our life together. I was doing everything I could to be fully present in that moment. But I also had the sensation that I was floating above us, watching myself do all these things. I was there, but not. I think my mind-body was protecting me from fully taking in what was happening—that my previously healthy, loving, young husband was slowly dying in my arms.


And when he took his last breath, I didn’t understand how I was still breathing. How the lights in the hospital were still working. Why the nurses were able to talk in the hallways about this or that. I couldn’t believe I could still speak or know how to use the phone (which I did to call my friend to take me home).


I didn’t understand how the elevators still worked. Or how my friend could drive her car. I genuinely remember wondering how and why the key still unlocked our front door, even though Eric would never walk through the door again.


Maybe you felt this same confusion? Were you also baffled and wondered how the hell the world was still spinning?


A SOFTER LANDING


That disbelief, fog, and numbness, though disorienting, protected me in the early days of grief. They were (or maybe still are) protecting you too. Maybe in the early days you felt (or still feel) afraid, as if you can’t think straight. You’re having some physical side effects, such as headaches. You’re oddly exhausted. You’re “all over the place,” and maybe even feeling like (and acting like) someone else. That’s emotional shock. That autopilot feeling is your body’s way of keeping you from having to process the loss and experience the full pain all at once. (See “This Is Your Brain on Grief.”)


I know how weird, unwelcome, even scary it feels when the world is in slow motion and making no sense. It won’t last forever, I promise. So instead of spending energy judging yourself or worrying that this phase is permanent, take a moment to honor the gift this response is giving you: a softer landing. Take it slow, stay low, be gentle, and allow yourself the space and time you need to absorb what’s happened.


LIVING IN A PARALLEL UNIVERSE


When I arrived in the “after” (the time after the loss), some of the daily thoughts I had were:




• How on earth could that woman be complaining that her husband didn’t remember to take out the trash?


• Why the hell is that mom whining about all the activities she must take her children to?


• Who the hell cares that the grocery store doesn’t have your favorite items in stock or that a star player’s injury is “ruining the team’s chances” in the big game this weekend?





Do you ever feel as if you’re an alien dropped onto Earth and you’re trying to figure out how this planet works? Like when Mork (Robin Williams’s fictional character from the ’70s sitcom Mork & Mindy) arrived on this planet? No? How about a more contemporary reference, such as the fictional Harry Potter when he first arrived at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry. (OK not so contemporary, but in the past two decades at least.)


Early grief can feel like living on another planet or at the very least inhabiting a parallel universe. Besides the brain fog and shock, these early days can make the language, values, customs, and day-to-day rhythm of the world unrecognizable. Do you ever feel as if you’re looking through an invisible shield that still allows you to see everything going on, but you can’t comprehend any of it?


This stage is unfathomable to anyone who hasn’t been in it. But I’m guessing you likely know what I’m talking about. Welcome to the other world. It will take some time to acclimate. Be patient with yourself. Just like Harry Potter, you’re going to get knocked off your broomstick more than once. But you’ll be OK. You’ll dust yourself off and hop back on.





It’s so jarring to be asked a question that forces you to recognize that your answer is forever changed.





DON’T TALK TO ME (BUT ALSO PAY ATTENTION TO ME)


I sometimes wish I had a name tag, or better yet a T-shirt, that said, “Fuck off, don’t talk to me, but also pay attention to me, but also don’t fucking look at me with those pity eyes.” How about you?


Fortunately, or unfortunately, we don’t wear our loss on our sleeve, as was common years ago when those in mourning wore a black armband. (Maybe we should bring that back?) This is true whether we experienced a death loss or are grieving something else. That means we’re frequently bombarded with innocent questions, both by people we know and by strangers. It’s so jarring to be asked a question that forces you to recognize that your answer is forever changed.


Plus, since my grief brain was in charge, I thought others should know the answer already. I was honestly puzzled at times, wondering why people asked me questions when they knew the answers would break my heart all over again. Does that happen to you?


THE ROOT CANAL WASN’T THE HARDEST PART


The first time I was asked the dreaded question haunts me to this day. Three days after Eric died, I was in a dentist’s office needing an emergency root canal. Because really, universe?


I saw a new dentist (of course mine was away), so I had to fill out a new-patient form. First up, the marital status question. Ugh. For the first of what now feels like a thousand times since then, I had to check the “widow” box. I sat in the waiting room, sobbing uncontrollably. Strangers looking at me with a mix of irritation, confusion, and pity. I composed myself and got in the dentist’s chair (in excruciating physical pain and now with puffy eyes). In a chipper tone, the dentist asked me, “How’s your week going?” yada, yada, yada.


So if you’ve burst into tears, flown into a rage, or shut down at an innocent question or the callous-seeming remark coming from that parallel universe, remember, you’re not alone. It happens to all of us. Afterward, you might think something like, “That’s not like me.” It probably isn’t. But you’re not like you right now, and that’s OK. Have some compassion for yourself. If you have extra compassion to spare, have some for the person who asked the question too. If you don’t yet, that’s OK too.




[image: ] AN INVITATION FOR YOU [image: ]


humbly bow to grief’s spinning nature


One of the challenges we face in times of questioning how the world’s still spinning is that we often insist on standing upright and bracing against the power of its spinning force.


Some of that is instinctual and some of that is the byproduct of a culture so obsessed with productivity, grit, and taking charge that even in the depths of deep pain there’s no permission for softness, humility, or rest. Author Elizabeth Gilbert, one of my many grief guides, offers wisdom on this. She reminds us that we suffer unnecessarily when we hold tight and brace for impact. She invites us to bow with humility and let grief spin us until it comes to rest, which it always does.





[Grief] has its own timeframe, it has its own itinerary with you, it has its own power over you, and it will come when it comes. And when it comes, it’s a bow-down. The posture that you take is you hit your knees in absolute humility and you let it rock you until it is done with you. And it will be done with you, eventually. And when it is done, it will leave. But to stiffen, to resist, and to fight it is to hurt yourself.


—Elizabeth Gilbert





I invite you to offer yourself one of these affirmations when these moments arrive. I also invite you to create an affirmation of your own.




affirmations


“I give myself permission to bow in humility to the force of this grief wave.”


“I will let my tears flow as a way to find my bearings in a spinning world.”


“I offer myself grace and compassion for the confusion I feel in this new world.”
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