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“ … What we have loved,


Others will love, and we
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“I think that Joy has a great idea of keeping an outfit all together in a garment bag in the closet. The last funeral that we went to … there were young girls in spaghetti strap tanks and shorts, which I was surprised at because it was in a Mormon temple. I think that I and a friend of mine were the only ones in any black at all. I had a hard time figuring out what to wear, and I had already started thinking that when I get to my goal weight I want to put together an outfit for occasions. Oh wait – we went to one after that and “everyone” was in black (except me).”


youlookfab.com
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PROLOGUE: IT’S US NOW : SNATCHED from LIFE



“SHOULDN’T IT BE HEATING UP BY NOW?” I STOOD IN my friend Mitch’s kitchen one brisk autumn evening denying, against all evidence, that my coffee pot was dying. “It takes a long time,” I stalled. But at a certain point I had to admit that the signs were not good.


It may seem extravagant to own a thirty–cup urn, but it is only expensive in terms of storage space, not cash. Over the years, its steady burble has provided a comforting background through dinners, committee meetings, holidays, happy events and, of course, the occasional shiva, the period of mourning that Jews observe after a death. That’s what was happening at Mitch’s that night. The house was filled to bursting with people worn through with grief. And, while the wine seemed to be serving many of them just fine, there were an awful lot who would have died for a cup of hot coffee.


We were all more or less in shock, needing to be together, incapable of letting this go. Mitch, the center of so much of the life of our small city, had died a couple of days earlier, two and a half weeks after checking into the hospital with stomach pains and yellow eyes. He had been feeling poorly all summer, but not even poorly enough to go see the doctor. The diagnosis was pancreatic cancer.


Evidently, the complications from this kind of disease can be the thing that gets you. “They’re killing me in here,” Mitch had said to his wife, who has been my friend for decades. Of course the medical team was trying its darndest to do just the opposite, but even one of the world’s leading hospitals—with all its named pavilions, labs, operating theaters, a helicopter pad on the roof—could not prevent his death.


The funeral the day of the coffee pot failure had filled City Hall, to the point where those of us on the ornate balcony of the post–Civil War auditorium were beginning to feel anxious about the weight, listening to the creaking of the floorboards, eyeing the wrought-iron supports. That night, everyone felt the need to come to the house that had been a gathering place for so many great times, with the large windows that Mitch had cut so they could have a view over Good Harbor Beach.


My friend Kim, who had met the family at my kids’ weddings, caught up with me in the kitchen. She just wanted to offer a hug to the new widow. I understood her impulse, but here was the problem: If everyone just wanted to give a hug, that made for a thousand hugs, a thousand people in a living room that could comfortably hold maybe half a dozen. (Okay, if you added the eating area, the kitchen, and the foyer, you could get up to twenty or thirty.) People were squashed, nibbling on desserts, happy to see folks they hadn’t seen in years, feeling weirded out by feeling happy. Every once in a while I would take the cover off the coffee urn, stick my finger in the water in the hope that we were making progress. We weren’t.


The rabbi showed up with the box of books for the prayer service, often a strange focus of a strange evening. If there is any kind of crowd, there are nowhere near enough books, so there is a lot of huddling and sharing. And, while some people run through the mostly Hebrew prayers at a good pace, others try to look concerned or at least not confused, while some just give the whole thing a pass and resume their whispered conversations, their eating and drinking, their greeting of long-lost friends.


Mitch was a central figure in the Jewish community, although his actual beliefs were somewhat less than orthodox. He was also a densely-connected therapist, former carpenter, actor, and the heartthrob of his year at Gloucester High School. If he had been present, he might have been busy praying, or he might just as likely have been busy schmoozing in the rear, vastly enjoying either mode, rocking back and forth on his heels. After the prayers, he would have placed his hand on your shoulder, commiserating and half-laughing, but dead serious, saying, “Yeah yeah, this really sucks.”


People were reluctant to leave the house and, as they spilled out onto the street, they didn’t want to get into their cars. We huddled together, as if we could protect ourselves from a future that all of a sudden looked bleak. The night got dark and the autumn breeze got cold, coming in off the beach. We talked about how we would keep tabs on the family, go see our doctors, kiss our loved ones; how we would manage our own futures without Mitch.


It is tough enough to be a mourner, someone whose world has just been ripped open. And sometimes our friends, despite the best of intentions, don’t really help. Nobody in their right mind wants to go around thinking about dying all the time, and we live in a world that certainly doesn’t encourage it. For many of us, the old ways, whatever they were, were jettisoned long ago. We want to do something, but we have no idea what is “right” or “appropriate.”


So we bring casseroles. (“Sushi!” one family member said that night. “Why can’t they bring sushi?”) So we blather platitudes. So we look for “closure.” So we worry about saying the right thing and, being embarrassed or shy, say nothing. We explode in grief over the deaths of people we hardly know, or have never even met. Years on, we are still at risk of being sideswiped by grief, trying to knit some kinds of coverings over the holes that open when a loved one dies. And each successive death reminds us how thin, how fragile, those coverings really are.


None of us gets out of here alive and, unless we die young, we will see a lot of people go before it is our turn. And we will remake our lives without our beloved ones, our supports, our buddies, again and again.


I learned this the way that fortunate people do—with grandparents, moving on to parents, then watching you-know-who come and snatch away first one friend and then another. Even if it is “expected,” when it happens, it hits us over the head like a mallet blow. Sure, some things help, but not always the things we expect.


So the trick at this stage of life is not how to get into college or find a mate or figure out a career; it’s how to deal with this onslaught, and not in some pious or (you should excuse the expression) deadpan way.


And yes, humor helps. At the raucous Irish wake for my friend Jeanne’s father, one of his pals looked over at him, lying silent in his coffin and noted, “He never did mix well at parties.” At my own father’s funeral, one of his distant cousins showed up loudly and enthusiastically chewing gum. We hadn’t seen the guy in years and could barely remember his name, which didn’t matter, because for us he became, ever after, The Gum Chewer.


Here is just one of the treasure trove of available jokes: Two friends loved to play baseball. After one dies, the other one is delighted to have a visit from his deceased friend. “So tell me,” the live one asks, “Is there baseball in heaven?”


“There’s good news and bad news,” his friend replies. “Yes, there is baseball. But you’re going to be pitching tomorrow night.”


I wrote this book as a series of essays following the shock of Mitch’s death. It became a collection of thoughts about how we handle death in our culture, as well as a way to let you know about my own dear ones who are gone. And, of course to give advice: what do you wear to a funeral? What should you say when you are certain that anything you say will be wrong? How do you deal with the question of the ashes? Who gets the broken but beloved (name your own memento)? How do we keep our dead with us even as they drift farther away? How do they become us, just as we become them? I mostly stuck with what and who I know, except for some side trips into weird mourning practices I couldn’t resist. The hope that fuels this kind of enterprise is that the personal will become universal. The writer’s mantra is: tell me about your Italian grandmother, and I will understand my Polish grandmother. (Warning here: Just wait until you meet my Russian-Jewish one!)


That night at Mitch’s, I finally dumped the lukewarm water from the coffee urn into the sink, and took the pot back home. I thought: maybe I can get it fixed. I thought: I’ve had it for a million years, but it still seems like it went way too soon. The next day, tired of thinking, I heaved the old pot into the trash.


I then embarked on a more-or-less year-long search for meaning. (Good luck to me!) But I began the year by splurging on a new coffee urn. The only thing that I could be certain of was that, given my demographic, the odds were good that I would be needing it again.
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WHAT to WEAR to a FUNERAL: ALL SET for BLACK, THANKS



I BOUGHT AN EILEEN FISHER DRESS ON SALE SEVERAL years ago—a soft wool jersey with a neck that kept me warm but did not scream turtleneck. It was relatively long and relatively full. I am on the short side, so I try to avoid things that come off as being too much dress, but this was nicely pared down, and it suited me well. I will let you guess the color.


I bought it thinking that it would be cozy in winter, and would be appropriate for lots of different situations—workish events, some kinds of going out, some versions of what I think of as state occasions. I was not thinking funeral specifically when I bought the dress, but when, that first year with my new purchase, my uncle Dave died in the middle of a frigid January, one of my first thoughts about the funeral, to be held in a northern suburb of New York City, was: thank God I have the perfect thing to wear. (In my defense I will note that Dave’s side of the family constitutes the most stylish branch.)


That soft black dress, plus tights, boots, down coat, serious hat and gloves, got me through the kind of day that Dave knew and did not love. He had grown up in southern Canada and northern New York state. His first job out of veterinary school was in a village in the Depression-stalled Adirondacks where, he said, “You haven’t lived until you’ve stuck your hand up the inside of a cow who’s giving birth when it’s minus twenty”—that would be Fahrenheit—“and you’re being paid by a little old lady with a jar of nickels.” From that point on, his professional life went south, which in his case did not mean it deteriorated; quite the opposite.


So in his honor, and because what would be the point of suffering anyway, I was glad that I was dressed warmly and presentably for standing around in the gray, frozen cemetery while my uncle was being buried. Foremost among the mourners was my cousin, Dave’s daughter, who had flown in from California with her husband. They were not taking well to the cold. Although they were lifelong New Yorkers, and had only recently moved to L.A., they seemed just as shocked by their sudden re-immersion into winter as if they were real Californians. They kept fingering their old, but still quality, lined leather gloves. Afterwards, in the restaurant and the adjoining lobby of their copiously-decorated suburban hotel, we all got as close to the fireplace as we could. We had made it through the day, and we needed that little hit of warmth, solace and light.


Looking good may not be as directly beneficial as a warm fire, but it can make you feel good, and feeling good can make you look good (which, in turn, makes you feel better.) These may seem like obvious truths, but they can be forgotten in times of extremis. We run around thinking about all the things that have to be done to deal with the death, to prepare for the funeral and mourning period, and then to cope with all our friends and loved ones who are also in various throes of grief. Or we are unable to do anything at all, so others circle around us while we barely move. This is not the time to be rushing to the local department store, having a meltdown in public because some half-noticed detail reminds of you of something you just cannot bear to contemplate when you are trying to put together an outfit, all of which is happening while you are in no condition to face yourself in the mirror. Honestly now, wouldn’t it be better if you had that dress already hanging in your closet at home? I have a friend who is as caring and decent and loyal as they come. She shepherded her own dear friend through her last illness, and then missed the actual moment of death because she was in the mall, buying something to wear to her funeral.


Just as we eat or drink to soothe ourselves, we might as well do what we can in the image department to help us through this vale of tears, which is a good description of acute mourning, and which is how traditional Christians characterize life on earth. I prefer the point of view expressed in the Yiddish proverb, “Man comes from dust and he ends in dust. In the meantime, a shot of vodka never hurt.”


Being prepared is a good beginning, although you don’t want to be the kind of person who stands around in front of her closet thinking, let’s see now, do I know anybody who is likely to be dying soon? If so, what season would that be, and how am I fixed for black? This problem is more likely to be an acute one for Jews, who have to bury their dead within a day or so, leaving precious little time to borrow something from a sister or friend, or to run out to the store as described above. Even if you are not in the first line of mourning, it is difficult enough to buy clothing for a very specific event. No one wants to do it on deadline.


Luckily, the what-to-wear conundrum has become a little bit easier in the years since our collective love affair with black. This has now outlasted several economic cycles and presidential administrations, as well as our obsession with vampires, which makes it difficult to believe that it “means” very much. Life is too complicated? We want to look thin? We are in a decades-long depression? If you do have any ideas, don’t hesitate to let me know.


Especially if we live in urban areas, we are likely to have a closet full of black, gray, navy, and dark brown – the hues that, in an earlier time might have caused a friend to say, hey, you look like you’re on your way to a funeral. So the problem gets narrowed down to cut, style, and suitability.


If you are the type who goes in for classic tailored subdued clothing at all times, or if you work in finance, you can probably stop reading right here. Flight attendants might also be okay, if they leave off the parts of their uniforms that have wings. This is for the rest of us who are flummoxed by the whole idea of owning drab clothing, are too creative for our own good, are into statement dressing, or are several pounds heavier than we were the last time this subject came up.


If you are in deepest grief and shock, or you are one of the mourners with a reserved front row seat, you are probably not thinking too much about your wardrobe, unless you are irretrievably superficial and image conscious (that would be nobody I know, and would certainly not include me). In that case, it might cross your mind that you, and your grief, will be on full display. As you shuffle into the good seats when everyone else is craning their necks, as you sit there drawn and sniffling, as you walk up the aisle after the event, as you grip the arms of your loved ones at the gravesite, all eyes will be on you. And since this is probably the only public occasion at which no one will be taking photos, they will not be distracted by gadgets. They will be looking. And they will be remembering. Decades later, my friend still recalls the woman who came up to her at her father’s funeral and told her that her father would be ashamed of her—her skirt was too short!


May I also suggest that your outfit be comfortable and appropriate to the weather, to the grassy or dusty cemetery ground, and to a lot of sitting and standing around? Because no matter how efficiently things go (and this is one occasion where efficiency is not a high priority), you will be wearing that outfit over the course of what will probably be a very, very long day. If the weather is cold, you will be overcome by shivering. If the weather is hot, you may well swoon.


Even if you are not in the immediate circle of mourners, you are dressing for an intensely public occasion. It is one of the times when our inner state is expected to be expressed by our outer appearance. No matter what our standard approach is to clothing, this is one time when we are expected to pretty much blend in. When the bereaved look up, they should see a sea of black. Okay, maybe not literally. But they should have the sense that they are being supported, that their own grief is front and center, and that people are there to help them, not to call attention to themselves. (And yes, the truly vain among us know that even pulling off that I’m just fitting into the crowd look can be a form of self-congratulation.)


But what is it with the black, anyway? It is a pretty standard symbol of mourning because, well, the absence of light is so obvious. Victorians brought this concept to a state of high art, or at least obsession. In wealthy families, when the head of the household died, even the servants were outfitted in mourning. Widows faced years of stringent rules around what they could wear as well as do. Pity the widow in deep mourning, which lasted a year and a day. She had her choice of many different fabrics, as long as they were all dull black. And No Ornamentation! None! Any time she went out in public, she had to wear a weeping veil, the better to sob without making a spectacle of herself. Things improved, though, during what was called second mourning, which lasted up to nine months. Fabric trim! Mourning jewelry! The jewelry was made of the hair of the deceased, or else of jet, which is nothing but a shiny form of coal. But there was the possibility of color, if only purple, mauve, and gray, to break up all that black. And, in a nod to human decency, those women who lived in the tropics were allowed to wear white. We won’t even discuss the next phase, half-mourning, here.


Americans didn’t go quite that far. One exception was in the defeated South after the Civil War. Following the brutal carnage—of the more than six hundred thousand soldiers killed on both sides, two-thirds were Southerners—so many Southern women were wearing black that people feared the entire region would sink into depression. At one point, the governor of Mississippi tried to pass a law against wearing mourning clothes, but grief, or at least the stylized expression of it, won out.


We would like to think that we don’t believe in such things any more, but in fact we do. If funeral clothing were not so carefully prescribed, we would not be having this discussion now. Our clothing is highly dictated by social norms even though we are always going on about individual freedom, individual expression. We might chafe against the rules, but we tend to stick close to them.


Because rituals help us move through our lives. We may find ourselves obsessing over what to wear to a funeral that doesn’t much matter to us. At the ones that register high numbers on our own seismic scale, though, we cannot even think about how we look. Either way, we are in the midst of grief, either living it or acting as part of the living backdrop. The quiet garb signals yes, I know.


But that subdued just being there attitude is not really our cultural forte. Is it any surprise, then, that funerals are becoming more casual, more individualized? At a themed funeral, a golfer can expect to be sent off to the afterlife from his favorite hole. At such an event, it would only be natural that a few golf shirts would make an appearance. A cookie baker’s funeral was held in a funeral home, but the room included her collection of cookie jars and her stove. Aprons, anyone? As time goes on, it will only become more likely that you will be invited to a funeral where you are asked to wear a Hawaiian shirt or a disco outfit. (I am not making up these examples.) Just beware the invitations that say costume optional. How embarrassing would it be if no one took up the offer except you? Or if everyone did, and you were still wearing your tedious tasteful suit?


Special circumstances: Going to a funeral in Florida, something I have done twice now, requires some thought. You know that you are supposed to wear black, or at least bleak, but the problem is that it is SO HOT there, and the prevailing aesthetic, once you leave South Beach and head out to the tribal reserves where the very old people tend to live—and are therefore where you are more likely to be going for a funeral—the look is more pastel, with white, or pale, accessories.


Luckily, a mark of conspicuous consumption in hot climates is over–air conditioning, so the funeral homes hover at suit weather, leading you to think, maybe I was even supposed to wear pantyhose. And the old people I have known have opted for cremation rather than burial, so, for my two Florida experiences, there was no standing around in the hot sun.


Side note: I have noticed that really, really old people, the ones who are most intimately connected to the dead, and who presumably attend the most funerals, often dress the worst. They tend not to be into buying new clothes; the ones they bought decades ago strike them as being good enough. And comfort comes first. Sometimes I think that the process of aging should be called the time of progressively more sensible shoes.


I could not tell you what I wore to the funerals that were truly awful for me. Luckily, some of them were so long ago that there is no reason for me to remember. But even for the more recent ones, I have pretty much blocked out those details.


Because whatever you wear to a funeral that gets you in the gut has the possibility of taking on Meaning. This is not so likely if, say, under normal circumstances you wear lots of black and this is a funeral that is not a life-changer for you. But let’s just say that you don’t and it is. What, oh what, did poor Monica do with her blue dress in the aftermath? (What happened to her was a sort of death.) What would Jackie have done with the pink suit that she wore in Dallas, if she weren’t the First Lady? Those are examples of two bodily secretions you will hopefully not have staining your own funeral attire, but still—what will you do with the outfit that you, metaphorically or not, drenched with your tears?


Your choice is to wear it aggressively, effectively bleaching the mourning out of it just as Victorians did once their official period of grieving was over. Or you can go the other route, sticking it in the back of your closet and never wearing it again, a sinkhole for unbearable feelings. Because you know very well that, every once in a while, when you are rushing to find something to put on for work in the morning, and everything you might normally wear is dirty or doesn’t fit or is somehow unappealing, that death dress will be the one that you find, and there goes that day.


So I will tell you about that long black wool jersey dress. Maybe because fashion has moved on, or maybe because it was a bit of a strange purchase to begin with, I have not gotten a lot of wear out of it. I have a summer black dress that’s great for travel, and I wear all the time; likewise a couple of black sweaters. But that black wool dress? It hangs in my closet. It has not gotten any less warm, cozy, soft, inviting. But although it has been several years since my uncle died, I do not think I have worn that dress again.
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WHO GETS the SPOT NEXT to MOM: ETERNITY in JERSEY



HERE IS HOW I GREW UP THINKING ABOUT DEATH: It was the proximate cause for our outings to New Jersey, and my introduction to spinach pie. I grew up in the post–World War II Bronx, and even though (because?) my parents had done a fair amount of moving around in their early lives, once they established themselves in our neighborhood, weekend trips beyond the borough required some logistic and psychic effort. One of our regular destinations was the cemetery.


The trips began when I was four, when my father’s mother, a non-smoker, died of lung cancer in the apartment she shared with her husband, daughter, and son-in-law. I have only one visual memory of her, lying in bed. I think I put talcum powder on her very soft skin. My father loved to describe how, when she died, I went into the room and lifted up the sheet to make sure she was dead. He told this as a funny story, so I decided that it must have been humorous. Now I think, hey Dad, that wasn’t funny; it was natural for a kid. I also think: my aunt would have been the person caring for her at home. How did she feel about that? And my father was her doctor; something that nowadays would probably be illegal. But now that I am thinking about it, of course there is no one left for me to ask.


At the time, my parents, who were death virgins, joined in with my aunt and her husband on the purchase of a spacious ten–person corner plot. That uncle had waited until his own mother died before marrying my aunt. Once the New Jersey plot was purchased, they moved her from, as I recall, Queens or Brooklyn, to the more spacious and suburban reaches of the Jersey cemetery that was just being developed by people like themselves—Eastern European Jewish immigrants and their children. Many of the plots were communal, bought by benevolent associations defined by their shtetl of origin, or else by a trade or a political leaning. Most of these things—the shtetls, the trades, the splinter political groups—no longer exist.


Also, the death virgin idea may be overstating things slightly. My father was a doctor, an old fashioned general practitioner, my mother an operating room nurse, so you might say that for them, death was part of the job. But they had been spared the personal losses of normal growing up, as well as the generational loss of the Holocaust. Their own parents had left Europe as single young adults, and so my parents had only a remote concept of what a grandparent would be. We also, luckily, had no immediate family killed in the War.


The drive out to Jersey began by packing seven of us into the car (this was way before seatbelts) and beginning our stately approach—past Yankee Stadium, across the mighty Hudson over the great George Washington Bridge, with my father reminding us how there used to be no bridge, but only a ferry, and my mother making sure that we waved to the Little Red Lighthouse, charming and long-outdated, at the edge of the Manhattan shore.


Once in Jersey, civilization fell away, and we stopped at something we called the duck farm. (Why? I remember no ducks. Maybe it was just a way to have a break on the long car ride.)


The cemetery was a vast flat expanse divided into streets, where we managed to get lost every time, despite the grid layout. It was almost as bad as Queens, which, because the streets and roads and avenues have numbers, lulls you into a false sense that there is some logic you might, with luck, discover. In the cemetery, we didn’t get our bearings until we sighted the flag pole and headed for it. When we were almost there, we would stumble upon our corner.


Our headstone said Weinstein, centered, and under it Nerson, which was my uncle’s family name. My grandmother and my uncle’s mother each had her own footstone. The headstone was pretty plain, although the top curved. I liked some of the fancier stones better; they had images of flames or books. But we had a bench, placed catty-cornered, which made a good place for the grown ups to sit on, or for us kids to use in our play.


My father would open the trunk of his car and unwrap his hedge clippers, which were swaddled in old greasy towels. He would methodically cut the hedges that surrounded the graves, clip clip clip, the tiny bright green leaves falling on the grass. We paid the cemetery people good money to do this, but obviously their efforts were not sufficient.


Looking back, I am guessing that my father had mixed feelings about his mother, and that it was helpful for him to have a job to do, even if was a made-up one. She does not seem to have been a particularly warm person. There may have been reasons—orphaned at an early age, made to work as “a slavey,” my father’s term, for relatives when they were still in the Old Country. But she did manage to make it over here, find a nice man to marry, then travel back and forth across the U.S. several times, doggedly advancing the welfare of her husband and children.
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