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For Denise









We don’t know how we will grieve until we grieve.


—CHIMAMANDA ADICHIE1


I have come to see that the great matter of birth and death is not great because it’s overwhelming and uncontrollable but because it is profound in its immense capacity to arouse a loving nature in us, bring attentiveness to living, and most importantly to seal an interrelationship between all that is born and will die. When we hear of a death we are reminded, like nothing else in life, that we are interdependent upon one another.


—ZENJU EARTHLYN MANUEL2










FOREWORD



I’VE KNOWN KIMBERLY BROWN FOR MORE THAN TEN YEARS AND truly admire her good heart and her dedication to helping others, all of it underpinned by her practice of Buddha’s wise advice.


We all want to be happy and don’t want suffering; our problem is that we allow ourselves to be pulled from pillar to post, struggling to deal with what life brings us, especially loss and grief.


Buddha’s genius is his deep understanding of the mind, the inner workings of our own cognitive process. He gives us the skills to become intimately familiar with our thoughts and emotions and to radically reconfigure them, thus enabling us to live our lives with courage and compassion, for our own sake and the sake of others.


Kimberly’s beautiful book is full of such advice, not just for Buddhists, but for everyone.


—Robina Courtin, Buddhist teacher and editor










PREFACE



IN AUGUST 2011, A DOCTOR AT A HOSPITAL IN MID-CENTRAL WIS-consin called to tell me my mother was in the intensive care unit. She explained that Mom was suffering from dehydration and kidney failure and had been brought by ambulance to the emergency room. Sitting on my couch in my apartment in downtown Manhattan, I was angry and impatient, interrupting the doctor to ask, “Is she dying?” There was a pause as she considered her words. “Well, I can’t be sure . . . but it looks pretty bad. I think you might want to come here.”


Which was exactly what I didn’t want to do. My mom, suffering from chronic obstructive pulmonary disease as well as emphysema, had been in the hospital four times during the past year, discharging herself as soon as possible and refusing to comply with the doctors’ instructions to eat, take her medication, and quit drinking and smoking. I thought this time would be the same as the others, and I was mad even as I booked a flight to Mosinee Regional Airport and began packing. My friend Stephanie came by to help me, and as I sorted through my drawers and closets, she said, “I think you should pack a dress.” Annoyed, I asked, “What for?” To which she replied, “Just in case there’s a funeral.”


I wore that dress a week later. Despite knowing that she’d been in decline for several years, that her illnesses were progressive and worsening, that she was more than eighty years old, and that she badly abused her body, I was the last person to comprehend that my mother was dying and was utterly shocked when it happened.


When someone is alive, especially someone we love or know well, it’s almost impossible to imagine that they’ll no longer be here. Even if, like my mom, they’ve been sick for months or years, the irrevocable and mysterious nature of death feels almost beyond our comprehension. As a meditation teacher, one of the reasons I wrote this book is to remind myself—and you and everyone we know—that death and loss are normal, common experiences, and we can develop skills to anticipate and accept them, even when they’re painful and sad.


Recently, the losses felt by my students, friends, family, and the world have been staggering. No one is immune to the effects of the coronavirus pandemic, and it’s commonplace to get laid off from a job, end a relationship, cancel an important event like a wedding or graduation, lose a loved one to this terrible virus, or simply grieve the end of our ordinary interactions with our communities. That’s another reason I wrote this book—to support all of us through grief and mourning, to remind us that bereavement is normal, and to let you know that you can go through it without being destroyed.


Buddhist students like me are continually reminded to recognize the impermanence of all things and to remember that every human will get sick, grow older, die, and lose all we hold dear. We’re trained like this so we can face the truth of our precious and brief lives and help alleviate suffering for ourselves and others. Death and grief are unavoidable, but it’s possible to learn to respond to this fact of life in ways that are supportive and strengthen our relationships. The practices and meditations in this book can guide you through divorce, layoff, unexpected change, even death—without becoming overwhelmed and shutdown, angry and blaming, or frightened and looking for a way out. Instead, these traditional contemplations, which are rooted in Buddhist teachings, will help you develop compassion and wisdom to experience your grief directly, with kindness, and to heal. They’re designed to help you to experience all of your feelings, even the most painful.


No matter who you are or what your background—your race, sex, gender, ethnicity, culture, sexual orientation, class, religion, ability, or age—you will experience the vicissitudes of life and death. This fact forces all of us to confront our deepest vulnerabilities—that our most important plans can be ruined in an instant, that everything is impermanent and ever changing, and that our lives are transitory, fragile, and dependent on others. Some believe that this moment in time is the most dangerous and divisive of any in our human history, as we experience the devasting results of environmental damage and pollution, recognize the deep inequalities among us as a result of ignorance and greed, and face a mental health crisis rooted in a lack of compassion and a failure to prioritize the development of mindfulness and generosity. But perhaps it’s also true that at no other time has it been so clear that we need each other like never before, that we are connected through our shared suffering and joy, and that we can use these terrible challenges to come together and share our abundant resources, reconnect to our wisdom and courage, expand our circle of care, and create a healthy and equitable world for everyone.


If you’re reading this book, it’s likely you or someone you love has experienced a loss, and neither I nor anyone else can tell you how to act or be. You might want to forget the events of the last few years, but I hope you’ll use this book as a guide to bring you closer to both your sorrows and your gladness, so you can welcome life as it unfolds with presence, balance, and peace. It’s intended to give you the confidence to reconnect to yourself and rediscover that you have everything you need to navigate grief and mourning. Its tools will help you welcome all that’s in your heart—the painful, the delightful, the ugly, the beautiful—so you can become what you already are: a dear and loving friend to yourself.
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NOTES ON THE PRACTICES



THE PRACTICES IN THIS BOOK ARE ADAPTATIONS OF TRADITIONAL meditations that I’ve learned through my Buddhist training. Their purpose is to help you comfort yourself, develop insight into your habits and behavior, and ultimately free yourself from suffering.


All the practices can be adapted for anyone of any ability. If you can’t walk, sit. If you can’t sit, lay down. If you have asthma or breathing difficulties, use sound instead of breath to anchor you. There is no wrong way to meditate as long as you’re present-centered, paying attention, and meeting yourself with kindness.


Though everything in this book is a suggestion, not a requirement, I strongly encourage you not to skip the practices. In my experience, meditation and spending silent time alone with yourself is healing, calming, and reassuring—but only if you do it. It might be hard at first—you might be fidgety or bored—and that’s okay. It takes time to get accustomed to paying attention to yourself in a new way. Don’t give up—I’m confident you can do it because it was hard for me at first too, and with time and practice I’m comfortable and at ease with meditation, even on days when my mind is frustrated, dull, or filled with fast-moving thoughts.


Most importantly, be sure to use your wisdom while you’re practicing. If you feel less steady and more overwhelmed, stop and try again later. If you feel too tired to meditate, take a nap. And if you’re discouraged and want to quit, remember the reason you’re practicing—so you can learn to take care of yourself kindly and skillfully through a difficult time and beyond.










CHAPTER 1



There Is Nothing Wrong with You


Let everything happen to you: beauty and terror.
Just keep going. No feeling is final.


—RAINIER MARIA RILKE1


MY PARENTS DIDN'T LIKE ONE ANOTHER AND IT WAS RARE FOR THEM to share a joke or show affection. That’s why I thought my Aunt Lucille and Uncle Eddie were so special, although now I know they were simply an ordinary happily married couple. Lu was a housewife who’d never had a job and stayed at home to raise her daughters and take care of her husband. Her friends and neighbors knew that if they went grocery shopping or out to lunch together during the week, Lu needed to be back by five o’clock to greet Eddie when he came home from his job, at which point she would open a bottle of beer for him, pour herself a glass of wine, and they would sit in their family room overlooking the backyard and tell one another about their day.


Eddie was first-generation Irish, six foot four, with crooked teeth, Coke-bottle glasses, and a loud laugh who hated travel and spent his free time and vacations tending his backyard. His hands were hard and rough from his job as a steelworker at Otis, installing elevators on high-rise construction sites, including the Sears Tower in downtown Chicago. Lu and Eddie were married for nearly thirty years when he had a terrible accident at work—a scaffold came loose and he plummeted many stories down an elevator shaft to his death.


Naturally, Lu was devastated. Her daughters were grown but the eldest—a nurse—moved back home to be with her for a year. When her daughter left for her own apartment, Lu was still grieving but growing steady and caring for herself, spending time with friends, and doing volunteer work with the elderly parishioners at St. John Vianney Church. Still, her family was frustrated with her, because Lu continued to become upset when she witnessed or heard about any kind of accidental death. If a car crash, a building collapse, or a fall from a balcony was broadcast on WGN, the local television and radio station, it would send her scurrying out of the room weeping. Finally, her father told her, impatiently but not unkindly, “It’s time for you to get over it, Lu.”


I thought of this recently when my neighbor Sanjiv told me he was having trouble “getting over” a recent job loss. He’d worked at a boutique Brooklyn branding agency for nearly a decade and was one of a core group of employees who’d chosen not to leave the agency after the firm nearly filed for bankruptcy a few years earlier. At the time, the owners promised equity as a reward for loyalty, but before that was made official, they sold their firm for a large sum to a multinational company where Sanjiv was deemed “redundant” and soon after fired. Six months later, he was still angry about the unfairness of his former bosses in breaking their word and at himself for trusting them and not getting the deal in writing. Even after he found a new—and better—situation, he couldn’t stop thinking about it and was frustrated and impatient with himself.


Like Lu and Sanjiv, lots of us receive messages that we should “get over it” and get on with our lives. But the truth is, it’s not possible to just get over a painful loss quickly. Everyone’s grieving process is on a different schedule; trying to do otherwise makes our feelings seem inappropriate or suggests something is wrong with us. Our connections to someone or something don’t end when they or it ends, so it takes time to process and understand what’s happened before we can make new decisions and move forward. If you’ve experienced a death, divorce, or breakup, got fired or laid off, or your house was destroyed in a fire or hurricane, or you’ve suffered any other profound loss, of course you’ll be affected by it. But whatever you are feeling—if you’re crying, not crying, sad, angry, energized and unable to sleep, or exhausted and unable to get out of bed—is okay. Any and all of your emotions, moods, attitudes, and sensations are part of the mourning process—normal reactions to significant loss and change.


There are no shortcuts. You can try to ignore your sadness by distracting yourself with work or get rid of fear by starting arguments with friends. You can tell yourself and your family you’re fine while you’re managing anxiety with binge eating or drinking too much. But none of these actions improves how you feel.




A note about prolonged mourning . . . If years have passed since you experienced a loss and you continue to feel overwhelmed, unable to fully participate in work, social, or family life, and your grief is not fading, you may be experiencing prolonged mourning, a chronic and persistent sense of grief. This isn’t unusual after a profound life-changing event, and working with a grief counselor or joining a support group can help you through it. Sometimes we need extra help and skilled resources to fully transition through our bereavement process.





Unsuccessful attempts to deny, bypass, or discharge pain create disappointment or frustration and increase our suﬀering. Why do I still feel so angry? When am I going to stop being so tired? These can also make our feelings even more powerful, insistent, and overwhelming, because they need to be heard and cared for by you before they can resolve.


In Buddhism, equanimity is the wisdom that supports us through our sorrows and joys. It’s the poignant understanding that the nature of everything is impermanent and ever changing; it’s the opposite of believing we’re able to control it all. With equanimity, we don’t have to cling to happy moments, wishing they won’t end, because we know they will—and it’s okay. Rather, we can delight in our successes and joyful circumstances, knowing they will inevitably change. And in the same way, we don’t have to push away or get overwhelmed by sorrow and loss, because we know this will change too. With love and compassion, we understand that we don’t have to “get over” anything—we trust and are confident that we have all we need to meet whatever arises, including painful feelings—knowing they will come and go and change too.




In the Buddhist tradition there is a teaching called the Eight Worldly Winds—examples of the vicissitudes of life that all humans will experience. They are gain and loss; praise and blame; fame and disrepute; and pleasure and pain. Most of us are conditioned to desire the former in each pair and avoid the latter, but these circumstances aren’t always under our control. A truly balanced and happy mind can weather these winds without grasping after the positive states or getting overwhelmed by the negative. Cultivating equanimity enables us to develop an unwavering internal strength and confidence that we can trust to support us through all the worldly winds in our ceaselessly changing and unpredictable lives.









Practice 1: Stay



If you’re new to meditation, it might feel uncomfortable at first. That’s because most of us have been taught to be productive, make things happen, get things done but have little experience with simply allowing life to unfold as it is without doing anything. It’s also because meeting our emotions can feel unpleasant, so you might immediately want to change them into something pleasant or move your attention away from them entirely.


In this practice, you’ll place your attention on your breath and simply “stay” with yourself. This is how to develop equanimity—quietly noticing your body, heart, and mind without getting up, distracting yourself with the internet, television, or work, or daydreaming away into a fantasy world. You’ll become familiar with all aspects of yourself and your experience—the pleasant, unpleasant, and dull—without trying to fix or change or ignore anything. The more you practice, the more impartial you’ll become to what’s arising, ultimately meeting every moment—the good, the bad, the beautiful, the ugly—with equal interest, care, and kindness.


To begin, find a quiet place where you can sit or lie down without being disturbed. Set a timer for ten minutes, then keep your phone and devices out of reach. Turn off any music or television, and don’t talk. Get still. Stop moving around and keep your eyes halfclosed, looking at the floor or the ceiling without letting your gaze wander here and there. Bring your attention to your chest and take five conscious breaths, perhaps inhaling a little deeper and exhaling a bit more fully.


Place your attention here, on your chest as it rises and falls with your breath. You don’t have to make anything happen, and if you do notice that you’re controlling your breath, do your best to let go and just rest on your natural inspiration and expiration. You might notice emotions like sadness or anger and, accompanying them, judgments in the form of comments or thoughts like “Not this again” or “I wish this would stop” or as an impulse to get up to make dinner, to check your email, or to do anything except stay. When this happens, you can place your hand on your heart and gently say to yourself, “Stay.” You can repeat this as many times as needed, breathing in “Stay” and breathing out “Stay.” Continue like this for the entire ten minutes, resisting the urge to get up, to do anything except stay.


When the timer sounds, resist the urge to jump up and abruptly start a new task. Take a moment to mindfully stop the alarm, inhale and exhale a few times, and take a big stretch. Be sure to thank yourself and appreciate your time and effort.










CHAPTER 2



Change after Loss


We think of change as having lost something. Actually, change brings a new opportunity every moment, so there are limitless possibilities.


-HIS HOLINESS THE SEVENTEENTH GYALWANG KARMAPA1


EVERY YEAR ON THANKSGIVING, ALEXIS’S FAMILY DROVE TO HER great-aunt Tess’s house in Detroit from their home in suburban Chicago. She and her younger brother loved riding in the back seat, looking out the windows, and trying to make other drivers wave and laugh, while watching the suburban sprawl turn to quiet, flat, winter-gray farmland and back again. Then they stopped at the A&W just outside the city, where their dad ordered four draft root beers and their mom pretended to protest the dangers of drinking soda.


When they got to Aunt Tess’s old craftsman house, entering through the side door and walking up the few steps into the dining room, Tess always called to them from the kitchen, “The turkey will never be ready on time!” Alexis’s Aunt Callie rushed to greet them and the two sisters hurried into the kitchen while Alexis and her brother dumped their coats on the bed in the guest room and excitedly ran down to the basement to see the other kids.


The kids—first and second cousins, a few stepchildren, and usually a couple neighbors—ranged in age from five to seventeen. There was a big entertainment center against one wall with an old television where Tess’s late husband watched his beloved Bears football games despite merciless mocking by his Lions-loving neighbors. There was a DVD player and a box of decade-old movies, and on Thanksgiving they watched Die Hard and Bad Boys until one of the grownups came downstairs and told them to put on something less violent for the little kids or they couldn’t watch at all. One year, Alexis’s ten-year-old cousin Michael, fascinated with competitive eating contests in Japan, choked on a turkey leg while demonstrating how fast he could eat, turning bright red as the rest of the kids froze, unsure whether to call an adult, until he coughed and vomited, and they all backed away in disgust.


When Alexis was twelve, Tess died and the tradition changed. Her mom, Aunt Callie, and their uncles decided to host Thanksgiving at their homes, but fewer people wanted to participate, and it just wasn’t the same without Tess. Alexis missed the big gathering and didn’t understand why it was so hard to coordinate it. But as she grew older, she understood that her great-aunt’s death changed the dynamic of the family structure entirely. The last of four siblings, Tess was the thread that linked them together with their past, and when she died, they no longer had a common bond. Alexis exchanged letters with a couple of her cousins until she went to college, and after that she lost touch with her mom’s side of the family entirely.




The bad news: nothing is going to turn out the way you planned. The good news: nothing is going to turn out the way you planned. Without change, sickness can’t be healed, new habits formed, and solutions to big problems like disagreements among nations or global warming are impossible. Change is the nature of all life, and each change has many consequences, some beneficial, some neutral, and others harmful or upsetting. We can use mindfulness—skillfully paying attention to the present moment, with kindness—to help us notice when we’re tightly holding on to “the way things should be” so we can be more aware of the different possibilities and choices available to us.





An ending—of a life, a relationship, a job, anything—creates unexpected changes, both welcome and unwelcome, and those changes have a ripple effect. Alexis’s family started celebrating the holiday with just the four of them at their house, which was a little bit lonely. But it was also nice for her father to relax at home instead of driving, and her mother was a much better cook than Aunt Tess. And without the obligation to visit their relatives, Alexis’s family were free to do something different, so twice they went on a holiday for Thanksgiving—once to Disneyland and once to Busch Gardens—and skipped the big dinner entirely.


We often believe that the way things are right now is the way things will be in the future, or the way things should be in the future. Perhaps it’s the way that’s familiar to us, or the way we prefer, or the fact that we simply don’t—or can’t—allow ourselves to imagine other possibilities for our future. But change is inevitable and if we hold tightly to these ideas, we suffer because they prevent us from experiencing the many possibilities arising from change. As Alexis and her family discovered, all endings have unexpected and unpredictable losses and gains.


I learned this too after I was fired from a job, which led to a series of events I could not have foreseen and that ultimately altered the course of my life. While in college, I worked for several years as a waitress at R. J. Grunts, a restaurant in Chicago. I’d planned to work there part time until I graduated, then move to suburban Evanston and find a job in human resources, but one day the management changed. They decided to do more with less staff and laid off several long-time workers, including me. I was surprised and angry, and my apartment lease was up, too, and since I really couldn’t afford the rent increase, I impetuously decided to give away most of my furniture and stored the rest of my belongings in my friend’s garage. Feeling down and discouraged, I decided to use my unemployment benefits to stay at my family’s cottage in Wisconsin, intending to return home in a few weeks to finish up my last year at DePaul University. The cottage was an old three-room fishing shack without phone service or an indoor shower, and I spent the next week alone, reading Lonesome Dove, walking to the pond to see the beaver dams, and swimming from the rickety wooden pier. By the time my childhood friends Mark and Shawn canoed across the bay to invite me to dinner, I was feeling relaxed and less upset about losing my job. That night, when I rowed our aluminum fishing boat across to their much grander Adirondack-style camp, I met their friend Richard, who was visiting from New York City, and we started a long-distance relationship. Six months later I moved east to be with him, and all the plans and beliefs I had about what I was going to do, where I was going to live, and who I was going to be abruptly changed—all as a result of getting fired. Although Richard and I dated for only a few months, I stayed in New York, and twenty-five years later, I still live here.
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“Brown’s ability to help one navigate loss through a loving and
compassionate lens is exactly the type of approach to healing we all need.”
—NINA PUREWAL, coauthor of the international bestseller Let That Sh*t Go
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