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			For Diane

		

	
		
			And at last my own death will steal upon me . . .

			A gentle, painless death, far from the sea when it comes

			To take me down, borne down with the years in ripe old age

			With all my people here in blessed peace around me.

			—Homer, on the reunion of Penelope and Odysseus

		

	
		
			Preface

			Overcoming the Fear of Death

			I am afraid to death of death. In my relatively short life, many of my friends, colleagues and students have already passed on, to what I don’t know. I’ve faced the sudden death of others, the suicide of acquaintances, and the slow, tortured end from illness of those I love. Every day I plow through the hours in front of my home computer, at my office or in a supermarket aisle, distracting myself with life’s banalities to combat my own subliminal fear of death. I absorb myself in the lives of my children. Intertwining my life with theirs connects me in some irrational way to their youth, pushing the angel of death farther from view. But suddenly—often without noticeable cause—I am ravaged by a primal panic. Everyone dies. I am going to die. The little whisper gets louder. I AM GOING TO DIE.

			The escalating noise of this whisper is not odd because death is everywhere, inescapable in its grab for victims. It surrounds us. According to statisticians, 56 million people die every year. That comes out to 153,000 deaths a day, 107 deaths per minute. The television news barks out death notices in astonishing number, day after day, wearing down our naïve optimism, shocking us with death’s randomness. Death shows its face on every newspaper page. There is murder and manslaughter, death by starvation and natural disasters, obituaries of the famous and pictures of suicide bombers stealing the lives of the innocent. Closer to home, friends die of cancer, parents suffer aging, a neighbor loses a child. We wake up trying to quell the existential anguish of it all. We go to a funeral and can’t help crying. Sometimes we are crying for ourselves. The death whisper returns: when will it be my turn? And then we go home and make a sandwich, pretending that the drama belongs to someone else. Not us.

			Death was a constant shadow in my family’s past, a shadow we saw but tried hard to ignore. The fear of it was intense, and over time it jelled into an even more intense stillness and silence. Ignoring death does not make it go away. It made our family woefully underprepared to have the kind of casual frankness with death that makes a person’s last imprint one of celebration rather than confusion. I witnessed this close up when my beloved Zeide died. My grandfather died at ninety-five, throwing our family into instant turmoil. He was sick for over a year and in a rehabilitation facility. He was old by any standard except the early chapters of the book of Genesis where characters died at 950. Yet he did not purchase a plot or leave burial instructions. He offered no last words of consolation or wisdom. Out of fear, he did not speak of his death, so no one else did. He was such a monumental figure in my life, yet we never said goodbye.

			I was born Jewish to a child survivor of the Holocaust. My mother was born in Poland and spent her young life before the war in Zakrzewek, a small village south of Lublin. My grandparents sensed danger, left the village and went into hiding. Not long after, all the Jews of Zakrzewek were rounded up and murdered in one day by the Nazis. My grandparents were concentration camp survivors at Auschwitz, separated from each other and from my mother. My grandfather found my mother in an orphanage in Lublin after his liberation by the Americans, and eventually all three reunited after the war, but not until almost forty members of their—my—family were killed in gas chambers and random shootings. Jewish identity in my childhood home was encapsulated in the faded blue numbers tattooed on my grandparents’ arms. Religion was not only something they lived but something they carried: an identity burden, something they couldn’t scrub off or get rid of with ease.

			I wanted to know what the numbers meant. I spoke with my grandparents about their story and studied the history of the Holocaust. The wholesale death of millions haunted me, not only because the Holocaust is paralyzing in its enormity and travesty but also because I wondered how any survivor could live a normal life. My grandparents moved in the world with grace and laughter. Zeide loved to tell jokes. He was a prankster. But my grandparents, understandably, were superstitious when it came to death. They could and did talk about the tragedy in our family but would never speak of their own deaths. There was something about articulating the language of dying that they believed would precipitate an earlier, untimely death. This fear closed off conversations that needed to happen and emotions that were never properly expressed.

			Life can hold more joy but only to a point. It will, one day, be over. Its inevitability should make us fear death less, but instead we fear it more. My grandfather was so choked by its grip that it stymied necessary conversation.

			Zeide was no philosopher, mind you. He was a tailor and a dry cleaner, but I wish, between hemming pants, he had read what the French writer Michel de Montaigne once wrote: “To begin depriving death of its greatest advantage over us let us deprive death of its strangeness, let us frequent it, let us get used to it. . . . A man who has learned how to die has unlearned how to be a slave.”1 Learn how to die, unlearn death’s strangeness, become its master. It is not death that has a profound stranglehold over us but the fear of death.

			That fear is amplified by everything uncertain that death carries with it: the anxious anticipation of not being here, not growing old, not doing what we always wanted to do, not being with those we love, not watching our children grow up and have children of their own. We don’t know when we will die, how we will die or how our deaths will affect those around us. But Montaigne was on to something. When we “frequent it” and dissect death’s terrors, we find ourselves able to approach our slavish fear of death, invite death into our lives and discuss it, thereby also inviting spiritual growth. We begin to understand, precisely because we cannot live forever, that we have much living and loving to do now. Over time, we can learn to make death our teacher, a teacher of empyrean truths.

			For the past several years, I have made death my teacher. In my calmer moments, when the question does not rattle me to the core, I have stepped back and asked myself: is there a better way to die?

			Yes there is.

			I know this not because I’ve been blessed with prophecy or an advanced degree in the subject. (Disclaimer: I have not died and come back. That would be an instant bestseller.) I know this because I have been on a personal quest to understand the role that death plays in our lives. My search was jump-started one day in September 2009. On that day, my cousin Alyssa died at age forty. It was unexpected and traumatic. The silence that surrounded death in my family was suddenly broken for the worst possible reason; we were staring at it in front of us with wide, gaping mouths, not knowing what to do or say. I performed my first and only funeral two days later, documented the haunting experience in my journal and decided that it was time to end the family’s silence and begin the journey to understanding.

			As a Jewish educator for twenty-five years, I needed to understand death not only for myself but for all of those with whom I work closely who also recognize the terror of death and the role it plays in shutting them down and opening them up. I regularly travel with adults through the range of life experiences that percolate major questions and spiritual insights. Confronting the deaths of those we love and facing our own mortality are among the most poignant and frightening steps on life’s journey. I began my search with a set of questions, both concrete and abstract. What happens to our bodies after we die? Is there an afterlife? Can an unexpected and sudden death still be beautiful? Does my fear of death contribute in some positive way to my life? In other words, can I leverage the terror and get something out of it? Is there a better way to die, and can we learn it? I wanted to vanquish my fear of death, like some exotic sword-slayer in a medieval thriller, and found an unintended present with my search, the gift of inspiration. I met ordinary people with extraordinary emotional stamina who overcame their fears and left the most important legacy one can leave behind, a better death. Sometimes even a beautiful death.

			Studying death exposed me to many different spiritual traditions, philosophical debates, medical practices and cultural beliefs that surround death and the dying. I devoured philosophical and spiritual treatises, ancient mystical texts and psychological and sociological studies. I read numerous books about funeral homes and undertakers-in-training, and I skimmed cemetery and hospice manuals. I learned about the chemistry of cremation, the intricacies of Japanese burial ceremonies and even performed a ritual bath on a dead woman. Most importantly, I interviewed dozens of remarkable people who made themselves vulnerable through our conversations about the most fragile of human experiences, many of them in tears as we spoke.

			Here’s some of what I learned: the grim reaper is not always grim; our last days can be the most loving time of life; last words have remarkable staying power; and learning about the mechanics of how we do death can make the prospect less daunting. The more prepared we are for the logistics of death, the less those who profit from death (the so-called death industry) can exploit us. The more open we are about our own deaths, the more prepared our survivors will be to face their own ultimate truths one day. The more emotionally generous we are with words, affection and regrets, the easier it will be to control the fear. We can achieve happier endings.

			Studying death through speaking to the dying and their survivors also made me question Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, the physician and writer, whose five stages of grief radically altered the way we think about death and loss. Denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance have become such an axiomatic understanding of loss that we may, as a result, limit our fullest and most warming experience of death. I am no longer convinced that these stages truly capture what is taking place during the period when one’s death or the death of someone we love is imminent. Many therapists have questioned Kübler-Ross’s stages, believing that the word “stage” may be misleading. Not everyone experiences all five stages, nor do these stages occur in a linear fashion, with people waiting for one stage to stop and the next to begin. My problem with this ladder of loss is that it is missing its most important rung. The last, most potent stage or development within the framework of loss is not acceptance. It is inspiration. I humbly believe Kübler-Ross missed something in her categorization that may be the key to the fine art of dying well, if we can ever truly call it that.

			I turned Kübler-Ross’s list into a different and abbreviated outline in my own mind. Denial is undoubtedly the first stage, bold and tenacious. Then, in my new death outline, anger, bargaining and depression become subsumed under denial as different manifestations of the unwillingness to accept death. They are all—anger, bargaining and depression—mechanisms of denial. They represent different fields of the battleground, the fight against a truth that cannot be broken. Kübler-Ross’s acceptance turned into resignation in my new scheme. There is a moment when the fight ends and the resignation begins.

			“Acceptance” is a little too positive to describe this stage. It gives the impression of being welcome, and death is rarely welcome. If we define “acceptance” as consent or receiving something with approval or favor, then “acceptance” becomes too cheery for what most who grieve experience. “Resignation” seems the semantically more appropriate word. We submit to the inevitability of our fate, aggressively, passively or unresistingly. We tell ourselves: This is real. It will not go away. It is a new fact of our existence, which is one of the only old facts of human existence. In happier endings, the observation “This is real” is twinned with the maturing understanding “I am unprepared.” And this confession is critical to achieving the next stage: “I need to be prepared.”

			Once someone is able to utter these words—“I need to be prepared”—a flood of change takes place that enables us to face death without fear. This is the stage I call “inspiration,” a stage that never appeared in Kübler-Ross’s framework but appeared in virtually every conversation I had with a person or family who managed to do death better. The intentional decision to become better prepared for death gives the dying permission to love more fully, to say the words they’ve wanted to say for a lifetime, to repair and heal troubled relationships, and to entertain a range of ethereal and spiritual thoughts and actions often previously closed off, sealed or masked by the pragmata of everyday anxieties. It gives the family the chance to reach out to the dying with an emotional range previously unknown or unexperienced. By not acknowledging that the stage of inspiration exists, many never believe that it is possible; they retain the stubborn belief that acceptance alone is the last station. In so doing, they deny themselves the beautiful closure that only the enlightened ever achieve but that is a possibility for almost everyone.

			A successful businessman in his fifties mourned the fact that no one was able to say “Dad’s dying” after three stressful weeks in the hospital and three additional weeks at home. “It happened so fast,” his son lamented to me one morning over coffee. Stuck in the quicksand of denial, the family did not realize that when a nurse wheeled Dad out to a family dinner and he addressed his wife and each son that he was actually saying goodbye. How tender that dinner could have been had they opened their eyes and seen what was really going on. “He was saying goodbye, and none of us realized until long after it happened.” Inspiration is not a stage of grief. It is an admission of possibility. It is the last gift we give the living.

			My exploration of death began with questions I thought had no answers. It ended—as much as any such journey can ever end—with answers that were personally transformative. And because I know that you find this hard to believe, I have to introduce you to my teachers, each of whom is worth a thousand books on death. Good teachers are those who die well and show us how with their very lives. My teachers dot the pages that follow. First let me introduce you to Rose. Rose was Connie’s mother.

			Not long after her mother died, Connie and I met on a sparkling San Francisco afternoon outside the museum she once directed. She took me on a tour, and toward the end of our walk, we spoke about her mother.

			“I’m so sorry to hear about her death,” I said, expressing my deepest condolences.

			Connie beamed. “Don’t be sorry. My mother had the most beautiful death.”

			That’s odd, I thought. Such a response in the face of consolation was quite rare. There must be a story here. Connie told me that in a month she was going on a trip with her four sisters to spread her mother’s ashes on a ski slope. There was a lot to say, and she would tell me all about it when she got back.

			Rosemarie—or Rose, as she was called—died in her early eighties in Idaho. She had lupus for thirty years and eventually died of related complications. Connie swore you’d never know about her mother’s chronic condition because her mother made it a practice not to complain about being ill. Rose lived her life full of spirit, and she also died that way.

			I wondered what it meant to die full of spirit. Connie explained. Rose’s husband, Connie’s father, had committed suicide when Connie was only fifteen; both of Rose’s parents died before she was ten, leaving her an orphan. Rose was on intimate terms with death. Suffering was the measure of her life. Rose wanted to undo this upbringing of pain in raising her own five daughters. There must be a better way to do death, she reckoned. So Rose talked about death casually and often, to the point where the family joke involved the neighborhood funeral home, Metcalf’s.

			“So, Mother, when are you going to Metcalf’s?”

			“Is it time to go to Metcalf’s?”

			Rose had a host of illnesses. As she aged into more severe pain, Rose was told that she would have to undergo dialysis. She had always had a very close relationship with her doctors; Rose knew her options and was not in denial about what lay ahead. Rose did not want the hospital life associated with dialysis and decided instead to soldier through her pain until the end. Connie told me about an incident, which happened several months in advance of Rose’s death, that most illustrated her mother’s attitude toward her health. Rose had traveled from Idaho each month to see a world specialist in San Francisco as her condition worsened. The doctor casually asked her if anything had happened to her in the intervening month, and Rose said that nothing unusual had occurred. “What do you mean, Mother?” Connie interrupted forcefully. “Did you forget that you were diagnosed with breast cancer since we were last here?”

			Rose had not forgotten about the cancer. She just would not let it get in her way. She pushed it away with dignity. In her view, every day presented another chance to live, so why should she dwell on dying? She was not going to carry her cancer around, lugging it about like a heavy suitcase, a conversation-stopper. She was determined that sickness would neither define nor limit her. Rose knew herself well enough to know that she needed to retain control of the decision-making that so often imperceptibly slips through the fingers of the dying. To that end, years before sickness ate away at her, Rose held what Connie called a tag sale in her house. She told the girls to label everything in the house they wanted and explained which sister would be the executor of her will and why. She divided up the better jewelry and organized her papers and set out her burial wishes. In Connie’s words:

			It was the best gift she gave us. Nothing made my mother happier than when we were all around her and all got along. She made all these plans not because she was a controlling person but because she didn’t want us to fight about what she left. She saw too many families broken apart because of fighting over an inheritance and she wanted us to know what she wanted. None of us was going to second-guess what she wanted, as so many people do. And that was her last and best gift because it worked.

			What Connie described touched a deep emotional chord with me. Having gone through too many death scenes where I watched families torn apart by financial issues that really amounted to sibling rivalry and envy—arguing over small items or certain that a parent or a spouse wanted to be buried one way and not another—it became obvious that survivors don’t want to betray the desires of the deceased but often have no idea what those desires are. When survivors are left to second-guess, every possibility spells out unhappiness in a different way, and the living suffer the displeasure more than the dead. Rose prepared her family because she did not want her death to be a source of family infighting.

			For months, Connie and her sisters took turns staying beside their mother. Connie never minded cleaning and bathing Rose or changing her clothing and taking her to the bathroom. She thought it was moving to tend to her mother’s most basic needs. When Rose protested, Connie replied that Rose had done all of this and more when she was a baby, and it was Connie’s turn now. “She said she didn’t want me to see her this way, but I think she was really touched that we took care of her.” Connie made me realize that the most salient reason we don’t take care of those who are dying may be to protect ourselves from the reality of our own deaths. It’s not fair to the dying. They need us, and we are not there because we do not want to look in that mirror. They need us to have more courage than that. Connie could take care of her mother because her mother taught her not to be afraid of death.

			One of Connie’s cousins who believed in contacting spirits in the afterlife set her up with a spirit reader about a month after Rose passed away. The woman knew nothing about Connie’s life or Rose’s death, but she told her that her mother thanked her for taking care of her at the end. This reassured Connie that Rose’s dignity had not been compromised. Then, with a laugh, Connie brushed off the spirit reader. She went back for a second visit, and everything the spirit reader said was just plain wrong. “But that first message, it really sounded like something my mom would say.”

			Rose was a stickler in the personal care department. The sisters knew the end was near when Rose came home from her final visit to the hospital and scheduled and then canceled a manicure and an in-home hairdressing appointment for the next day. Rose told Connie that she was just wasn’t up to it.

			“That’s when I knew,” Connie said.

			Connie described with great tenderness the moment her mother died. Mike, Rose’s second husband of thirty-five years, insisted on being with Rose constantly. The day of the canceled appointments, Mike went to take a shower while Connie hovered near her mother. Rose lay on the couch sleeping. “Suddenly her breathing changed dramatically, and I screamed out for Mike. We were both there the moment she passed away. It was incredible.” The family was already en route, and when one of her other sisters arrived, the three of them moved the body to Rose’s own bed. Connie’s voice lowered slightly when she shared what this moment was like for her.

			My mother weighed so little in those last weeks. She had also lost inches of her height over the years. We each positioned ourselves to move her, and I was responsible for holding up her middle. She was probably four foot eight and not even ninety pounds, but when we moved her, she was so heavy, so very heavy. And that’s when I knew that her spirit left her. Her spirit made her light, and when her spirit left, her body was just so unexpectedly heavy. I remember thinking that.

			Soon, all the family had gathered around Rose in her bedroom. They sat on the bed, all of the sisters together, and told stories about their mother. They even put lipstick on Rose because that was what they felt she would have done in front of her girls. Connie recalled that little flourish with fondness and then described what it meant to have everyone together: “It was what she would have wanted, what she most loved: her girls all around her, talking with each other and just being together.”

			Rose left very specific burial instructions and nothing to chance. She wanted her body to be cremated, and she wanted Mike and each of the girls to take a packet of her ashes and throw them on a ski slope in Sun Valley, Idaho. She was even specific about the slope. “My mother was a great skier, and she skied even when her bones were brittle and always breaking. We just could not get that crazy woman to stop. She wanted us to spread her ashes over one run, Christian’s Gold. And she wanted that run and not any other because she didn’t like all the slopes.”

			The night before going to the ski slope, the sisters held a dinner party for about twenty of Rose’s close friends. They toasted her and celebrated her life through stories. They praised Rose for creating real closure with her friends and with Mike. Months after Rose’s death, Mike called Connie to ask her to repeat a conversation between Rose and Mike that Connie had witnessed. “Connie, did Rose really say that there should be another Mrs. Fishman? Did you really hear that?” Mike wanted to make sure he understood Rose correctly. She wanted life to go on for everyone. She wanted Mike to have as much love without her as they knew together in their marriage—none of the cessation W. H. Auden depicts in “Funeral Blues” where all the clocks are asked to stop, where time itself pauses in the face of loss. Life would go on. Life must go on. Rose demanded that it should.

			Connie wondered how the dispersal of ashes was going to work. She also was not sure it was legal. I was pretty curious myself. I had certainly heard of people who wanted to be cremated and buried at sea. And I knew of someone whose ashes were stuffed into a champagne bottle at a military funeral. Yet for all the odd stories I collected over the years, I never heard of someone who loved skiing so much that she wanted to spend her eternal life on a ski slope. It seemed a little cold for my taste.

			Connie explained that her mother hated cemeteries. Because Rose had lost her parents so young, visiting gravesites probably was an onerous and regular part of Rose’s young life. Maybe she didn’t want that memory for her daughters or maybe she just didn’t want that kind of eternal company. Cemeteries are lonely and quiet, flat and eerie. Rose had a point. Why not “live” among happy people having fun in a gorgeous place with an expansive view where death seems so far away?

			While Connie did not have trouble coming to terms with her mother’s last request, she was stuck on the logistics. “I mean, really, how were we going to divide up her ashes and get them in a few different pouches? I just couldn’t figure it out.” But this detail, in the end, was not complicated. The funeral home that cremated Rose placed the ashes in individual white pouches, and Mike distributed them to each of the girls and took one for himself. Connie described the scene with a note of bemusement: “So there we were in the car, driving to the mountain in our ski gear and our boots, and we each had a piece of my mother with us. It was just so very odd. And again, her ashes felt really, really heavy. I guess I expected them to be light.”

			It was a cold, sunny day when they set out for the mountaintop, just the kind of day that was perfect for skiing, even—apparently—if you were no longer alive. Up on the top of the slope, they each interpreted Rose’s last wish differently. One sister went to the side of the slope and placed the ashes in the crux of a tree. One put them nearer to the bottom so that Rose could metaphorically finish the run. Another felt that her mother’s ashes should be on the top of the slope looking down in anticipation of the run. Connie skied over to a clump of trees and scattered the ashes into the wind and the trees. Another sister spread them out as she slowly skied down the trail. This last choice had some unintended consequences for Connie:

			As I was skiing down the mountain having thrown out my mother’s ashes, I realized that I was actually skiing on my mother’s ashes because now I knew what they looked like. They were the ashes my sister let go of on the slope. For a minute I thought, I am actually skiing on my mother.

			Connie paused, understanding that this strange coincidence was unusual by any standards, and then added, “It felt great. Really great.” She and the family had honored her mother’s last request in every detail. It offered potent solace.

			When we all got to the bottom and exchanged stories about where we put our ashes and what we felt, we all shared the same exact feeling: a huge weight had been lifted. We had done exactly what she wanted. And I knew that once her physical body was no longer with us in any way, that her spirit was there, all spirit. And it’s with me every day. It’s with me now. I talk to her all the time . . .

			What Connie was describing was not the absence of her mother but the enduring gift of her mother’s presence.

			It was then that I realized—with the clarity that comes when an abstract idea manifests itself concretely—that in my quest for a better death, people really could have a happier ending, a beautiful death, despite illness, despite suffering, even with incalculable losses. Rose had vanquished her fear and taught her daughters not to be afraid of death, and now she was teaching me as well. Death is life’s only certainty, and death was going to come. Rose knew it, so why deny it? Rose talked openly about it with her doctors and her family, made tough decisions about it and spelled out all requests related to it in detail. She divided up her material possessions and gave them away in her lifetime because she didn’t want her death to be associated with arguments, resentment or envy. She generously gave permission for others to continue without her. She said whatever she needed to say. She spent her last days eating French fries and ice cream instead of hooked up to dialysis. She taught her daughters to embrace death so that they could live fully.

			Ultimately, Rose gave her family a happy ending because she was able to confront her death without fear. In Connie’s words, “Losing her body made me understand how much she will always live within me. Always.” If Rose’s soul lives on in Connie, then Rose only died in one sense of the word. Her ending was, in some of the most critical ways, not an ending at all. Connie still holds her mother close.

			Rose also taught me that a happier ending has two vantage points: the first from the person who is dying and the second from those left behind. Learning how to overcome the fear of death requires moving in and out of these viewpoints almost seamlessly. The dying who overcome fear learn to die better, and those who watch them die learn to die better as well.

			Thank you, Rose. I didn’t really believe in a beautiful death until Connie introduced us. Thank you for becoming a student of death so that you could become my teacher.

			In the late summer of 1827, the Hasidic master Rabbi Simcha Bunim of Przysucha was ailing and close to death. His wife stood beside him, awash in bitter tears. Finally, he turned to her in irritation and demanded silence. Rabbi Bunim could not understand why his wife was crying, waiting as he had for this moment. With one sentence he explained: “My whole life was only that I should learn to die.”

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Business of Death

			Aunt Diane and Uncle Roy found Alyssa’s body collapsed on the floor in her apartment late one Wednesday afternoon in September after no one had answered her phone for many hours. That afternoon, everything about their lives changed forever. It was every parent’s nightmare stretched out before them in graphic horror. In her memoir The Year of Magical Thinking, Joan Didion sums up those painful minutes of devastation that transform families when her own husband died suddenly of a heart attack in the living room: “Life changes fast. Life changes in the instant. You sit down to dinner and life as you know it ends.”

			Alyssa had also died alone, reflecting one of our most persistent fears. We are terrified to die by ourselves, left alone and undiscovered for a long time. The Japanese have a word for it: kodokushi. Translated loosely, it means “lonely death.” In Psychology Today, Professor Bella DePaulo contends that this fear is often treated as a threat among singles but questions its validity as a reason to couple up. The likelihood of dying alone is not minimized by marriage necessarily, argues E. Kay Trimberger, author of The New Single Woman, but by whether or not you have an active and loving circle of friends.1 Yet we understand this often unarticulated anxiety; to die alone seems to symbolize in the most ultimate sense the anomie of an empty society.2 There will be no one to hear the last word that we ever say, no one to hold a hand and no one to see the last breath imperceptibly leave us.

			I once went out for coffee with an older man in one of my classes who had lost his wife a few years back and was clearly not over the pain. “I’m lonely. I don’t want to spend my last years alone. I don’t want to die alone.” He told me that the pain of his wife’s absence was so profound that he slept at night with a pile of books in his bed in the place his wife had occupied for the dozens of years they were married. He loved her. He loved books. He thought that perhaps there was some transference of these loves that would bring him a modicum of solace. If books were at his side when he died, he would not have to die alone.

			Diane and Roy did not suspect foul play or that Alyssa had taken her own life. They had—and still have—no idea what really happened. Alyssa struggled mightily in her life with her own demons. As a teenager, she went through a period of months when she was afraid to leave the house, and she struggled with other phobias, even as she fought her parents for independence. She never finished her education in the classic sense, but after a string of jobs, she studied to be a nurse’s assistant and stabilized her employment. She was married for a brief and rough few months. It was a beautiful wedding. In her white dress and with her wide smile, it seemed that she had finally figured herself out. But the fairy-tale picture of wedding happiness soon gave way to a harsher reality. Not long after her separation, she joined her parents in Florida and moved into her own apartment a few miles away. Alyssa was needy but very big-hearted. She loved her dog, Elle, and her niece and nephew, and she wanted a happy family like the ones she saw on TV screens and in magazines. She desperately wanted to be a mother.

			Within an hour of finding her, Diane and Roy were surrounded by police officers. My aunt called me screaming. When I got her, between sobs, to tell me what happened, she said only two words and then released another anguished cry: “She’s dead.” She and Roy had lost their only daughter.

			Alyssa’s body was placed in a thick plastic bag on a rolling stretcher. Diane needed a prayer. “What should I say before they take her away?” she said in a whisper. I listed some prayers in Hebrew that are typically recited. “I don’t know any of that Hebrew. You say something,” and she put the phone on the body bag. I recited a few psalms and the central prayer of Judaism, the Shema. I told her that she and my uncle should ask mechila, “forgiveness,” from Alyssa. In Jewish tradition, emotional closure is critical and tightly ritualized, and it involves atonement. We ask forgiveness of the dead, and for some people this is the hardest and starkest reality of saying farewell. That last “I’m sorry for everything” is both a letting go and a reminder that whatever difficulties and arguments may have characterized the relationship between the living and the dead, all must be forgiven. There are no more chances for reconciliation or for the conversation you meant to have but never did.

			When a body is placed in a bag, or on a stretcher or in a casket, an unnerving change happens to our perceptions of existence. We realize the stark and unambiguous reality that something as large as life can be contained in an incredibly small space. Professor James Kugel in his book In the Valley of the Shadow—ruminations on the foundations of religion into which he weaves his personal trial with cancer—writes that he is always “astonished by the smallness of the freshly dug, open holes you see here and there in the cemetery grounds. Can a whole human being fit in there, a whole human life? Yes. No problem.”3

			We can—each of us—be contained in a small spit of earth. The hole reduces all of human life to a dark, containable, insignificant space. I lingered on Kugel’s words, “a whole human life,” having just had the same thought when a beloved friend, a pediatric oncologist, died of cancer himself. He was a larger-than-life sort of fellow. He loved to eat and talk and teach. He was exuberant. And so, in some wrong irony of the universe, he got thyroid cancer and could not eat and could not talk and could not teach. And then I saw the hole they dug at the cemetery to bury him. Could it possibly contain him? It did. When he was fifty-one, cancer had made him smaller and smaller, and he shrunk right out of his life, two weeks before becoming a grandfather. Gone. I remember a light rain mixed with the afternoon sun right after the burial. A rainbow spread across the cemetery. One of his children said, “That was just the sort of thing that Dad would have planned.” He was a colorful person who seemed to have choreographed his own end. A rainbow was perfect. It just made sense.

			I understood from the shakiness in Diane’s voice that she and Roy could not be alone, so I promised to be there soon and booked a one-way ticket. From a distance, my husband and I made calls to morgues, the police station, detectives, and the pathologist’s office to try to understand what had happened and when the body would be released. We wanted to spare Diane and Roy the anguish of these conversations. They had enough pain to manage. I tried desperately to secure a rabbi to visit the home, and, through an internet search and various connections, someone showed up late that evening. Suddenly the need for rituals was profound, but it’s hard to conjure up a spiritual cushion quickly. Religious communities have a way of stepping in to do death, directing us and pushing us forward into the abyss of pain with a safety net of company and highly choreographed behaviors. Death rituals in all faiths are small, meaningful acts of emotional closure that are attempted but never guaranteed. But Diane and Roy were not part of a faith community. Jews bury the dead as close to the time of death as possible. We tried to have Alyssa’s body released in a timely way. Like so many people unprepared for death, they did not know what to do. The next twenty-four hours were a surreal slap of American death, an unimaginable walk through a really bad movie. It was the very opposite of a good death. It came with price tags and quick, uncomfortable decisions that were permanent, with virtually no time to think and made in the dense, emotional fog of loss.

			I only fully understood that death is often accompanied by a slick-haired salesman when Alyssa died. Death is big business. The average amount spent on a funeral today ranges between $5,000 and $10,000. An estate lawyer I know told me that the family of one of his deceased clients spent $45,000 on his funeral, $19,000 of it on an elaborate mausoleum. “It’s what they needed to do. It seems like things weren’t going so well for them as a family.” Guilt over a bad relationship can be costly, and no one knows how to exploit that guilt better than some funeral home directors.

			Although no one can put a price on a life, death does have a price. Jessica Mitford, whose revolutionary book The American Way of Death questioned just about every assumption we have about the way we were “doing death” in America, was outraged by the price of dying. Her husband, a labor lawyer, was angry about exploitation in the funeral industry and got his wife, a writer, fired up about it. Mitford bought a pile of trade magazines and carefully read the articles and the ads, discovering a world of sales she never knew existed. One ad said that keeping up with the Joneses was not only about the high status of living but the high status of dying. Other ads appealed to the search for excellence. Why settle for anything less than the craftsmanship, beauty, comfort and durability you expect in a living room set when it comes to your casket?

			Appalled by these sentiments and others, Mitford wrote a magazine article to out these practices, only to find that every major trade magazine rejected it. It finally found a home in a small publication and, when a progressive funeral society ordered 10,000 reprints, her ideas sailed fast and furiously into the fighting fever of the 1960s. A movement was born, and Mitford became its poster child. The book that emerged quickly changed funeral practices. Clients were suddenly more suspicious of what they were being sold and why. Clergy felt relief that someone was finally exposing dishonest business practices that now had ritual and myth attached to them. The notion that people needed a “memory picture”—a view of the deceased made-up and embalmed—because it was important for closure was finally being questioned. So was the “grief therapy” that was (and still is) regularly offered as a service in many funeral homes. The undertaker was moving into a therapist role but with few of the requisite qualifications. Sanitizing or denying the reality of death in the way that the dead are buried often prolongs and attenuates emotional turmoil. It’s hard for an undertaker to be a grief therapist because by dolling up the dead, he or she may actually be getting in the way of confronting the reality of death.

			People who are grieving and simply cannot think clearly are perfect targets for unethical practices. They rush into decisions. They are heavily influenced by what they see in front of them and don’t want money to get in the way of their grief. Where people spending several thousand dollars might normally shop around, funeral homes tend to be a first-stop-only store for burial. You take what’s on offer because you don’t know any better and are limited to what is placed before you. And bargain shoppers take note: there are no sales.

			Mitford describes in detail the casket walk that is presented by funeral directors in their showrooms. Caskets in different price ranges are strategically placed, and the tour of the casket room often moves in a triangle formation so that by the time the shopper is done, he or she has moved out of one price range and into another. You shouldn’t bury old Uncle Fred in the cheapest casket, and after the guilt walk you won’t. Most people go for the midrange casket because they don’t want to seem ostentatious in their choices, but neither do they want to be the family cheapskates. That’s exactly what the walk is designed to do: price you above your original intentions. This reminds me of a cartoon where a man in a suit escorts a couple into a casket room and says, “What will it take to put one of you into a brand new Eterna 5000 today?”4 If buying a casket feels like buying a car, it is because it is like buying a car. And close to the same price of a used one. Unfortunately, there doesn’t seem to be much of a market for used caskets.

			Early the next afternoon, I arrived at Diane and Roy’s house in Florida. My grandmother, aunt, uncle, cousin and his wife were all sitting on the brown leather couches in the family room in a stupor. A rabbi was arguing with them about how to bury Alyssa. My aunt suspected that Alyssa would have been scared to be buried in the ground, having once said as much. Because of the water tables in Florida, many people are buried aboveground in vaults, but a traditional Jewish funeral requires burial in the earth. In the words of the book of Job, we go back to the earth that we come from. In Hebrew, the name Adam, the first primordial being, comes from the word adama, “earth.” Nothing can be more natural. We let the body go back to where it belongs, in Mother Earth. The rabbi would not perform the ceremony if the family picked a vault burial, but he lacked the sensitivity to help them understand the spiritual message behind these choices. I asked him politely to leave, and I drove my aunt and uncle to the Eternal Light Memorial Gardens cemetery. To make the decision, they needed to see the options and make them real.

			In what felt like thousand-degree heat, we walked to the various available plot sites and began the heart-wrenching decision of where Alyssa should lie eternally. Diane was crying, her whole body trembling continuously; she said she didn’t care. And she didn’t at that moment, because it was simply too overwhelming to bury your daughter and to be in this mall of death wares, where a man in a bad toupee and a polyester suit was selling waterfront plots for more, gravestones near a mausoleum for less. There was no room and no time for buyer’s remorse.

			Diane’s first shrug of not caring where Alyssa would be buried soon gave way to caring a great deal. They decided to bury Alyssa in the ground. Diane looked for mystical signs to give her direction in burying her child somewhere that signified some small part of Alyssa’s life. A butterfly flitting—maybe that was the spot. The shade of a leafy tree: Alyssa would have liked that. We tried to ignore the bugs and heat as we walked from place to place. Diane and Roy were afraid for Alyssa to be alone. She had suffered enough loneliness for one lifetime. I asked my aunt and uncle where they planned to be buried, but they had not decided that yet, until that Thursday. “Maybe you want to be buried next to her so she won’t be alone?” I suggested. We looked for a site for three. It got more complicated to locate a plot for three, but it eased the edge of fear just a bit.

			You can’t be buried just anywhere in a cemetery. Some patches are filled and crowded. New spaces have to be filled systematically. Diane wasn’t happy with the new burial area, but she didn’t have much choice if she wanted a three-plot site. Roy noiselessly followed her lead. She walked back and forth and then lay down on the ground to see if this was where she too would place eternal roots. “Okay. This is okay. We’ll take this,” she told our salesperson. Thinking that she came to bury one person, she left that day with three plots. “Do you want the $4,000 marble bench with her name on it for visitation?” said the real estate agent of death, implying that any committed visitor would, of course, opt for it. “No.” Diane was done.

			Mosquitoes swarmed the grass, and I kept swiping them from my ankles, aware of the small irritations in the face of life’s much larger irritations. As we walked, Diane asked questions with urgency.

			“What will happen to her soul?”

			“I don’t know. Nobody knows, Diane.”

			“What does Judaism say?”

			“Judaism says lots of different things, but there’s no one answer.”

			Bad answer. I felt foolish saying this, and I knew as it left my mouth how unsatisfactory it sounded. Yet that’s what happens when you have a four-thousand-year-old tradition of debate. There is no one answer. No one has died and come back to tell us. Maimonides, the medieval philosopher and physician, says that when we work on our spiritual lives in this world, our souls will live on in another, free of the body, as our bodies go back to the earth. The body holds the soul, but if we don’t spend time developing and nurturing the soul, then when the body dies, there is no soul to live beyond its physical casing. I did not tell this to Diane. Words escaped me. She did not want to know about Maimonides at that moment. Every question was really a restatement of one word: why. And for that, there were no satisfactory answers. We were quiet for a while as we thought about Alyssa’s soul.

			Then we drove to the funeral home to arrange for the burial the next day. Diane was lying across the backseat of the car, quivering with tears. Who drives to a funeral home to bury a child? “Why? Why?” The same question tumbled out again and again. Roy and I said nothing.

			We were ushered into an office and sat nervously waiting for the funeral director, who came in suited and somber and extended an arm in handshake and consolation. He had the practiced sad voice of a death professional as he handed me some papers with a list of services. Diane grimly checked the boxes. There was the refrigeration fee, the morgue fee, the tahara (ritual purification), the hairstyling (if necessary), the shemira services, where a person stays up all night with the body reciting psalms, the shroud costs. There was the cost of the casket. Diane looked to the funeral director for guidance and compassion, but the dark wood desk starkly separated those who were grieving from those who were working.

			The casket room was down the hall; it was also the room that held Alyssa’s body, so I only peeked through the doorway. It was time for the casket walk. All the caskets were named after biblical heroes. The Asher casket was more expensive than the Esther model. Asher was made of burled wood with a silk lining; Esther was just a simple maple. There was also the Abraham, the Joshua and the Daniel; biblical patriarchs and matriarchs graced life’s end as retail objects with names like women’s shoes or wigs. There was also a magazinelike rack of side panels in the corner that could be placed, for an additional fee, on the sides of the casket, like car accessories. If you were a military person you could have a casket sporting a flag; others might want one with a flower theme or a watercolored landscape of a sailboat on the sea. While I did not see any Major League Baseball caskets in this Jewish funeral home, I had seen pictures elsewhere. I knew that you could go down with your team, even if they were doing well that season. There were no prices for the caskets. You had to ask. I was astonished at the lineup and followed up later when I was home with an online price-check.

			Costco, as it turns out, has a line of cheaper caskets, but none have the same Old Testament names. Instead, you can get the Edward, the Continental, or the Kentucky Rose. If I were Christian it would have been a toss-up between the In God’s Care line and The Lady of Guadalupe casket. I like any interior that features a little pillow. It’s more comforting somehow. Other attractive features of my Lady include:

			•	ice-blue crepe interior

			•	embroidered Lady of Guadalupe head panel

			•	gold-colored handles with Lady of Guadalupe appliqués

			•	adjustable bed and mattress

			The last feature is particularly important to me because I’m not a great sleeper. I wasn’t sure I loved the ice-blue interior color. Personally, it’s a little frosty, and although Costco does note that they “have selected the most popular styles and colors, with the highest quality linings,” they currently do not offer color choices. It is a limiting factor.

			I was also intrigued by a comment made to a journalist who did some research into casket sales. When he inquired about the difference between caskets for men and women, he was told by one funeral director that “ladies’ caskets are more tapered with chamfered edges, therefore considered more ‘slimming.’ ”5 I will certainly be pursuing that option: I am not going to be buried in a fat casket. No way.

			It’s hard enough to get to a discount warehouse on an ordinary day, but at times of emotional stress it’s worse. They don’t carry multiple styles in every store either. I recommend online ordering even with the unpredictability of shipping times. Costco does offer expedited shipping on caskets, and the Federal Trade Commission requires funeral homes to accept any casket purchased from an outside source although they recommend that the purchaser notify the funeral home of their purchase within one business day. I guess it must be like walking into a bookstore and then buying the book on Amazon instead. It’s a real bummer for the funeral home.

			What about the return policy? Costco will only accept the return of a casket due to freight or cosmetic damage from shipping. Basically, you’re stuck with it. So if you’re thinking of picking out your eternal, cushioned closet and you’d never go retail, make sure you pick a classic style that can weather fashion changes.

			If you don’t like anything at Costco, you can try BestPriceCasket.com. As they say on their home page: “We supply funeral homes and we also sell directly to you! Same Price. Buy Direct.” It’s a compelling pitch, and it’s even more convincing when you see their online advice bold and underlined: “Do Not Tell The Funeral Home About Purchasing Our Casket Before You Get Their Itemized Funeral Price List. Call Us Before Talking to ANY Funeral Home, Because Everything You Tell the Funeral Home Affects Your Funeral Pricing. We Will Tell You What to Say.”

			Clearly they know something that we don’t. I wanted to know their trade secret, so I called.

			“Best Price. Can I help you?”

			“I want to know what to say to a funeral home if I order a casket from you.”

			“Let me put you through to sales.”

			I waited for a long time on hold (but not an eternity!), since I could save thousands—and if we’re talking about an eternity then a few more minutes wouldn’t really matter. When a saleswoman did pick up, I repeated the question and listened to her answer.

			“Ask for an itemized price list and then compare prices. It’s like a car dealership. You don’t go in there acting like you’ve got a lot of money. Get the best price while obviously getting what you think your loved one wants. A lot of them [funeral homes] are used to it by now because there are a lot of online dealers. They’re losing money. If you get an itemized price list, they can’t try to compensate for the loss of the casket fee. They can’t overcharge you at that point.” In other words, if you do tell a funeral home up front that you’re buying a casket elsewhere, they may try to make up the difference in other associated burial fees. The itemized list is the key. The woman in sales closed her presentation with an acknowledgment of the difficulty: “If you’ve never dealt with it, it can be a really high-pressure sale.”

			She asked me where I was from and said that they ship to my local airport once a week. “We ship all over the United States. It’s no problem getting a casket to you within a day.”

			I think I’ll wait.

			While we sat in the funeral director’s office, Diane looked at me with confusion. Most of the other services were basic and required. Alyssa would have no hairstyling, but the morgue fee was nonnegotiable. The list of check marks on the bill, line items of hell, increased. It’s only money, I thought—but it’s also money. You never want to feel like you skinflinted your nearest and dearest because you didn’t buy her the burled wood. My husband, as a medical resident, once stumbled on the newspaper obituary of a patient who had died in the emergency room (not my husband’s fault). The man’s son had written: “And I know that wherever my father is right now, he got there cheaper than anyone else.” I guess he didn’t go for the burled wood either.

			Traditionally Jews are buried in simple pine caskets. The Talmud decreed over two thousand years ago that all Jews are to be buried in the same type of shroud and the same type of casket. We are all departing the same world, and we have to leave in the same way. Death is the great economic equalizer in Jewish law. Whatever death accessories were displayed on the shelves that day were a leftover from someone else’s tradition. My uncle was relieved about the simple option and remembered that he had learned somewhere that Jews leave this world simply. The casket was of yellow pine with a simple Star of David on the top center panel. Later, when we stood by the casket as it was rolled from the hearse to her burial spot, I meditated on that star, holding on to that last image I would associate with my cousin.

			Audrey Gordon, who was once an assistant to Kübler-Ross, wonders in her writings about the rationale behind excessive casket purchases, suggesting that the “expense is often the way that a family represses its guilt over past treatment of the dead or defends itself against its feelings of anger because the loved one has abandoned them. These feelings need to be worked through as a normal part of the process of grief so that later memories of the deceased can be enjoyed without pain or avoidance.”6

			Gordon unearths the often unhealthy subterranean tensions that travel in families around burial practices that, ironically, bury the problems more than they bury the dead. The New Yorker recently carried a cartoon of a middle-aged woman in black standing before a lectern. Behind her was an elevated casket. She addressed the guests at the funeral: “Mother wouldn’t have wanted us to feel sad—she’d want us to feel guilty.”7

			After Diane and Roy wrote out a few checks, the funeral director asked if they would like to see Alyssa and say goodbye to her. My aunt asked if I would join them, but I wanted to give them the privacy of their last farewell. I had not found her lying dead on the floor, and I wanted to keep one memory picture clear in my head. It was not the Alyssa the last time I saw her but my first cousin at age six or seven. She is in a photograph at her ballet-school production, wearing a sky-blue tutu and an ornate bonnet. Against a white studio background, she bends forward like a blue flower with one of her feet pointing upward. She has a big smile, very sure of herself for the audience. Later, when my aunt and I sorted out photos of Alyssa to put out on the coffee table for the shiva, we saw that big smile again: a still-life in heels at her high-school prom, a serious third-grader holding an open notebook, a breathing, laughing, birthday-party-going kid. “We loved making birthday parties,” Diane said with a sigh. I brought the pictures downstairs and put them all over the coffee table. At a shiva people are supposed to talk about the dead, not about the mundane. Pictures help visitors focus. I kept going back to the picture in the blue tutu. Like the pine casket she was later buried in, Alyssa’s life was simple then. Clear. Straightforward. Happy.

			I stood in the hallway waiting for a long time. It was not my place to rush them. Leaving Alyssa would feel like a betrayal, as if you stopped holding on to the last visible piece of her. But at some point you have to say goodbye. In the casket room, Diane’s voice rose and fell in anguish. I spent the time asking the funeral director a few questions. “Why did they have this open viewing time?” This is not traditionally a ritual in Jewish burial. After the tahara process, the casket is usually covered and sealed.

			The director, with a gentleness that had years of experience behind it, paused: “Families who lose someone special in a disfiguring accident or in a state of physical dismemberment, want and need to say goodbye to a person who looks most like the person they remember, especially when the death is sudden.” He was pulling out the memory picture card, but I had one myself, so who was I to argue? There might be some relief for Diane and Roy. They knew that after they left the body, someone would carefully take care of Alyssa, clean her and prepare her properly for burial.

			There was some other activity going on down the corridor, a ­chapel service. Funeral home employees and drivers with black satin yarmulkes placed awkwardly on their heads were ready with an easy sympathy to move the proceedings of another sad farewell along. One of them stood just outside the building, leaning against the white brick exterior, having his last smoke before the guests walked outside.

			While I had the funeral director’s attention, I wanted to understand the appeal of the vault burial. He explained that when water tables are high, people often opt for burial in vaults to prevent the early decomposition of the body. Even those who get buried in the ground must by law have a concrete slab sealer over the casket to ensure that the body stays where it is placed. Other people opt for embalming and some opt for both.

			“So how long does the body last when you’re embalmed?”

			“It can last for a hundred or two hundred years.”

			“Why would someone want to do that?” I asked aloud, while thinking, Are we so afraid of not being that we postpone it? Could it be that we are still in denial even after we die?

			“I don’t know,” he replied. I heard a lot of “I don’t knows” in those few days.

			Mary Roach in Stiff, her famous book on cadavers, observes that undertakers used to tell everyone that sealed vaults and embalming fluids were permanent ways to preserve the body. I’m glad that “my” undertaker did not lie to me. Two hundred years is a long time, but it is not forever. Roach helped me understand the lie through a lawsuit she shared in her book. A man whose mother died bought space in a mausoleum; every six months he would bring his lunch to the cemetery and open his mother’s casket for a visit. One rainy spring he came for his biannual visit to find that his mother had grown a beard—a mold beard. He sued the mortuary for $25,000 and since then—excuse the pun—mum’s the word on forever.8

			You can’t really check on a dead body’s decomposition, at least legally, so all you get for your embalming fee is the mental assurance that you have done your best to keep the worms and the water away for a little longer, not to mention putting off the “earth to earth” biblical injunction. I noticed on the Costco website and other online casket stores that a variation of the following warning appears in bold, almost like the warning on cigarette packages, in case you didn’t already know that smoking can kill you: THERE IS NO SCIENTIFIC OR OTHER EVIDENCE THAT ANY CASKET WITH A SEALING DEVICE WILL PRESERVE HUMAN REMAINS. Every time you click “Add item” to your online death cart, this warning appears. No store wants to be responsible for your delusions of eternity.

			The warning sums up a fantasy and a repeated theme of unhappy endings. The warning is really about the denial of death. A dead body decomposes. It can be vaulted, embalmed, sealed or preserved in any number of chemical fluids, but any method will just delay the inevitable. Happier endings come to those willing to accept the grim reality of what happens to the body. They come to terms with endings, or at least the end of this life as we know it. They’re not trying to outlive nature by fooling themselves.

			When the funeral director left, I directed my attention down the hall to the chapel. Watching another funeral take place while you are putting details together for the one you are “hosting” has an odd, stagehand-from-Hades feel to it. I watched the theatrics of the mourning process as I waited for Diane and Roy to emerge from the casket room. Short, older couples—hey, this is Florida—walked out with their heads bowed, the women holding tissues, the men searching pockets for car keys. Funeral employees stood in various places directing traffic and offering hushed words of consolation.

			“Sorry for your loss. The parking lot is straight ahead.”

			“May his memory be for a blessing. The parking lot is straight ahead.”

			“The parking lot is directly ahead of you. So sorry for your loss.”

			There was a script here, and the actors had clearly done this show a thousand times before.

			One scholar has called the modern funeral a kind of performance art that is closer to Hollywood than it is to any religious practice. We buy into the theater of it and the conventions that come with theatrics, however hollow or distinguished they might be. Death can be done any way a client’s family chooses, but not really—it’s any way that the family is directed to choose by morticians who present their wares to vulnerable customers. Tom Jokinen, who wrote Curtains, the memoir/exposé of working as an undertaker-in-training, interviewed an owner of three funeral homes in Milwaukee who told him that a funeral is a show. He even tells his staff when he sees a family walk in the door, “It’s Riverdance time.” At his homes they serve food and drinks at visitations: “We are not in the funeral business; we are in the hospitality business.”9

			Mitford discovered the same sales pitch elsewhere when she met a funeral director and mortuary school graduate who described a funeral as an odyssey:

			I welcome the family as I would guests to my own home. I offer the rest room, soda, and hospitality. Today, I’d come out with embalming, dressing, visitation. At the end of the arrangements conference, we hold hands, say a prayer, have coffee. I’m a tour guide! . . . We must all be tour guides.10

			This ebullient approach has a great deal to do with the loss of a religious public who would, until only decades ago, have followed whatever practices were conventional within their faith tradition and house of worship. Families today are told that they have choices when it comes to death and that church practices need not hamper their individual style. The problem is that when it comes to death, most people don’t have an individual style. The spiritual writer Bruce Feiler observed in his own creation of mourning rituals that the “elaborate, carefully staged mourning rituals” of the past are rarely observed today. “Old customs no longer apply, yet new ones have yet to materialize.”11 What doesn’t seem to work is the bumper sticker one hip, young funeral director has on his car: “Let’s Put the ‘Fun’ Back in Funeral.”

			Max Rivlin-Nadler, the founder of Full Stop magazine, describes his visit to the 130th National Funeral Directors’ Conference. He saw a new breed of hearses and walked through a hallway of coffins. He saw a makeover using a cosmetics line for the dead being applied to an older woman—who was still alive. “No one seemed to consider this odd or in poor taste. Why would they? To those in the business of death, the distinction between the living and the dead is a simple matter of economics.”12 Rivlin-Nadler learned about a new iPhone app that lets you know the progress of a cremation and went to a “Funeral Directors Under 40: A Night on the Town” event. Someone he met at the event tried to prepare him for the evening and said, lowering his voice, “Funeral directors are notoriously heavy drinkers. There will definitely be some hookups.”

			While it all sounds strange to the novice, death is an industry like any other. It has its conferences and trade publications. And it also has a new role: to fill in the gaping holes left in the absence of accepted faith traditions. Jokinen believes that the religious practices that have been eclipsed by personal style have often resulted in a hodgepodge ceremony. This kind of theater is weak on substance and high on cliché:

			Take God out of the picture. What’s left? The sucking void is still there. How do we fill it? With sacred customs, or by picking and choosing the best from the lot and adapting them for the occasion: a bit of Zen, a touch of Zoroastrianism, yes to candles, no to Psalm 23, a clown, a puppy, show tunes, trained doves released at the gravesite to symbolize the flight of the soul, or whatever else reflects the unique life lost. We’re no longer a marginally organized tribe of believers, but a marginally organized tribe of individuals, where each life story is as important as the next.13

			To that end, human beings become defined less by their faith and convictions and more by their hobbies. So you can get golf-themed plates for a casket and urns shaped like fish for the ashes of the avid fisherman. You can have a gardening theme or a teddy bear for the infant death. The summation of a human life is reduced to whatever keeps us busy for a few hours on a weekend. There is no larger purpose or grander scale to the end of a life. It boils down to what you do in your leisure time.

			This trend is not at all surprising if you compare it to sociological trends in virtually every other area of American life. In Habits of the Heart, a bestseller about individualism and commitment in the United States, the authors argue that Americans have come to make sharp distinctions between private and public life, to the detriment of the latter. Fierce individualism has weakened the bonds of community responsibility and the notion of the collective, which results in, among other things, the Disney-themed funeral.

			Viewing one’s primary task as “finding oneself” in autonomous self-reliance, separating oneself not only from one’s parents but also from those larger communities and traditions that constitute one’s past, leads to the notion that it is in oneself, perhaps in relation to a few intimate others, that fulfillment is to be found. Individualism of this sort often implies a negative view of public life. . . . But on the basis of what we have seen in our observation of middle-class American life, it would seem that this quest for purely private fulfillment is illusory: it often ends in emptiness instead.14

			Americans, the authors believe, are hurting from self-imposed loneliness and a bankruptcy of meaning that is often conferred by feeling part of a community and something larger than self. When we become our hobbies we promote the self and let go of the transcendence that so often accompanies long-standing, communal participation in rituals. We might supplant the need for religion by being a fan of a sports team or by joining a fraternity or a civic association, but it’s not only about being part of any group; it’s about being part of a group that holds inherent meaning, that is concerned with goodness, responsibility and moral virtue.

			Roy, Diane and I left the funeral home to ponder what else we had to do to prepare for the funeral the next day. It’s an odd to-do list, to be sure, and not the kind of thing you want to write down and then check off when the tasks are completed:

			•	plot—check

			•	casket—check

			•	death certificate—check

			•	schedule funeral—check

			•	call Social Security office to register a death—check

			•	order deli platters for the shiva—check

			Much as a checklist seemed inappropriate, I wanted to make sure we had done everything and that the funeral wouldn’t have any obvious missing parts, because I was a novice at this, and there was not a second chance to get it right.

			Unless you’ve been through it before, it’s hard to imagine how anyone goes from the heart-wrenching chaos of losing someone you love to organizing a funeral, signing documents and buying a plot. Every minute of every hour people die, yet unless it’s the death of someone you love, the rituals and practices that follow death seem like the machinations of a secret society that you were never invited to join.

			The small, emotional cushions of rituals aid in the transition from the news of death, especially sudden death, to the burial. At first, it seems like a bad dream that someone else dropped you into without an instruction manual. It can be a very lonely and alienating time, when raw emotion has a head-on collision with resentment and theological anger. It becomes difficult to know what’s normal and what has to get done.

			The funeral director mentioned that, at some point, we needed to inform any companies that extracted payment in the form of bills from Alyssa that she had died. We also might want to call a local paper to put in an obituary. Wanting to spare my relatives the difficulty of canceling out Alyssa’s bureaucratic relationship with the government and utilities, I called the phone and cable companies myself. I expected a little sympathy on the other end. Even a two-word “so sorry” would have worked at this point in my fragility. But the news of Alyssa’s death, which felt so enormous in my mental space, was insignificant to those on the other end of the phone. It happens every day, I reminded myself. It happens several times a day, calls like these. To them, she wasn’t a person, just a number, another bill, another notification. Another fact.

			Hanging up the phone, I felt that Alyssa was rapidly disappearing from the world. And she was. The words of the neuroscientist David Eagleman overwhelmed me: “There are three deaths. The first is when the body ceases to function. The second is when the body is consigned to the grave. The third is that moment, sometime in the future, when your name is spoken for the last time.”15

			Alyssa was certainly not disappearing from the hearts and minds of her family, but her name was quickly erased from the lists of institutions that frame our prosaic daily life. This was a new kind of end to me, and it felt like sandpaper chafing on memory. It only strengthened my resolve to capture Alyssa in the eulogy at the service the next day. I wanted words to bring her back to life if we couldn’t have her with us. I wondered how many words it would take to give an accurate picture of Alyssa. Was that the goal? Was it to speak to her or to the others at the funeral? Was it to question the suffering or to say goodbye?

			Someone posted the news on Facebook, and a new layer of words cropped up. My remaining cousin’s best friend flew in from the East Coast with a pile of printouts from Alyssa’s Facebook wall that said how special she was and how she would be missed. Just as she was disappearing in some places, her death was generating communication momentum over the internet. Used to the formal note sent snail mail, I was shocked by this outpouring of cyberlove. The internet has changed the way that grieving families help others learn about a death and respond to it. Danna Black, an owner of the company Shiva Sisters, which plans Jewish funerals in Los Angeles, comments on the use of the internet in modern grieving: “If the griever feels comfortable sending out an e-mail, you can feel comfortable sending one back. Just don’t Reply All.”16

			My aunt flipped through the pile, stooped over with tears to comment on how nice it was to hear from Alyssa’s childhood friends and co-workers, many of whom Diane had never met. These cybervisits were oddly comforting, and they raised a new set of questions: what happens to all our passwords, our eBay account and our social media networks when we go? An iPod user wrote in to an Apple magazine recently to ask whether or not she could bequeath her iTunes collection (of which she was clearly proud) to someone after she’s gone. She said she doesn’t expect to die anytime soon but thought it a reasonable question. The answer is no: your highly individualized embrace of technology is so highly individualized that you’re taking it with you when you go. Perhaps this is why a friend of mine told me that she wants her cellphone to be thrown into the casket when they lower her down. Really? I was actually looking forward to the peace and quiet.

			No one wanted to speak at the funeral—or, more correctly, no one else thought they could speak at the funeral. No matter how uncomfortable you feel, speak at the funeral of a loved one if given the opportunity, or create the opportunity with a memorial service. No one at a funeral is expecting family members to be eloquent or dry-eyed. Go ahead and cry. The release of tears and the choking actually help listeners appreciate what this person meant to you, and this helps others release their emotions as well. Your speaking from the heart grants permission for everyone to be in that vulnerable place with you. Jewish tradition has an expression: “Words that leave the heart enter the heart.” They leave the heart of one and enter the heart of another. There are few regrets worse than “I wish I would have said my final goodbyes and told everyone what my mother really meant to me. There’s nothing I can do now.” You never get that opportunity again.

			I interviewed my remaining cousin and then my aunt and uncle to understand what they regarded as quintessentially Alyssa and what they thought had to be said as we sent her off. Suddenly capturing and summarizing a whole life in a few minutes seemed both urgent and impossible. And then I thought of the noonday sun in Florida and wondered if, on our checklist, we had told the cemetery staff to put up a tent. If not, I’d cut short my remarks. Speaking longer would not necessarily honor her life more.
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“Brown has what many people are looking for these days . . . conviction.”
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